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Abstract  
 
In the past fifteen years there has been an increase is Islamic art exhibitions in 
the United States and Europe. Islamic art exhibition includes both reinstallations 
of permanent collections and temporary exhibitions. Often Islamic art exhibitions 
are equated with broader social and political contexts and infused with beliefs 
like Islamic art can “bridge divides” (Flood, 2007; Winegar, 2008) and “speak” 
for the humanity of Islam and Muslim peoples. This conflation or slippage is 
unique to the coverage of Islamic art exhibition and may, at least in part, be 
rooted in societal and religious ideologies like Orientalism and Islamophobia.  
 
Contemporaneously, there has been a steadily growing body of research on 
interpretative theory in new museology. However, no significant attempt has 
been made to amalgamate and apply the recent academic research in 
interpretative theory, including design interpretation, museum graphics and 
written interpretation to the analysis of Islamic art exhibitions. This thesis 
examines the interpretation, the process(es) of interpretation production and 
visitors responses in two Islamic art exhibitions in the United States: the New 
Galleries for the Art of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later 
South Asia (New Galleries) at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City 
and Pearls on a String: Artists, Poets, and Patrons at the Great Islamic Courts 
(Pearls) at the Walters Art Museum in Baltimore, Maryland.  
 
This thesis utilizes a triangulated methodological approach where the theoretical 
research in interpretative theory is applied to a case study of New Galleries 
interpretation. A critical reflection method is adopted to examine the author’s 
professional involvement in the Pearls exhibition. Summative visitor evaluations 
of both exhibitions were undertaken in order to better understand the meanings 
visitors’ make.  
 
Ultimately this thesis argues that a unified, process-based approach  (Whitehead, 
2012) to interpretation with both design and written interpretation is important 
because of the association or slippage between Islamic art exhibitions and the 
broader social and political contexts. 
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction  
 
 
This thesis addresses the complexity of Islamic art exhibitions in museums, 

which includes both reinstallations of Islamic art collections and temporary 

exhibitions of Islamic art. Reinstallations usually deal with the permanent 

collections of museums and are conceived as being part of the suite of galleries 

within institutions and play an important part of the museum narrative. 

Furthermore, there are usually architectural (exterior or interior or both) changes 

to the museum structure(s) for reinstallations (like at the Arts of Islam at the 

Louvre, the Benaki Museum, the David Collection, and Museum of Islamic Art, 

Berlin, etc.).  Generally, reinstallations are on display longer (the duration is 

measured in years) rather than temporary exhibitions (the duration is usually 

measured in months). Temporary exhibitions may be of loaned objects as well as 

material from the museum’s permanent collection and are often designed around 

a strong thematic concept or singular argument. This is unlike permanent 

exhibitions, which mostly favor chronological, dynastic and/or teleological 

displays. Temporary exhibitions may also be designed as touring exhibitions and 

therefore, may reflect multiple institutional agendas. 

 

The exhibition of Islamic art has increased greatly since the 11 September 2001 

terror attacks (McWilliams, 2012; Pinna, 2013; Winegar, 2008). In fact, there has 

been a “reevaluation of Islamic art and archaeology” globally (Junod, et. al., 2012, 

p.12). Indeed, numerous reinstallations of permanent Islamic art collections in 

the United States and Europe might make Islamic art the most consistently 

reinstalled art historical discipline ever (within a 15-20 year time period). 

Furthermore, many temporary exhibitions featuring Islamic art have been 

created at large and small arts institutions alike. Permanent collections that have 

been reinstalled in the United States, Europe, and Russia are listed 

chronologically on the following page.1  

																																																								
1 There has also been an increase of new museums in the Middle East and Southeast Asia 
that display Islamic, Arab and contemporary art, which include: the Museum of Islamic 
Arts Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia (1998); Museum of Islamic Art, Doha, Qatar 
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Reinstallations of Permanent Collections of Islamic Art and New Museums in 
the USA, Europe & Russia: 
 
• 1998- Arts of the Islamic World, Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, 

Washington, DC 
• 2000 & forthcoming 2019- Museum of Islamic Art- Pergamon Museum, 

Berlin, Germany   
• 2004- Benaki Museum, Museum of Islamic Art, Athens, Greece 
• 2006- The Islamic Middle East (Jameel Gallery), Victoria & Albert 

Museum, London, UK 
• 2008- New Department of Islamic Art, Houston Museum of Fine Arts, 

Houston, Texas 
• 2009- The David Collection, Copenhagen, Denmark 
• 2009- Islamic Middle East and Asian Crossroads, Ashmolean Museum, 

Oxford, UK  
• 2009 & forthcoming 2018- Arts of the Islamic World Galleries, Brooklyn 

Museum, Brooklyn, New York 
• 2010- Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit, Michigan 
• 2011- The Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris 
• 2011- American Islamic Heritage Museum, Washington, DC 
• 2011- The New Galleries of the Art of Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central 

Asia and Later South Asia, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, New 
York   

• 2012- Arts of Islam, the Louvre, Paris, France  
• 2013- Arts of East Asia/Persian Art, San Diego Museum of Art, San Diego, 

CA 
• 2014- The State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg, Russia  
• 2014- Aga Khan Museum, Toronto, Canada 
• 2014- Harvard Art Museum, Arthur M. Sackler Museum, Boston, MA 

 
Planned Reinstallations:  
 
• Art from the Lands of Islam, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA 
• Art of the Islamic World, Freer|Sackler, Washington, DC  
• Islamic World, British Museum, London, UK  
• Islamic Art, Los Angeles County Museum, Los Angeles, CA  
• Islamic World, Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, MD  
• Dallas Museum of Art (Keir Collection), Dallas, TX   

																																																																																																																																																																					
(2008); Sharjah Museum of Islamic Civilization, Sharjah, UAE (2008) Museum of 
Islamic Art, Cairo, Egypt (reinstallation) (2009); Mathaf: Arab Museum of Modern Art, 
Doha, Qatar (2010); Zayed National Museum, Abu Dhabi, UAE (2016); Guggenheim Abu 
Dhabi, Abu Dhabi, UAE (2017); Louvre Abu Dhabi, Abu Dhabi, UAE 2017; King 
Abdulaziz Center for World Culture, Saudi Arabia (2017).  
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Before 9/11 two major Islamic art collections were reinstalled. After 9/11 there 

were fifteen reinstallations with at least six more Islamic art collections planning 

a reinstallation. This significant increase is testament to not only the increased 

interest in Islamic art, but also to the large amounts of funding and donations 

that make museum exhibition possible.  The most significant completed 

reinstallations (where significance could be measured in size and quality of 

Islamic art collection) are probably the Islamic Middle East at the Victoria & 

Albert Museum (2006); The David Collection (2009), the New Galleries for the 

Art of Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia (New 

Galleries) at the Metropolitan Museum of Art  (2011), and Arts of Islam at the 

Louvre.  

 

Although it is difficult to determine if there has been an increase in temporary 

exhibitions of Islamic art, there have been a large amount in the past seven years. 

Below is a selective list of temporary exhibitions in New York, London and 

elsewhere.  

 

Temporary Islamic Art Exhibitions in New York:  
 
• 1001 Inventions: Discover the Muslim Heritage in Our World, New York 

Hall of Science (traveling exhibition) (7 December 2010-24 April 2011) 
• Three Faiths at the New York Public Library (22 October 2010-27 

February 2011) 
• Change: Architecture and Engineering in the Middle East 2000- present, 

Center for Architecture (22 February-23 June 2012) 
• Crossing Borders: Manuscripts from the Bodleian Libraries, The Jewish 

Museum, New York, NY (14 September 2012-3 February 2013) 
• Doris Duke’s Shangri La: Architecture, Landscape and Islamic Art, 

Museum of Art and Design, New York, NY (7 September 2012-6 January 
2013) 

• Byzantium and Islam: Age of Transition, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, NY  (14 March-8 July 2012) 

• Treasures of Islamic Manuscript Painting from the Morgan, The Morgan 
Library and Museum (21 October 2011-29 January 2012) 

• Iran Modern, Asia Society, New York, NY (6 September 2013-5 January 
2014) 

• America to Zanzibar, The Children’s Museum of Manhattan, NY, NY (13 
February 2016-present) 
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Temporary Islamic Art Exhibitions in London: 
 
• Sacred, The British Library, London, UK (April-September 2007) 
• Arabick Roots, The Royal Society, London, UK (9 June-11 November 2011) 
• Hajj: Journey to the Heart of Islam at the British Museum, London, UK 

(26 January-15 April 2012) 
• The Horse from Arabia to Royal Ascot, British Museum, London, UK (24 

May-30 September 2012) 
• Light from the Middle East, V&A, London, UK (13 November 2012-7 April 

2013) 
• Mughal India, The British Library, London, UK (9 November-2 April 

2013) 
• Pearls, Victoria & Albert Museum, London, UK (21 September 2013-19 

January 2014) 
• Jameel Prize 3, Victoria & Albert Museum, London, UK (biennial) (2014, 

2012, 2010) 
 
Temporary Islamic Art Exhibitions (Outside of New York and London): 
 
• Palace and Mosque: Islamic Art from the Victoria and Albert Museum 

(travelling exhibition: National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC; Kimbell 
Art Museum, Fort Worth, Texas; Setagaya Art Museum, Tokyo, Japan; 
Millennium Galleries, Sheffield, UK) (2004-2006) 

• Gifts of the Sultan, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, CA (5 
June-5 September 2011)  

• Flora Islamica- David Collection, Copenhagen, Denmark (22 March-27 
October 2013)  

• Sacred Pages, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA (13 July 2013-23 
February 2014) 

• She Who Tells a Story, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA (27 August 
2013-12 January 2014) 

• Islam Contemporary, Pittsfield, MA (2013) 
• Pearls on a String, The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, MD (8 November 

2015-31 January 2016) 
• Islamic Art Now: Contemporary Art of the Middle East, Los Angeles 

County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, CA (1 February 2015-3 January 2016) 
 

The increase in Islamic art exhibition has been researched generally (Fritsch, 

2012; Grinell, 2016; Grinell in Leech, 2015; Polland, 2012) in relationship to the 

declaration of the ability of Islamic art to “bridge cultural divides” (Flood, 2007; 

Winegar, 2008), the relationship of Islamic art and the museum (Junod, et.al., 

2012), the place(s) of Islamic art exhibition in Berlin museums (Kamel, 2013) and 
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in the presence of Orientalism in British exhibition catalogues (Bryce and 

Carnegie, 2013). All museum exhibitions are part of the culture, society and 

communities in which they reside (Sandell, 2007). Like other forms of cultural 

representation, Islamic art exhibitions contain the values of the institutions, 

societies and cultures of which they are part.  

 

Research Questions  

 
Given the increase in Islamic art exhibitions, the study of interpretation in 

Islamic art exhibition has not yet been given adequate attention in new 

museology. This thesis examines interpretation, the process(es) of interpretation 

production and visitor responses to interpretation in two Islamic art exhibitions 

in the United States: the New Galleries for the Art of the Arab Lands, Turkey, 

Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia (New Galleries) at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art (Met Museum) in New York, New York  (November 2011) and 

Pearls on a String: Artists, Patrons, and Poets of the Great Islamic Courts 

(Pearls) at the Walters Art Museum (WAM) in Baltimore, Maryland (8 November 

2015-31 January 2016). The New Galleries is a reinstallation of a permanent 

collection whereas Pearls was a temporary international loan exhibition.  

Focusing on these two Islamic art exhibitions, this thesis asks: 

 
• How can the theoretical research in new museology and interpretative 

theory be applied in order to better understand and analyze interpretation 
in Islamic art exhibition? 

• How do curatorial and museum practices contribute to the production of 
design and written interpretation in Islamic art exhibition?   

• How can the societal context of Islamic art exhibitions be understood 
through the examination of written interpretation and museum practices?  

• What is the role that interpretation plays in the construction of meaning in 
Islamic art exhibition? 

• How do museum visitors make connections between Islamic art exhibition 
and a broader social and political context?  

 

The distinction between temporary exhibitions and permanent collection is 

important in Islamic art history. In fact, Mary McWilliams, Norma Jean 

Calderwood Curator of Islamic Art, at the Harvard Art Museums, argues that the 
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distinction is crucial in Islamic art exhibition (2012, p.153). McWilliams asserts 

that greater attention and resources are given to temporary exhibitions to:  

develop creative installations, layers of innovative technology, catalogues, 
gallery brochures, and a host of associated public programmes. At their 
best, temporary exhibitions spatialise an argument or point of view with 
objects selected widely through loan (2012, p.153). 
 

Whereas, “permanent installations must be flexible and varied to allow people 

other than the original curator to use them as an arena in which to develop their 

own arguments” (McWilliams, 2012, p.153). According to McWilliams, 

permanent exhibition must be “flexible” and presumably be less likely to exhibit a 

“point of view” (2012, p.153).  

 

Going forward, this introductory chapter is broken into two parts. The first part is 

an introduction to the societal context including key political and cultural 

concepts that underlie the thesis arguments. While the rest of the thesis is about 

museum practice, a general understanding of these concepts is fundamental. The 

second part is an introduction to the methodological approach, a chapter 

overview, and the final section in this chapter is dedicated to the contribution to 

knowledge.  

 

Part I: Societal Context  

 

The societal context of Islamic art exhibition in the United States is unique and of 

a particular importance because of the following reasons: the conflation of the 

exhibition of Islamic art with violence and terrorism (sometimes called Islamic 

terrorism) and the interpretation that some museums adopt can result in a 

similar reductive binary. Even though exhibitions of Islamic art are not 

necessarily about the religion of Islam,2 oftentimes Islamic art exhibitions are 

equated with (intentionally and unintentionally) the religion of Islam, terrorism, 

and Orientalist sentiments in news media reviews. 

																																																								
2 Islamic art is inclusive of religious and secular art from historical (and in some 
definitions  contemporary) places/dynasties where Islam is the dominant religion, legal 
system and cultural influence.  
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The societal context relating to the negative depictions of Islam or Muslim 

peoples is pertinent to the study of Islamic art exhibition due to the slippage and 

equation of Islamic art as answering for or “building bridges” between the “West” 

and “East” (Flood, 2007; Winegar, 2008). This is lamented by some Islamic art 

scholars, including Finbarr Barry Flood, a Professor of Art History at New York 

University (2007). Similarly, Oleg Grabar (1929-2011), a leading Islamic art 

historian and archeologist comments on the “peculiar development” of the study 

of Islamic art within the “social, cultural, and political transformations of the past 

decades” (2012, p.18). Grabar views this development as peculiar because: 

it bears little relationship to the essentially Western European, para-
academic climate of wealthy men and women in which works of Islamic art 
had been collected and studied until now (2012, p.18).  

 

Scholars writing about Islamic art exhibition outside of the Islamic art history 

field include Jessica Winegar (2008) and Derek Bryce and Elizabeth Carnegie 

(2013). Using the terms ‘discursive universe’ and  ‘frameworks’, Jessica Winegar, 

Associate Professor at Northwestern University, makes the argument that 

exhibitions of art from the Middle East are framed through the ‘War on Terror’ 

and the religion of Islam, and that these frames become the primary way that 

these exhibitions are understood. She writes:   

when art from the Middle East is labeled as “Islamic,” religion becomes 
the primary (or sole) framework for interpreting the meanings, formal 
properties, and makers of the art, crowding out other perspectives (2008, 
p. 655). 

 
Similarly, “institutional positioning” is discussed by Derek Bryce (Lecturer at the 

University of Strathclyde) and Elizabeth Carnegie (Lecturer at the University of 

Sheffield). Bryce and Carnegie discuss the social and political climates 

surrounding exhibitions of what they unfortunately term as “Oriental art”: 

the heightened, and popularized, Western political and media-enabled 
anxiety about Islam, couched in tropes like ‘post 9/11’ and ‘War on Terror’ 
[is] coterminous with these exhibitions […] The current political and 
cultural climate, which we believe to be crucially influential in creating 
both the environment for, and reasons behind, the curatorial 
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representations and institutional positioning evident within the 
exhibitions (2013, p.1737). 

 

Interestingly, Bryce and Carnegie make the argument that political and cultural 

climate is fundamental in the reasoning for and creation of Islamic (Oriental) art 

exhibitions.  

 

Although both Winegar and Bryce and Carnegie articles elucidate the societal 

position that Islamic art exhibition occupies, they do not explicitly examine the 

role of the exhibition interpretation in the meanings museum visitors can make 

from these experiences. Bryce and Carnegie focus their analysis on exhibition 

catalogues, whereas Winegar focuses generally on ‘art events’. The conflation or 

slippage of Islamic art to represent the religion of Islam and Muslim peoples 

could have partly to do with the religious terminology for this art historical sub-

field, but also could be rooted in pervasive societial ideologies, like Orientalism 

and Islamophobia. 

 

Orientalism 

 
Edward Said, former Professor at Columbia University, cultural critic, and 

literary theorist has arguably developed the most influential definitions or 

meanings of Orientalism. Interlacing both political and cultural Orientalism, Said 

outlines three meanings and definitions of Orientalism in his canonical book 

Orientalism. The first is an academic meaning, where anyone who “teaches, 

writes about, or researches the orient” (2003, p.2). The second meaning is 

created through difference, “Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an 

ontological and epistemological distention made between ‘the Orient’ and ‘the 

Occident’ (2003, p.2). The third meaning is based on a dichotomy of power. Said 

writes, “Orientalism is a Western style of dominating, restructuring, and having 

authority over the Orient” (2003, p.3). The second and third definitions of 

Orientalism are concerned with the creation of difference. There are numerous 

historical and contemporary criticisms of Said’s work regarding authenticity and 
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the absence of the German Orientalists (Kontje, 2004). Nonetheless, it remains a 

canonical academic work and academic standard in postcolonial studies.  

 

Orientalism is widely discussed in various academic disciplines, like film 

(Bernstein and Studlar, 1997), the relationships between Orientalism and Islam 

(Curtis, 2009), historic views of Orientalism to present day (Lockman, 2009), 

representation of Asian religions in American popular culture, which Jane 

Iwamura calls “virtual orientalism” (2011), historical and present relationships 

between Orientalism and art, land and travel/voyage (Netton, 2013), gender 

(Hasan, 2005; Khalid, 2011; Lewis, 2013; Schein, 1997), Orientalist art including 

painting architecture, and photography, and the contestation of Orientalist 

binaries in non-Western artists from the Middle East and North Africa (Beaulieu 

and Roberts, 2002; Roberts and Hackforth-Jones, 2005) to name a few.  

 

In the past twenty years, there have been many scholars who are interested in 

redefining (and relabeling) Orientalism and its application to contemporary 

social, political and economic circumstances. Indeed, Michael Hill defines 

“Reverse Orientalism” as a:  

process that entails the attribution of set of cultural values to East and 
Southeast Asia societies by Western social scientists in order to contrast 
the recent dynamic progress of Asian development with the stagnation and 
social disorganization of contemporary Western economies and societies 
(2000, p.177).  

 

Additionally, “internal Orientalism” is discussed in American (Jansson, 2003) 

and Chinese (Schein, 1997) societies. Jannson defines internal Orientalism:  

[it] represents a subordinate section of the state in a particular 
(unflattering) way so as to produce a national  (i.e., state-scale) identity 
with desirable characteristics. The creation of the exalted national identity 
thus involved the production of negative stereotypes about people from 
the subordinate region (2003, p.297). 

 
Furthermore, both neo-Orientalism (Behdad and Williams, 2010; Gol, 2010; 

Khalid, 2011; Lau, 2009; Lau and Mendes, 2011; Pipes 1996; Samiel, 2010; 

Tuastad, 2003) and Re-Orientalism (which are similar, if not identical ideologies) 
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are based on the concept of a ‘native informer’, usually a woman and/or a refugee 

who has written a memoir that confirms Orientalist and Islamophobic ideologies 

as ‘authentic’ because of the indigenous sources.  

 

Orientalism and tourism has been discussed generally (Kabbani, 2008), in China 

(Yan and Santos, 2009), within a British context for travel to Egypt and Turkey 

(Bryce 2007), Oman (Feighery, 2012) and Palestine/Israel (Selwyn, 2015), and 

the War on Terror (Khalid, 2011) amongst others. Can-Seng Ooi (2005) writes 

about the formation and orientalization of the National Museums of Singapore 

(NMS) in order to appeal to international and Western tourists’ imaginations of 

Singapore. The orientalization of the NMS was to ultimately increase tourism to 

Singapore and to supply tourists of experiences in accordance with their 

Orientalist expectations (Ooi, 2005, p. 5).  

 

‘Post-Orientalism” is a term used by Melani McAlister, Assistant Professor at 

George Washington University to describe “the period after Word War II when 

American power worked very hard to fracture the older logic and install new 

frameworks” (2015, p.11). McAlister argues that the ‘West’ and ‘East’ are not a 

separate binary as they once were in American society, (2015, p.12).  

 

However, Lara Deeb and Jessica Winegar  (2016) writing about the politics 

within the anthropology discipline, disagree and argue that Orientalism still 

organizes understanding of Middle East and North African (MENA) countries: 

“Orientalism remains one of the central frameworks underwriting and 

legitimating the action-both belligerent and benevolent- of these states in MENA”  

(2016, p. 14). However, Deeb and Winegar acknowledge that some of academic 

interlocutors state that “they work in a theoretically ‘post-Orientalist 

anthropology” where “post-Orientalist” means “Orientalists approaches to MENA 

were no longer dominant and where critiques of Orientalism were taken for 

granted such that they did not need to be continually rehearsed” (2016, p.213).  
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Unlike the exploration of Orientalism in academia, Orientalism is not widely 

discussed in the contemporary news media outlets. However, recently, the 

Museum of Fine Arts- Boston (MFA) found itself in a media controversy with 

accusations of Orientalism having to do with a program that coincided with two 

exhibitions where the subject-matter was Japanese. Demonstrators and online 

reviews denounced the MFA in July 2015 and protested against a museum 

program called “Kimono Wednesdays” (MFA website) where MFA visitors were 

encouraged to try on a replica kimono from Claude Monet’s La Japonaise (1876) 

(Boucher, 6 July 2015). A group called “Stand Against Yellow Face @ the MFA” 

accused the museum of “cultural appropriation and orientalism” (Boucher 6 July 

2015). Interestingly, the program brought attention to Orientalism presumably 

because of the action of the visitors in this museum-sponsored event. A day after 

these protests were reported in Artnet.com, the MFA cancelled that program, but 

still allowed for the display of the replica kimonos. Therefore, it was the act of 

visitors trying on the kimonos that was most offensive, and not their presence in 

the galleries. However, overall, the museum’s role as the likely, and probably 

inadvertent promoter and perpetuator of Orientalism in the United States is 

largely understudied.  

 
Islamophobia  
 
Connecting Orientalism to representations of Islam and Muslim peoples, 

Edwards Said’s Covering Islam (1997) is the third and final book in a series 

where Said “attempted to treat the modern relationship between the world of 

Islam, the Arabs and the Orient on one hand and on the other the West” (p.xlix). 

It is in this book that Said most explicitly links some Orientalist concepts to the 

media coverage of Islam and Muslim peoples. Building on Said, Stephen Sheehi, 

Professor of Arabic Studies at William & Mary College argues “Orientalism has 

paved the way for Islamophobia and, indeed, perhaps Islamophobia is the heir to 

Orientalism” (2010, p.38).  

 

The term Islamophobia or “Islamophobie” has been in use as early as 1910 

(Abdelkader, 2016). It was used sporadically until the mid 1990s. The Boston 
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Globe in 1995 was the first major newspaper to use “Islamophobia” in a headline 

(Abdelkader, 2016). However, according to The Bridge Initiative at Georgetown 

University, “the term’s watershed moment came in 1996 with creation of the 

Runnymeade Trust Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia” 

(Abdelkader, 2016).  

 

The Runnymeade Trust is the UK’s leading independent race equality think tank. 

A report by the Trust, titled, “Islamophobia: a challenge for us all” uses the term 

Islamophobia and argues that this terminology needed to be created to represent 

the reality of increased “anti-Muslim prejudice” (1997, p.4). This report defined 

Islamophobia as:  

unfounded hostility toward Islam. It refers also to the practical 
consequences of such hostility in unfair discrimination against Muslim 
individuals and communities, and to the exclusion of Muslims from 
mainstream political and social affairs (1997, p.4).  

 
In an attempt to define the underlying assumptions of Islamophobia, this report 

states that Islam is seen as the inferior “Other” with different values from the 

West, which the report then complicates and categorizes eight Islamophobic 

views (1997, p.4-12), The first Islamophobic view is “Islam [is] seen as single 

monolithic bloc” (1997, p.5), where there is an insensitivity to “the significant 

difference variations” of Muslims. Similar to a previously- discussed definition of 

Orientalism, the second Islamophobic view, “Islam is seen as separate and other” 

(1997, p.5). The third Islamophobic view is “Islam [is] seen as inferior to the 

West- barbaric, irrational, primitive, sexist” (1997, p.5). The fourth view is that 

Islam is seen as violent, aggressive, threatening, supporting of terrorism, engaged 

in a ‘clash of civilizations’ (1997, p.5).3 In this same report, The Runnymeade 

Trust, defines the underlying assumptions of Islamophobia and states that Islam 

																																																								
3 The clash of civilizations mentioned here could be based on a book (of the same title) by 
Samuel Huntington (1996) and although widely discredited, is often referred to as one of 
the foundations of contemporary Islamophobia.  



	 13	

is seen as the inferior “Other” with different values from the West (1997, p.6), 

which is very similar to Said’s second definition of Orientalism (2003, p.2).4  

 

This report also asserts that Islamophobia associates Islam with violence and 

terror (1997, p.7), which is a fundamental difference between Orientalism and 

Islamophobia (besides being racial and religious ideologies respectively). Put 

simply, “Islamophobia refers to the fear, hatred, and hostility toward Muslims 

and Islam” (Green, 2015, p. 2). In a follow-up to the 1997 report, The British 

Commission of Muslims and Islamophobia, states that Islamophobia has 

dramatically increased since the 1997 report and suggests this is because of the 

9/11 terrorist attacks (2004, p.1).  

 

Raymond Taras, Professor at Tulane University builds on the Runnymeade 

Trust’s definitions and adds, “Islam entails the spread of hostile public attitudes 

toward Muslims” (2012, p.4). Importantly, the emphasis on the “spread” of 

hostile public attitudes defines Islamophobia. Indeed, John L. Esposito, calls 

Islamophobia an “epidemic” and states “Islam and the Middle East often 

dominate the negative headlines. Despite the fact that Islam is the second largest 

religion in the world” (2012, p.x).  

 

Interestingly, it is only recently in the United States that Islamophobia is 

becoming an accepted and used nomenclature. Typically before 2016, a term like 

‘anti-Muslim sentiments’ (or something similar) was frequently used to describe 

Islamophobic sentiment or actions. An example of this nomenclature is the title 

of a report, Discrimination Against Muslims, Arabs, and South Asians in New 

York City Since 9/11 authored by the New York City Commission on Human 

Rights. It was published in 2003 and documented an increase in reported 

harassment and violence against people who are followers of Islam and these 

																																																								
4 The remaining “views”(numbered 5-8), which are not highly relevant to this research 
project are: “5. Islam seen as a political ideology, used for political or military advantage, 
6. Criticisms made by Islam of ‘the West’ rejected as out of hand, 7. Hostility toward 
Islam used to justify discriminatory practices, 8. Anti-Muslim hostility accepted as 
natural and ‘normal’” (1997, p.5).	
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listed ethnicities in the report title.5 Regarding the increase of Islamophobia in 

America generally in 2006, the Council on American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) 

revealed in the American Public Opinion About Islam and Muslims report that 

the majority of Americans (80%) cite their major source of information about 

Islam and Muslims from television, (2006, p.7), which is alarming, especially 

given the dominance of Islamophobic representations in television.   

 

Concerning Islamophobia in the print media, a damning report by 416 Labs (a 

consulting firm) states that the New York Times is likely to lead the average 

reader to “assign collective responsibility to Islam/Muslims for the violent 

actions of a few” (November 2015). The report states  “Islam was portrayed 

negatively 57 percent of the headlines during the period of analysis, with cancer 

and cocaine being evaluated at 34 and 47 percent respectively” (Mastracci, 2016). 

The New York Times is considered a “paper of record” and generally left-leaning. 

Therefore, this report explicates the persistence of the negative media 

representations. Similarly, Todd H. Green, an Associate Professor of Religion at 

Luther College, writes “the challenge facing anyone writing a book on 

Islamophobia is that the news headlines seem to speak against any notion that 

the West has an unfounded fear of Islam” (2015, p.3).  

 

Regarding the ignorance of many Americans about Islam, a Pew Research Center 

report titled: How Americans Feel about Religious Groups (2014) used a “feeling 

thermometer”, where a “0” rating is cold/negative and a “100” rating is the 

warmest most positive rating. This report found that the American public views 

Muslims at a 40% feeling thermometer rating, which is “cold” or more negative 

than any other religion (Pew, 2014, p.1). Especially when compared to the 

feelings thermometer ratings of other religious groups: Jews (63%), Catholics 

																																																								
5 This title could indicate that people who are perceived to be Muslim have also 
experienced an increase of violence due to the racialization of Islam (Garner and Selod 
2014).  This increase of violence can be evidenced by the murder of six people at Sikh 
Temple of Wisconsin (2012), a Sikh doctor who was attacked in Central Park, NYC 
(2013) and two Indian Engineers who were shot (one killed and one injured) in Kansas 
(2017) amongst others.  
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(62%), Evangelical Christians (61%), Buddhists (53%), Hindus (50%), Mormons 

(48%), and Atheists (41%) (Pew, 2014, p.1). In fact, in this report most Americans 

admitted that they knew “little or nothing” about the religion of Islam (Williams, 

10 December 2015).  

 

Indeed numerous country-specific reports have been researched and reported on 

Islamophobia in the United Kingdom and the United States. Green points out: 

most scholarly books and articles focus on one side of the Atlantic or the 
other, or concentrate on a particular slice of Islamophobia, such as media 
portrayals of Muslims or construction of the Muslim enemy in the War on 
Terror (2015, p. xii).  
 

Some of these country-specific and media  “slices” have already been discussed. 

Further academic research about representation of Islam, Muslim peoples and 

Arabs include arts and literature (Edwards, 2000; Hackforth-Jones and Roberts, 

2005; Little, 2008; Oueijan, 2011a, 2011b, 2006, 1996; Nochlin, 1989; Weir, 

2011;), TV (Shaheen, 1984), film (Shaheen, 2009; 2008; 2002), political cartoons 

(Gottschalk and Greenberg, 2008), and in Western media and society in general 

(Abdo, 2006; Akram, 2002; Bakalin and Bozorgmehr, 2009; Cainkar, 2004; 

Esposito and Kalin, 2011; Kumar, 2012; Lawrence, 2000; Lean, 2012; Poole, 

2002; Said, 1980, 1997; Shah, 2012; Sheehi, 2011). This research mostly focuses 

on the particular “slice” of media representations. Also, largely absent from this 

research is the study of museums, Islamic art in museums, and/or museum 

exhibition and interpretation and possible relationship to Islamophobia.  

 

Recently, some actors and artists have spoken out about Muslim typecasting in 

television and film. A sampling of these controversies include in 2015, a GQ 

magazine article titled, “You May Know Me from Such Roles as Terrorist #4” by 

Jon Ronson. Building on this article, in 2015, The Screen Actors Guild (SAG) 

hosted an event at the New School (in New York, NY) that addressed issues of 

typecasting in Hollywood films and in television. Another recent controversy was 

about Showtime’s network Homeland serial, where graffiti artists originally hired 

by the show to create graffiti on the Homeland set, instead spray-painted 
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statements like “Homeland is racist” (amongst others) in Arabic (Phipps, 15 

October 2015). ‘The Tradition of Hospitality’ episode (Season 5, Episode 2) aired 

with this graffiti statements unbeknownst at the time of airing to Homeland 

producers.   

 

Islamophobia in the USA is even present in transit advertising. In 2011, 2012, 

2014 and 2015 a fanatical, right wing group, The American Freedom Defense 

Initiative (AFDI), headed by the infamous Islamophobe, Pamela Geller, created 

‘Anti-Muslim’ ads in New York City transit advertising property (Metropolitan 

Transit Authority). These ads were placed in subway stations and on buses and 

were so incendiary that prominent Muslim Americans staged protests and 

defacements. These highly offensive ads included statements like “In any war 

between civilized man and the savage, support the civilized man” (Dabashi, 24 

March 2012). These protests prompted the Metropolitan Transit Authority 

(MTA) to change its advertising regulations in 2015 to specify that political and 

religious advertising be no longer allowed on MTA property (Saul and Furgaro, 3 

March 2016). Then the AFDI sued the MTA for their change in policy. In March 

2016, a court decision was upheld to not allow these Islamophobic 

advertisements (Saul and Furgaro, 3 March 2016).  

 

Moving into the political realm, President Obama, when visiting a mosque in 

urban Baltimore in February 2016, called for TV shows to have “Muslim 

characters that are unrelated to national security” (Harris, 3 February 2016). 

Unfortunately, in the 2016 Presidential election campaigns in the United States, 

Muslims have found themselves in the political crossfires as then Republican 

Presidential Nominee and now President Donald Trump has repeatedly called for 

the immigration bans for all Muslims and a Muslim registry for all American 

Muslims (Diamond, 8 December 2015). For the time being, this has become a 

reality for people from seven majority-Muslim nations with an executive order 

signed on the 27 January 2017 (Yuhas, 28 January 2017). Not surprisingly, there 

has been a dramatic increase in violence against Muslims and people perceived to 

be Muslim since Trump began his Presidential election campaign (Foran, 22 
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September 2016). This rise in violence against American Muslims (or people 

perceived to be Muslim) has been linked to President Trump’s incendiary 

rhetoric (Abdelkader, 2016).  These controversies in arts and politics explicate 

the current sociocultural and sociopolitical climates in the United States where 

both Islamic art exhibitions are located.  

 

As mentioned earlier, a general understanding of Orientalism and Islamophobia 

is integral to the analysis of exhibition interpretation and visitors evaluations in 

the New Galleries and Pearls respectively.  

 

PART II: Methods, Chapter Overview and Contribution to Knowledge 

 
Methods 
 
This thesis employs various qualitative methods6 in order to appropriately 

address each of the research questions. Organized by chapter, this section 

summarizes each method utilized in this thesis. These methods are discussed in 

greater detail within each of the analytical chapters (Chapter 3-6) in the 

‘Methods’ section respectively.  

 

Chapter 2 discusses new museological and interpretative theoretical concepts 

relevant to the examination of New Galleries and Pearls exhibitions. The 

theoretical approach foregrounds interpretative theory and draws upon research 

areas including museums and society, written and design interpretation, and 

map theory. Chapter 3 employs a case study method to analyze interpretation in 

New Galleries at the Met Museum. A case study method allows for the 

examination of complex conditions where the researcher possesses no control 

over the phenomena studied (Yin, 2011, p.35; Yin, 2003, p.4). The analysis of the 

New Galleries interpretation was undertaken after the exhibition opened and 

because I was not involved in interpretation creation, the application of a case 

																																																								
6 The use of the term ‘mixed methods’ is usually used when both quantitative and 
qualitative methods are employed. However, in visual culture, it is very common to use a 
combination of methods in the same research project (Rose, 2006).  
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study method is wholly appropriate. Moreover, a case study also allows for the 

collection of data from diverse sources, which includes observation/field visits, 

curator interviews, and archival research.  

 

Unlike the analysis of the New Galleries, where case study was employed because 

there was no control of the exhibition, my involvement in Pearls on a String was 

participatory, where I contributed to the creation of exhibition interpretation. 

Therefore, a critical reflection method was adopted in Chapter 5 for the reflection 

and examination of this professional experience where I was able to utilize the 

theoretical research and apply this practically. Essentially, critical reflection is a 

process of learning through experience that links theoretical principles with 

actions (Fook, 2011, p. 56). In this case, the theoretical principles discussed in 

Chapter 2 are applied to the actions of participating on the Pearls exhibition team 

and the creation and editing of interpretation for the Pearls exhibition.  

 

Chapters 4 and 6 utilize very similar, if not almost identical, qualitative methods 

for conducting summative visitor evaluations in the New Galleries (May 2014) 

and Pearls (December 2015) respectively. A participant observation and 

purposive sampling methods were used for interviewee sample selection. A semi-

structured interviewing method was used to conduct interviews with visitors. 

Transcription and the sorting and coding of concepts and themes were employed 

in data analysis. The key findings utilize comparison, summarization, and 

evaluation in conclusions reporting.  

 

Therefore, this methodological approach is unique as it encompasses a 

triangulation of methods in the analysis of interpretation design and written 

interpretation in these two Islamic art exhibitions: the application of new 

museological and interpretative theory (Chapter 2) to the critical analysis via case 

study of interpretation in the New Galleries (Chapter 3) and the critical reflection 

of Pearls professional participation (Chapter 5) and an examination of findings 

from qualitative visitor research conducted in the exhibitions (Chapter 4 and 

Chapter 6).  
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Chapter Overview  

 

Chapter 2 is a literature review that examines the relevant research in 

interpretative theory including written and design interpretation, museum 

graphics and map theory. The chapter roots the study of interpretation in new 

museology, discusses various definitions of interpretation, and outlines the 

progression of the study of exhibition interpretation chronologically to the 

present day. Important to this thesis, there has been an increase of interest in 

approaches to the study of interpretation in art museums (Whitehead, 2011, 

2012) and design and graphic interpretation (Roberts, 2014; MacLeod et. al., 

2015; Piehl and MacLeod, 2011; Whitehead, 2016a, 2016b). The literature review 

continues on to research on map theory, which supplies a theoretical foundation 

to argue that maps are an important and understudied interpretative component 

in museum exhibition.  

 

Chapter 3 is a case study of the New Galleries at the Met Museum. This chapter 

initially outlines the background of the collection of Islamic art at the Met 

Museum and discusses important precedents in the exhibition of Islamic art in 

Europe and the United States. Next this chapter is then broken into two parts. 

Part I discusses the design interpretation, focusing on concepts of map theory, 

consecration (Whitehead 2012), star objects (Stanley 2011; Wingfield 2010) and 

sightlines/vectors (Ravelli 2006) and immersion. Part II is focused on written 

interpretation and discusses the written interpretation hierarchy in the New 

Galleries, the processes of written interpretation creation, and additions to 

written interpretation in the galleries since the opening. Concluding Part II and 

the chapter is an analysis of the exhibition panels including; exhibition 

introduction panel, gallery introduction panels, and relayer panels.  

 

In order to address the research questions, and based on the belief that a better 

understanding of visitors’ experience, especially experiences of interpretation are 

important, I conducted summative evaluations in both exhibitions. The processes 

and findings are discussed in Chapter 4 and Chapter 6. Chapter 4 details the 
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process of acquiring permission from the Department of Islamic Art at the Met 

Museum and the methods employed in conducting the summative visitor 

evaluations in the New Galleries (May 2014). After a detailed discussion of the 

methods, the focus on this chapter then moves onto a discussion of the key 

findings from the visitor evaluations. Both audience reception theory (Hall, 1990) 

and the concept of ‘text echo’ (MacManus, 1989) are employed in the analysis of 

key findings. Each concept adds value to the understanding of interviewees’ 

responses. Also discussed are the connections that some interviewees made 

between mass media representations of Islam, terrorism associated with Islam 

and Islamic art exhibition.  

 

Through critical reflection, Chapter 5 examines my professional participation and 

contribution to the Pearls on a String exhibition at the Walters Art Museum. 

This chapter initially confers a brief history of the Walters Art Museum, a history 

of the Islamic art collection, and explains how my involvement in Pearls came to 

fruition. Then, like Chapter 3, this chapter is broken into two parts. Part I 

examines the creation processes for the design interpretation in Pearls. When 

relevant, the dynamics of the exhibition team and real-world limitations shed 

light upon the realities of the Pearls design interpretation creation processes. 

Part II focuses on the significant contributions that I made in the creation and 

design of written interpretation, including the exhibition title, exhibition 

introduction, and vignette panel design.  

 

Chapter 6 discusses the methods and key findings of the summative evaluation 

conducted in Pearls (December 2015). Chapter 6 follows a similar structure as 

Chapter 4 where the methods are revisited and adjustments explained. A 

discussion of the key findings reveals some similarities and difference from the 

evaluations conducted with New Galleries visitors.  Conclusions are discussed in 

Chapter 7 that relate to the research questions and the contributions that this 

research makes to new museology, Islamic art museology and interpretative 

theory.  
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Contribution to Knowledge  

 

Although detailed academic studies using a single theoretical approach to analyze 

interpretation in museum exhibition have been conducted (Serrell 1996, Ravelli 

2006), prior to this thesis, there has not yet been a study that amalgamates 

various theoretical approaches in order to investigate types of design and written 

interpretation in a museum exhibition generally and in Islamic art exhibition 

specifically.  

 

Furthermore, prior to this thesis, research about interpretation is, for the most 

part, highly selective often choosing a singular text panel or design interpretation 

from numerous exhibitions to support or illustrate an author’s arguments. This 

thesis works against convenience selection and examines the experience and 

creation of exhibition interpretation that encompasses both design and written 

interpretation.  

 

Although Winegar (2008) and Bryce and Carnegie (2013) have connected 

exhibitions of Islamic art (or Middle Eastern or Arab art) to the war on terror 

(2001-2009), their (respective) research does not identify the precise location 

that this connection occurs in Islamic art exhibition. Winegar makes a 

generalized argument, whereas Bryce and Carnegie focus their analysis on 

museum exhibition catalogues (which is not a part of the interpretation meant to 

be experienced in gallery spaces). Thus, this thesis seeks to provide a framework 

for the identification of societal ideologies (like Orientalism and Islamophobia 

associated with Islam) in Islamic art exhibition in the hope that this identification 

will: elucidate these slippages between mass media representations, societal 

ideologies and the Islamic art exhibitions.  

 

Linking map theory to the study of interpretative theory and museum graphics, 

this thesis argues that maps are an important interpretative component in 

museum exhibition. Therefore, this thesis contributes to the emerging research 



	 22	

about interpretative theory including interpretation in art museums, design 

interpretation, Islamic art museology, and new museology.  



	 23	

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This literature review is primarily informed by the academic and trade literatures 

of study of interpretation (or “interpretative theory”, a term used by Fritsch, 

2011) in new museology. It is supplemented by conversations and interviews with 

curators and museum professionals (including interpretation officers), museum 

visits,7 guest lectures, and attendance to and presentation in professional and 

academic conferences,8 archival research,9 and internal museum documents, 

some of which are available to the public.   

 

This literature review initially discusses relevant concepts in new museology and  

definitions of interpretation. Then takes a chronological approach to the study of 

interpretation in museums which allows for the demonstration of the 

progression, and as I will argue, the increasing maturity of the field. Next, 

drawing on the diverse literatures, a themed approach is outlined that collects 

research from various authors, and sometimes diverse, but interrelated 

disciplines, to illustrate that similar arguments have been developed in 

interpretative theory. The recent interest and study of interpretation design is 

discussed generally including specific components of design interpretation that 

are relevant to the exhibition design in the New Galleries and Pearls, including 

art object placement (Francis et. al., 2011; Stanley, 2014; Wingfield, 2010), color, 

gallery seating (Guffey, 2015), graphics (Piehl and MacLoed, 2012; Rouard-

Snowman, 1992) and maps.  

 

The study of interpretation in museums has been undertaken in various and 

interrelated academic and practical approaches in new museology like: 

prescriptions for writing effective labels (Rand, 2011; Serrell, 1996; Screven, 

1992; Wetterlund, 2013), inclusion and access (Coxall, 1991, 1995, 1997, 2000a, 

																																																								
7 See Appendix A for a listing of museums with Islamic art exhibitions that were visited 
and undertaken as part of this research.  
8 See Appendix B for a listing of guest lectures, invited presentations and conferences  
9 Archival research was undertaken at the British Museum (2015 & 2016); Metropolitan 
Museum of Art (2014 & 2016); and Victoria and Albert Museum (2015).  
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2000b, 2006), linguistics (Coxall, 1995; Ravelli, 2006), psychology  (Screven, 

1886; Bitgood 1991, 1993, 2003), museum education (Bitgood, 1991, 1996; Carter 

1999; Falk, et. al., 2007; Ferguson, MacLulich and Ravelli, 1995; Munley and 

Roberts, 2006; Hein 1998; Hooper-Greenhill, 1999; Kelly, 2000; Litwak 1996; 

McLean, 1993; McManus, 1989; Samson, 1995), heritage and national parks case 

studies (Rand 2011; Serrell 1996; Tilden 1957). Recently, interpretation has been 

examined through exhibition layout/space (Tzortzi, 2015) and design (Roberts, 

2014; MacLeod et. al., 2015; Whitehead, 2009, 2016a, 2016b), architecture 

(Giebelhausen, 2008; MacLeod, 2013; MacLeod et. al., 2012), cartography 

(Whitehead, 2011, 2012) and interpretation specific to art museums (Locke, 

2016; Preziosi, 2003; Whitehead, 2011, 2012).  

 

Prior to the past five years, interpretation was mostly studied through written 

forms, usually termed: didactics, exhibition texts (Landau, 2014; McManus, 

1989;), museums texts (Ravelli, 2006), panels (Lidchi, 1991; Ravelli, 2006), 

labels (Stanley, 2014), and/or scripts (Bunch, 2013; Molella, 2013). There is no 

codification of terms used to describe the types or hierarchy of written 

interpretation in museums. This is partly because the types and names of written 

interpretation are specific to that institution.  

 

Recently, there has been an increased interest in studying museum interpretation 

holistically (Whitehead, 2009; 2011; 2012; 2016a; 2016b) and through space, 

layout and design (Roberts, 2014; MaLeod, et.al. 2015; Tzortzi, 2015; Whitehead 

2016a, 2016b) meaning that the focus on the meanings of written interpretation 

has shifted to studying the experience of interpretation in museum exhibition 

which includes, but is not limited to, written interpretation. Scholarly research in 

these areas is currently being developed.    

 

Although experienced together by museum visitors, design and written 

interpretation is discussed separately in this thesis. This is because of two 

reasons; the academic study of these areas has developed differently, and because 

museum professionals, who are responsible for the design and written 
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interpretation, usually reside in different departments and have varying 

investments and goals in the exhibition creation.  

 
New Museology  
 
The study of exhibition interpretation is rooted in new museology which is 

concerned with visitors and meaning making in museums. New museology 

engages with the societal purposes of museums through inquiries of 

representation, sociopolitical contexts, and access/inclusion. Peter Vergo’s The 

New Museology (1989) or New Museums Studies is cited as an influential 

collection of essays (Macdonald, 2012, p.2; Marstine, 2005, p.6). Vergo narrates 

the shift from studying methods in museums (now termed Old Museology) to 

studying the societal purposes of museums (Vergo, 1989, p.3; Macdonald, 2011, 

p.2).  

 

Similarly, Tony Bennett, in The Birth of the Museum, outlines the shift of the 

museum from an autocratic institution to an audience-centered institution. He 

writes  “Cultural rights principles are now strongly enshrined in relation to public 

museums […] for in its establishment of the public space in which rights are 

supposed to be universal and undifferentiated” (1995, p.8). Eilean Hooper-

Greenhill, Professor Emeritus at the Museum School at the University of 

Leicester expands on these ideological shifts that redefined the modern museum. 

Hooper-Greenhill outlines a museum model shift- from a site of authority to a 

site of mutuality which she terms the “post-museum” (2000 p.xi). Comparably, 

Janet Marstine provides an overview of the history of the museum and the 

importance of the shift or change to new museology, and states that the post-

museum declares itself as “an active player in the making of meaning” (2006, p. 

5).  

 

Richard Sandell, Professor of Museum Studies at the University of Leicester, in 

his book titled Museums, Prejudice and the Reframing of Difference (Routledge 

2007) also discusses the mutuality of the museum after arguing that museums 

are socially, historically, and cultural situated (2007, p.3). Due to this, museums 
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enshrine, perpetuate and preserve the values of the society that the museum 

inhabits (Sandell, 2007, p.177). However, Sandell also argues that the 

embodiment and communication of values is often “denied by exhibition makers, 

both explicitly and implicitly and rarely openly acknowledged to visitors” (2007, 

p.177). 

 

Correspondingly, Janet Marstine explains:  

New museology, holds that though museum workers commonly naturalize 
their policies and procedures as professional practice, the decisions these 
workers make reflect underlying values system that are encoded in 
intuitional narratives (2006, p.5).  

 
Interpretation then can be considered a reflection of the museum workers’ 

values. Significantly, Sandell also argues that even though museums enshrine 

values, meanings are made by museum visitors, who are active in the 

constructions of meanings that may differ from the intended meaning of 

exhibition creators (2007, p.11).  This constructionist view is also held by 

influential museum educator John Falk, who argues that visitor motivations are 

diverse, identify related (2009) and drawing on Doering et. al. (1999) that visitors 

bring with them past experiences of museum-going, interests, knowledge and life 

experiences. The increased importance of the study of museum visitors and 

visitor evaluation is discussed later in this chapter.  

 

According to Sandell, the recognition that museums embody values is 

particularly important because of the powerful societal position of the museums:  

 
The attributes- veracity, authenticity, and credibility- with which 
audiences endow museums, secure them a relatively privileged, 
authoritative and potentially influential position in the media hierarchy 
(2007 p.174). 
 

Importantly, the museum audience is active in that it bestows the museum with 

these attributes. It is through this mutuality that meanings are created in 

museum exhibition.  
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Sandell identifies museums as being an influential part of the media hierarchy 

where exhibition competes in the broader mediascape” (2007, p.174). Similarly, 

Andreas Huyssen (1995, p.15) has shown that museums are in fact a mass media 

(quoted in Marstine, 2006, p.4). Sandell’s inclusion of museum as a type of 

media can be identified as part of a larger trend in communications, media 

convergence and visual culture studies, where an experience of visual medium is 

informed by association with other media and visual images (Sturken and 

Cartwright, 2009, p.2).  

 

Notably, museum exhibitions can appear to be authoritative and objective to 

museum visitors (Coxall, 2000; Meszaros, 2011; Sandell, 2007), but actually 

embody the values of museum workers and institutions (Marstine, 2006; Sandell, 

2007). Conversely, these values can include societal bias and prejudices (Alberti, 

2008; Coxall, 2000; Sandell, 2007).  

 

Definitions of Interpretation  

This section covers pertinent definitions and functions that have been created to 

describe interpretation in museums. Moving from early rigid definitions inclusive 

only of museum texts, this section also outlines key developments in 

interpretative theory that have expanded to include exhibition design and 

visitors. The need for interpretation in museums is to bridge gaps in knowledge 

between museum visitors and objects (Loomis 1983, quoted in Screven, 1992, p. 

184). Indeed, Screven argues that written interpretation should have a clear 

function that could include: 

[to] attract attention, provide choices, connect unfamiliar objects to topics 
and familiar experiences, provide a framework for an exhibition theme, 
provide examples, focus attention to objects, elicit curiosity, answer 
questions, or communicate message (1992, p.184).  

 

Similarly, Steven Miller former Director of the Maine State Museum, clearly 

states the importance of written interpretation:  

labels carry out extremely important functions. Like a sensitive host, they 
introduce, inform, acquaint, remind and familiarize, with the right amount 
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of information to allow a guest to purse a deeper relationship 
independently […] Ideally visitors, objects and labels compromise a 
tripartite relationship that collaborate for a successful museum experience 
(1990, p.85).  
 

Notably, Miller includes the interaction between written interpretation, object 

and visitors in the success of a museum experience. Similarly, Beverly Serrell, a 

Museum Consultant includes visitors when defining interpretation: 

 It [interpretation] is communication between a knowledgeable guide and 
an interested listener, where the listener’s knowledge and meaning-
making is as important as the guide’s (1996, p.10). 

 

Louise Ravelli defines written interpretation as “the language produced by the 

institution, in written and spoken form for the consumption of visitors, which 

contributes to interpretative practices within the institution” (2006, p.1).  

 

The term ‘interpretative theory’ has recently been used by Juliette Fritsch, Head 

of Gallery Interpretation, Evaluation and Residences at the Peabody Essex 

Museum (in Salem, MA) to describe experiences of interpretation by museum 

visitors, “Interpretation is about the co-construction of experience, and even 

democratization of the museum voice” (2011, p.9). Comparably, Cheryl Meszaros, 

Professor of Museum Studies at the University of Toronto, discusses 

interpretation as a concept that “Gives shape to the thoughts, opinions, ideas and 

actions we call our own” (2011, p.35). Importantly, for Meszaros, museum 

interpretation shapes visitors’ thoughts and actions.  

 

Christopher Whitehead, Professor of Museology at Newcastle University, defines 

interpretation as:  

the manipulation of the physical display environment (e.g. exhibition 
design and lighting) and the development of supporting materials such as 
text panels, audio guides, interactives, audiovisuals and so on (2012, p. 
xiii).  

 
Whitehead broadens the parameters of interpretation definition to include the 

production of art objects and the role of the museum through the consumption of 

museum visitor (and everything in between) to include:  
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not just a label on the wall, but everything which preceded, surround and 
follows its production and consumption: it can be every intellectual and 
political act governing the ingress of an object into an art museum, into 
the category of art and into regimes of value and significance; it can extend 
into the experience of the viewer, not just for the time it takes to read the 
label, but as a long event for the rest of her life, even if the memory of it 
appears to fade or lie dormant (2012, p.xi-iii) 

 
Interestingly, Whitehead defines interpretation through processes of production 

and consumption. For Whitehead, interpretation is a dynamic interactional 

process where meanings are created and begins with the production of an art 

object through the creation and implementation of interpretation by museum 

professionals and the consumption by visitors (2012, p.xv). It is important to note 

that the visitor is an important part of the interpretative process. Whitehead, like 

Serrell, includes visitors in a definition of interpretation.  

 

Certainly, approaches to interpretation are embedded within the practices and 

cultures of the institutions to which they reside. Indeed, Janet Marstine states the 

organizational structures impact the meanings of objects:  

decisions that museum workers make- about mission statements, 
architecture, financial matters, acquisitions, cataloging exhibition display, 
wall text, educational programming, repatriation requests, community 
relations, conservation, web design, security and reproduction- all impact 
on the way we understand objects (Marstine, 2006, p.2).  
 

All these decisions are evident in the final design and written interpretation. 

Ravelli, although primarily concerned with written interpretation, expands her 

analyses to include institutional practices and culture:  

Communication within a museum potentially encompasses all of an 
institution’s practices which make meaning- from the pragmatic effect of 
whether or not there is an administration charge (which makes meanings 
without what the institution is, and who may enter it), to the overall 
aesthetic impact of the building, to the organizational layout of the 
galleries, to the written texts pasted on walls or written in brochures, 
which support exhibitions (2006, p.1).   
 

Similarly, Whitehead states that interpretation is inherent and even in museum 

operations and institutional practice:  
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Arguably, interpretation is implicit in every aspect of museum operations, 
from marketing, security, and baby-changing arrangements to 
acquisitions, collections management, the articulation of displays and 
production of written texts and audio-visual material. Each of these 
contributes to the stories of art ‘told’ by the museum and/or to visitor 
experiences and understanding (Ferguson, et.al., 1996, quoted in 
Whitehead, 2012, p.53). 

 
Therefore, museum workers, operations and institutional cultures influence and 

are part of interpretation in museum exhibition. Initially, academic discussions 

around the importance and function of written interpretation focused primarily 

on written interpretation (Miller, 1990; Ravelli, 2006; Screven, 1984). Recently, 

these definitions have expanded in the past five years to include every museum 

operation as discussed in this section. The academic research in written 

interpretation has followed a similar trajectory.  

 

Written Interpretation 
 
The academic study of written interpretation in museums was first undertaken in 

the 1980-1990s, coterminous with the advent of new museology. Before this time, 

the advice of written interpretation was conducted mainly by art historians who 

appear to be anxious about the “dumbing down” of art historical information 

present in art museums (Swanger, 1993; Kramer, 2004; Headlee, 2007).  

 

This early academic work is preoccupied with whether museum visitors read 

written interpretation. This can even be identified in the titles of two important 

journal articles: “Oh, Yes, They Do: How Museum Visitors Read Labels and 

Interact with Exhibit Text” by Paulette M. McManus (1989) and “Motivating 

Visitors to Read Labels” by C.G. Screven (1992).  

 

McManus directly addresses the common conception that museum visitors do 

not read written interpretation in the title of this article. She then develops a 

concept of “text echo” (1989 p.175) to argue convincingly that museum visitors 

read and retain information present in text panels. In observations of 1,571 

individuals and 641 groups (p.174), at the British Museum (Natural History) 
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McManus found that visitors discuss the same topics in the same terms of the 

museum texts (p.175-185) and argues that:  

The understandings that people forge in the Museum are based on a link 
established between visitors and exhibition team through the language 
used in exhibition texts […] (1989, p.186).   

 

Therefore, visitors not only read written interpretation, but the language 

employed in the text shape the understanding of the exhibition. This clearly 

demonstrates the influence of written interpretation.  

 

C.G. Screven (1992) discusses the functions and importance of graphic design in 

written interpretation and argues that graphic design has the potential to make 

complex information accessible. Notably, Screven develops the “information 

map” design where written interpretation is “visually coded to identify different 

categories of information” where a visitor with limited time could access the 

desired category of information quickly (1992, p.196).  

 

One of the most influential and often cited references in written interpretation is 

Beverly Serrell’s Exhibit Labels (1996). Serrell, a well-known museum consultant 

argues for the development of “the big idea” within exhibition creation and 

claims that all museum texts should focus on this single “big idea” to create a 

coherent and unified voice of the exhibition (p.1-6). Serrell distinguishes between 

interpretative labels and “not a list of facts’ (p.8) and argues that interpretation is 

about telling stories that relate to museum visitors (p.10-11). Serrell’s writing 

style is straightforward and accessible. She offers detailed and comprehensive 

prescription for the execution of writing effective museum texts.   

 

However, Serrell centers much of Exhibit Texts on Freeman Tilden’s Interpreting 

our Heritage (1957) six principles of interpretation, which was largely based on 

interpretation in National Parks. Often quoted by researcher and written 

interpretation practitioners, Tilden’s six principles are:  
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1. Any interpretation that does not somehow relate what is being displayed 
or described to something within the personality or experience of the 
visitor will be sterile.   

2. Information, as such is not interpretation. Interpretation is revelation 
based upon information. But they are entirely different things. However, 
all interpretation includes information.  

3. Interpretation is an art, which combines many arts, whether the materials 
presented are scientific, historical or architectural. Any art is in some 
degree teachable.  

4. The chief aim of interpretation is not instruction, but provocation.  
5. Interpretation should aim to present a whole rather than a part, and must 

address itself to the whole man rather than any phase.  
6. Interpretation addressed to children (say, up to the age of 12) should not 

be a dilution of the presentation of adults, but should follow a 
fundamentally different approach. To be at its best it will require a 
separate system (1957, p.10).  

 
These principles are fundamental guidelines for interpretation creation. 

However, Tilden does not include the interpretation of art in the “materials 

presented” which is limited to “scientific, historical or architectural” categories 

(1957, p.10). Additionally these principles do not address issues of inclusion in 

intercultural context thus become potentially problematic when attempting to 

translate these prescriptions to interpretation in American art museums that 

display non-Western art.  

 

Serrell draws upon written interpretation examples mostly from national parks, 

science centers, and natural history museums, which are also not highly 

applicable to the art museum context.  Nonetheless, Museum Texts is still very 

influential, which became even more evident in an informal conversation with 

Judy Rand (in May 2013), an influential museums consultant and text writer in 

her own right. Rand stated that Serrell’s work was the ‘bible’ and that it did not 

need to be rewritten, even though this book was published twenty years ago. 

Rand, like Serrell, primarily writes text panels for zoos, aquariums, and natural 

history museums, which again may only be generally applicable to the 

interpretation of art and exhibitions in art museums.  
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Ten years elapsed before a book-length academic work was published on written 

interpretation. Louise Ravelli, an Associate Professor at the University of New 

South Wales, in Museum Texts discusses a socio-linguistic framework to 

understand communication and, specifically, how language and the organization 

of exhibition texts makes meaning in museums (2006, p.1). Ravelli discusses the 

importance of written interpretation; “Museum texts, especially exhibition texts, 

are important because they form a central component of a museum’s 

communication agenda” (2006, p.3). Ravelli argues that written interpretation is 

important because it is about “Making meaning-constructing, sharing and 

interpreting a range of content, attitudes and values” (2006, p.3).  Notably, 

attitudes and values are included in this argument.   

 

Crucially, Ravelli discusses that language always occurs in a context and that 

museum text must be evaluated in the context of the museum (2006, p.11). 

Ravelli’s arguments are largely based on the social-semiotic analysis of language 

by prominent linguist, M.A.K Halliday (2006, p.8). Meaning is broadly defined 

by Ravelli and includes meanings within the choice of words, sentence structure 

and then broadening to the organization and genre of text panels within the 

structure of the exhibition to the structure of the institutions. However, Ravelli 

also explains that: 

Communication in museum often falls short to what might be expected- 
visitors are frustrated by texts which are overly complex, debates rage 
within the community about what ‘should’ have been presented in an 
exhibition, extensive time is spend writing and re-writing texts (2006, p. 
3-4).  

 
Ravelli argues that if exhibition creators consistently choose impersonal forms of 

language in their exhibition texts, then this will contribute to a sense of distance 

between the institution and its visitors (2006, p.8).  The social distance may be 

within the museum context, “but is also constructed by the choices made in text” 

(Ravelli, 2006, p.8).  
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Drawing on the impersonal forms of language and of particular importance to 

this thesis, Ravelli, explores the concept of nominalization10, which is a 

distinguishing feature of written language, and defined as “elements which look 

and behave like nouns, but which carry the meaning of an action behind them” 

(2006, p.59-61). Through this abstraction, nominalization increases the 

complexity of written text by giving the impression of “wordiness” which reduces 

accessibility (Ravelli, 2006, p.59-61).  

 

More importantly, nominalization abstracts actions and meanings through the 

disassociation of human agency and the avoidance of responsibility (Ravelli, 

2006, p.59-62). Ravelli supplies a few examples of nominalization:  

 
Sentence without nominalization Nominalized sentence  

People degrade habitats Habitat degradation 

Resources in fisheries will be depleted Fishery resource depletion  

Table 2.1 Nominalized sentence examples (adopted from: Ravelli, 2006, p.60) 

Ravelli explains the effect of nominalization in the first example in the table, 

“some person or persons is implied as being responsible for the ‘degradation’ but 

this is not explicitly expressed (2006, p.61). When nominalization is employed, 

direct human action is abstracted, which can have both positive and negative 

effects on the meaning:  

It is no accident that the metaphors for the most unpleasant ‘actions’ in 
our world are nominalized, and avoid mentioning responsibility for these 
actions: ‘collateral damage’, ‘ethnic cleansing’, ‘terrorism’, etc. (2006, p.61-
2). 
 

Nominalization is of particular importance in museums where accessibility in 

written interpretation has an increased importance and ethical ramifications.  

 

																																																								
10 Coxall uses the term ‘displacement’ to describe this phenomenon which is detailed 
later in this section. 
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Ravelli argues that the organizational frameworks are particularly important in 

cultural institutions because of the “significant implication for issues of 

accessibility in language” (2006, p.49). Although Ravelli addresses the context of 

museum texts, she largely analyzes museum texts through socio-linguistics and 

organizational importance in meaning-making. However, the last chapter is 

dedicated to an expansion of the analysis to include an analysis of museum 

exhibition as text. Here Ravelli develops some frameworks for the study of design 

interpretation, like vectors, and discussed in the next section of this chapter.  

Comparable to Serrell, most of Ravelli’s written interpretations examples are 

from archeological and history museums that are not art museums.  Ravelli 

mainly draws on examples from Australian national museums with largely 

historical narratives, such as: the Powerhouse Museum, Melbourne Museum, 

Australian Museum and the Museum of London. As previously discussed, this is 

limited in its applicability to art museums.  

 

Working around the same time as Ravelli, Helen Coxall, a Museum Language 

Consultant, Lecturer at University of Westminster and advocate for equality and 

inclusion in museum texts, is primarily concerned with inclusive practice in 

museum texts throughout most of her published (1991, 1997, 2000a, 2000b, 

2006) and unpublished writings (Studies in Museum Language, 1995). Coxall, 

like Ravelli, roots her argument in linguistic theory. Coxall refers frequently to 

the writing of prominent linguistic expert Norman Fairclough and, in particular, 

the book titled, Language and Power (1989).  

 

Coxall discusses nominalization in language choice but uses the term 

‘displacement’ to describe “the ability of human language to be used to refer to 

things or events that are removed in time or space from the writer or the reader” 

(1995, p.5).  She argues, “language is not just a means of communicating; it is a 

source of power that contributes to ideological domination” (1995, p.5). Similar 

to Ravelli, Coxall focuses her analysis on ethnographic institutions. Coxall offers a 

checklist for inclusive practice in text panels (2000a) and like Ravelli also offers 
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the tools for the analysis for accessibility/inclusion in text panels (1991, 1995, 

1997, 2000b, 2006).  

 

Interpretation in Art Museums 

Before Christopher Whitehead’s Interpreting Art in Museums and Galleries 

(2012), the study of interpretation was primarily focused on history, social 

history, and ethnographic museums. As discussed earlier, Serrell, Ravelli, and 

Coxall mostly use written interpretation examples from these types of museums.  

 

Whitehead expands the definition of interpretation (discussed earlier in this 

chapter) and focuses his research and work primarily in the study of 

interpretation in art museums. Whitehead develops very useful concepts in the 

study of the interpretation of art (2009, 2011, 2012) which is the focus on the 

following sections and design interpretation (2016a, 2016b) and which is 

discussed later in this chapter.  

 
The Temporal Visit   
 
The temporality of the experience of museum interpretation is important to 

Whitehead and he outlines three registers of the “temporal visit”: experiential, 

environmental and textual (Whitehead, 2012, p.xiii). Crucially, if the conditions 

of the first two registers (experiential and environmental) are not ideal, 

Whitehead argues that visitors will probably not experience the last register 

which is textual (Whitehead, 2012, p.xvi). In other words, visitors will not read 

the interpretative texts if the experiential and environmental registers are not 

conducive to reading.  

  

Whitehead uses the concept of the “temporal visit” to illustrate that visitors make 

meanings that are dependent initially on first register: experience. The 

consequence being visitors exist in an exhibition at certain times (during their 

day, during their life, with certain forms of cultural capital) and circumstance (by 

themselves, with a child, with a colleague, tired from no sleep the night before, 
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etc.). For Whitehead, the experiential register is the most important factor in the 

visit, in that the experience and circumstance effects how the visitor experiences 

the exhibition (Whitehead, 2012, p.xvi). Whitehead’s second register is 

environmental factors. Environmental factors include exhibition space and 

design and are part of the interpretation that negotiate the process between art 

object and visitor (Whitehead, 2012, p.x) and may also influence whether or not 

visitors read texts in an exhibition. The environmental register can include the 

length of texts, the placement of text in relationship to art object and usability for 

visitors, the font size, and lead space, and the contrast between text color and 

color of the panel.  

 

The third register is the textual register and is the least important because the 

visitor must decide to interact with written interpretation (Whitehead, 2012, p. 

xiv). Therefore, the textual register is unlike the experiential and environmental 

register because an action must be taken by museum visitor to experience the 

textual register.  

 
‘Product’ versus ‘Process’ Based Information  
 
Nonetheless, Whitehead develops two general categories that is present in 

written interpretation, which he identified as: product-based and process-based 

interpretation (2012). Whitehead contends that product based information is 

monovocal, removes art from its social realities and can present information as 

definitive fact and can be exclusionary to some visitors (2012, p.60). Hence, 

product-based interpretation promotes the singular monovocal authoritative 

interpretation. This product-based monovocality is informed by class-based 

elites/working class binaries of the 19th century (2012, p.60).  Whitehead 

contends that product-based interpretation is predominant in museums which is 

understandable but “regrettable” because art objects are treated as products and 

consequently the interpretative information reflects this; meaning the 

information available to visitors are about the artists, the visible techniques and 

styles of the art objects and the art object’s relationship to its art historical 

discipline style (2012, p.59). 
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On the other hand, Whitehead argues that process-based interpretation removes 

art from the transcendental sphere, which can exclude visitors who do not have 

previous art historical knowledge (2012, p.60). Process-based interpretation is 

concerned with the process of production:  

who the artist is; what are the visible characterisitcs of the work are in 
terms of technique and style; how they are different from those of the 
works of predecessors and other artists generally; or indeed from those 
manifest in other parts of the same artist’s ‘oeuvre’; how important this 
object is; and how important the artist is (2012, p.36-37). 
 

A process-based approach can make art more accessible to non-specialist 

audiences. Whitehead explains that an advantage of employing a process-based 

approach to interpretation is that this approach:  

removes art from the transcendental sphere which arguably works to 
exclude those visitors who have not internalized the kind of map of 
objective, stylistic, technical and educational relation which has structured 
most art historical study in the modern period and today  (2012, p.37). 

 
Therefore, process-based approaches can be more inclusive of diverse museum 

audience because prior art historical knowledge is not needed in order to make 

sense of the written interpretation.  

 

Professional Practices and Written Interpretation Creation 

 
In addition to discussing various types of written interpretation, Whitehead also 

describes ownership issues in interpretation planning, “control of interpretation 

planning and production is contested at many museums” (2012, p.xii). Therefore, 

the nature and purposes of museum interpretation is debated and contested, 

especially its role/scope, relationship to learning and education departments and 

within visitor research studies (Fritsch, 2011, p.1). Currently, at many 

institutions, the creation and editing of written interpretation is institution-

specific. Therefore, it is important to understand the institutional process and 

people involved in interpretation creation in order to better understand the 

intended meanings.  



	 39	

 

An organizational structure has been developed in each museum where 

interpretation responsibilities could have been inherited, created and evolved to 

suit the needs of that particular institution. The names given to written 

interpretation types are specific to that particular institution. Headcount, 

budgets, general museum financials, and workplace culture affect the creation of 

interpretation and interpretation departments. When departments are dedicated 

to interpretation, they are relatively new to organizational structures, are rarely 

autonomous and are usually nestled under various departments, like Exhibitions, 

Education, or Editorial Departments. For example, the Interpretation 

Department in the Brooklyn Museum of Art (BMA) consists of two full-time 

employees as does the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York. The BMA’s 

interpretation department resides under Exhibitions department, whereas 

MoMA’s interpretation department resides within the Education department. 

The Met Museum does not have an interpretation department nor any 

documentation (like style guides) that codify the production, processes, and/or 

language used in written interpretation. The Walters Art Museum (WAM) also 

does not have a department dedicated to interpretation, however, it does have a 

style guide. Furthermore, WAM employs a person solely dedicated to the 

formatting of the written interpretation. Generally speaking, major museums in 

the United Kingdom, like the British Museum and the Victoria & Albert Museum 

have larger interpretation departments dedicated to interpretation respectively. 

Therefore, the responsibility of interpretation varies from institution to 

institution.  

 

Leaving aside the responsibility of interpretation creation, a lack of appreciation 

for written interpretation can be identified in the documentation, or lack thereof, 

of curatorial departments that do not save text panels that are no longer in use. 

Before digital/online systems, like TMS (The Museum System), which is widely 

used in major museums, there is usually no official documentation of exhibition 

interpretation.    
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This is surprising as it is uncontested in new museology that written 

interpretation, although it may appear to be informative, is in fact subjective and 

an important communication form within the context of the museum (Ferguson, 

MacLulich & Ravelli, 1995; Kelly, 2000; Ravelli, 2006). The belief that written 

interpretation is merely informative (and devoid of messages and interpretation) 

is something that I have encountered frequently while undertaking research and 

interviews with museum curators. There appears to be schism between 

museology, where the importance and influence of written interpretation is 

acknowledged, and art historians, curators and museum professionals, who 

frequently believe that written interpretation simply conveys information.  

 

Written Interpretation Hierarchies 
 
Every museum exhibition has a hierarchy of written interpretation, beginning 

with the title of the exhibition. The exhibition title, whether permanent or 

temporary, is the most influential in the written interpretation hierarchy, because 

of the large typeface, usually prominent placement in the galleries, and because 

titles are used in the marketing of an exhibition and therefore exists outside of 

museum space (Lazzeretti, 2016, p.151). 

 

The below chart places types of written interpretation in descending order based 

on the prominence and size of the written interpretation type in museum 

exhibition. This chart is meant to illustrate the various and common types of 

written interpretation in any exhibition hierarchy. Each museum has 

individualized names for the types of written interpretation and varying word 

counts as discussed earlier. Furthermore, exhibition creators do not make use of 

all written interpretation types in the below interpretation hierarchy.   
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Written Interpretation Hierarchy 
Type   Brief description  

Exhibition title 
Interprets the exhibition themes, concept and 
sometimes art objects  

Introduction 
panel 

Introduces and interprets the exhibition and exhibition 
concepts   

Thematic panels Interprets themes in an exhibition or particular gallery  
Gallery text 
panels Interprets the art objects in that particular gallery  
Case labels  Interprets themes and/or art object in a display case 
Chat labels Interprets an art object or group of objects  
Tombstone  Can list the art object name, artist, dates, material 

used, technique(s), donor, accession number   
 

Table 2.2 Written Interpretation Hierarchy 
 
 
The names and word count of written interpretation type are specific to 

institution and are not codified in museum practice nor new museology. Some 

museums discuss didactics generally, and others used the term labels to 

encompass all texts (Stanley 2014) still others used the term exhibition texts 

(McManus 1989) when discussing any written interpretation type. Smithsonian 

Institutions use the word ‘scripts’ (Bunch, 2013; Molella, 2013) to describe all 

written interpretation types. 

 

Henrietta Lidchi, currently the Chief Curator at the Nationaal Museum van 

Werekdculturen (The Netherlands) defines the terms panels and labels in 

museums: 

Panels: These contain thematic information or delineate a particular arena 
of human activity.  
Labels: These are assigned to particular objects, offering explanations of 
how the object is articulated in its social contexts (2000, p.175). 

 
Panels are therefore inclusive of the exhibition introduction texts and 

gallery/section introduction texts because these panels are usually thematic, 

chronological, subject, dynastic, etc. and interpret the exhibition and/or 

exhibition themes. Whereas labels are descriptions of art objects displayed in the 

exhibition. Labels can explain, contextualize or interpret objects (Lidchi, 2000, 
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p.175). This distinction is important because panels might refer to an art object in 

the museum gallery space, but labels are specific to that particular art object.  

 

Visitors 
 
Coterminous with museum inclusion and accessibility, is an increase of emphasis 

placed upon the importance of museum visitors and the meanings visitors make. 

The study of visitors and how visitors create meaning is a fundamental area of 

scholarship in new museology (Macdonald, p. 2011, p.2). Sharon Macdonald, 

Founder and the Alexander von Humboldt Professor, at the Centre for 

Anthropological Research on Museums and Heritage, states that new museology 

is particularly concerned with the study of visitors and visitor perception of 

museums and exhibitions (2011, p.2). 

 

Similarly, John H. Falk, Director of the Institute for Learning Innovation, places 

visitors at the center of new museum studies.  He writes, “Visitors are at the heart 

of twenty-first century museum’s existence” (2009, p.20). He adds that learning 

who visits museums and the meanings they take away from the museum 

experience, provides information on the functions of museums in society (2009, 

p.21). This is similar to the theoretical shift explored by Vergo into studying the 

societal purposes of museums. 

 

Importantly, museums (and museum interpretation) function within a society 

and are inclusive of socio-political ideologies and also are interpreted by visitors 

through their ideologies, personal experiences, cultural capital. Sandell explains 

the disjuncture between the intention of producers and the construction of 

meaning by diverse visitors:  

 
Audiences are widely viewed as active agents who do not simply absorb 
messages but are capable of constructing their own meanings that may 
radically differ from those intended at the point of production (2007, p. 
11).  
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Because visitors are “the heart” of museum existence and it is important to know 

who your visitors are and the meanings they make (Falk, 2009, p.21), and 

because of the potential for and inevitable disjuncture of the producers’ intention 

and the meanings made by visitors (Sandell, 2007, p.11), one could presume that 

many studies about museum visitors are available. However, this is not the case. 

Falk explains: 

Over the years, many visitor studies have been conducted in order to 
better understand museum visitors. Although only a fraction of these 
studies have been published, virtually every museum, from the smallest 
historic house museum and volunteer-run natural area to the largest art, 
natural history, zoo, aquarium and science center, have variously counted 
and in some measure, attempted to describe their visitors (2009, p.27).  

 
Similarly, Screven identifies a lack in the evaluation of interpretation from 

museum visitors: “Those responsible for labels usually are concerned with label 

aesthetics, maintenance, accuracy of content, and their appeal to expert viewers. 

Too little attention is given to the reaction (or lack of reactions) of ordinary 

visitors” (1992, p.184). The lack of research available about museum visitors and 

specifically visitor and museum interpretation is curious given the fundamental 

role afforded to visitors from museum theorists.  

 
Interpretation Design  
 
The study of interpretation design (or exhibition design) is a nascent sub-field in 

new museology. In the past five or six years the exploration of interpretation 

design has moved from the professional/practitioner realm to academia, where 

some museologists are interested in the study of interpretation design.  

 

Although exhibition design was regarded as important in new museology, it was 

discussed tangentially and without the development of a coherent framework to 

analyze and understand exhibition design. As such, Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, in 

Museums and the Interpretation of Visual Culture argues the display defines the 

museums experience: “It is the experience of displays that for most visitors 

defines the museum, and it is through displays that museums produce and 

communicate knowledge” (2000, p.5). Here display design is foregrounded as an 



	 44	

important producer and communicator of knowledge and in fact used to define 

the museum-going experience.  

 

Comparably, Benoît Junod, a former diplomat and active in the creation of 

Islamic art exhibition reviews the experience of aesthetic presentation: 

 
Often the aesthetic presentation is not necessarily based on the visual 
qualities of the object but on its presentation; the aesthetics come from the 
exhibition design itself. The designer has an especially important task to 
attract and fascinate the visitor by embedding the object into an appealing 
space. After all, the first visual contact is not the object but the gallery 
spaces. This is firstly connected to the overall design and installation of 
galleries, which itself based very much on a collective sense of aesthetics 
(2012, p.41).  

 
Junod foregrounds the important of design in meaning- making. Lisa C. Roberts, 

a Museums Consultant, discusses messages in exhibition display,  “Messages are 

equally borne by the visual presentation, from interpretative graphics to display 

elements” (1997, p.150). Furthermore, Ravelli expands on the creation of 

meanings within an exhibition to include: 

a much broader sense of communication- the ways in which elements of 
design, layout, content selection and so on contribute to the overall impact 
of an exhibition or institution (2006, p.2).  
 

Each of these authors mentions the importance of interpretation design, but do 

not pinpoint or offer tools in order to analyze its importance.  

 
Preceding the study of interpretation design, there have been studies of museum 

architecture, space, and exhibition layout. All of which are related to 

interpretation design. It is unreasonable to examine design interpretation 

without addressing the research of museum architecture “[...] and the explosion 

of museum building” (MacLeod, 2013 p.10). Writing about importance of 

architecture, Michaela Giebelhausen, provocatively exclaimed that “the 

architecture is the museum” in a chapter of the same title (2006). Giebelhausen 

explains that the “architectural configuration gives the museum meaning” (2006, 

p.42). Giebelhausen traces the history of museum architecture through the social 

function and outlines the changes in the purpose(s) of museums has influenced 
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museum architecture. Although written in 2006, Giebelhausen supplies 

arguments as to why the museum is not an empty vessel filled with cultural 

artifact, but the vessel is important in the production of meanings for museum 

visitors that has changed along with the purposes of the museum (2006, p.42).  

 

Suzanne MacLeod, in Museum Architecture (2013) writes a biography of the 

Walker Art Gallery spaces (Liverpool, UK). Focusing on the influences of the 

original building, extension and social-political movements, all of which 

MacLeod argues has an effect on current architecture. MacLeod’s biographic 

method personifies the institution, including that museum architecture has an 

important history capable of biography and implies the museums are living 

things.   

 

Focusing on concepts of narrative Museum Making: Narratives, Architectures, 

Exhibitions (2012) is an anthology that explores the intersections of the different 

factors at play while focusing on the function of narrativity in museums, some of 

these chapters are discussed in the following section.  

 

Addressing the various studies in architecture, Kali Tzortzi in Museum Space: 

Where Architecture meet Museology (2015) convincingly marries the study of 

museum architecture and museology. She argues that the “design of space is the 

common point of reference for architecture and museology” (Tzortzi, 2015, p.1) 

In paired case studies Tzortzi analyzes the interior architecture and tracks 

visitors movements within these spaces.  

 

Toni Roberts, (2014) a designer, educator, and design researcher develops a 

definition of interpretation design:  

 
the strategic application of one or more design forms to shape visitor 
experiences that communicate specific ideas, values and messages. 
Interpretation design seeks to engage visitors through cognitive, affective 
and physical means; visitor co-create their individual experiences through 
prior knowledge, motivations and action to learn and make meaning over 
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time. Interpretation design aims to coordinate and integrate elements into 
a holistic, coherent visitor experiences (2014, p.205).  

 

Through interviews with both internal and external designers, Roberts reports on 

the challenges of in-house and external designers. Like Whitehead, Roberts 

writes about the contestation of responsibility of those working in design and 

often lack of recognition granted to designers (2014). Roberts also comments on 

the lack of academic research about interpretation design and explains that her 

method of studying exhibition design is through the design practitioners working 

in museums, zoos, and other interpretative environments.   

 

Using the term, “museum design research” MacLeod, et. al. (2015) takes a 

collaborative approach in the study of museum design and “design thinking”. 

Through a remaking of the exhibition in the Imperial War Museum North 

(IWMN) in Manchester, UK, MacLeod, Dodd and Duncan advocate for the 

interdisciplinary approach to the study of interpretation design and discuss the 

collaborative undertaking in redesign of the IWMN.  

 

Similar to MacLeod and Roberts, Whitehead identifies analyzing museum display 

as “cultural production of knowledge” that is: 

a political, public production of propositional knowledge intended to 
influence audience and to create durable social effects [...] the purpose of 
analyzing displays and understanding them [...] is to expose the 
techniques and contingencies of that knowledge production and then to 
seek to understand the epistemological choices made and positions taken, 
whether consciously or not, as political ones (2016a, p.1) 

 
Importantly, Whitehead argues that the museum display is meant to influence an 

audience and that these displays take a political position, whether this position is 

intended or not. Whitehead comments on the divide between academic 

museologists, who acknowledge the partial presentation of worldviews and 

museum professionals, who deny the constructivist agency of the museum 

(2016a, p.2-3). Whitehead argues,  “The museum is a constructive agent, whose 

practice produces rather than reveals truth and selects one account of things from 

many possibilities” (2016a, p.3). This works against the “museum-as-mirror” 
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concept, where museums, instead of merely reflecting society, in fact create social 

constructions (2016a, p.3).  

 

Roberts, MacLeod and Whitehead all make cases for the importance of design 

interpretation. Drawing on numerous sources, the next sections look at the 

following specific design strategies: art object placement, sightlines/vectors, 

immersion (including color, appealing to other senses besides vision) museum 

exhibition graphics, and museum maps. Each of these design interpretation 

strategies are discussed in the analytical chapters (3-6) when appropriate.  

 
Art Object Placement 
 
Various museologists have used a variety of similar concepts to explain the 

importance and meanings of art object placement in museum exhibition. Many of 

these similar concepts contend that the placement of art objects in museum 

exhibition is important for meaning-making in museum exhibition. In fact, the 

placement of art objects is very important in exhibition planning because 

exhibition display is inherently discursive and a political construction 

(Whitehead, 2009, p.25). 

 
Coxall argues that object placement can create meanings. She maintains:  

meanings can be conferred by the way an object is placed with respect to 
other objects, or by the positioning of an object in a commanding place in 
a gallery (1991, p.87).  
 

Coxall contends that art object placement is relational to other objects and within 

a gallery space. Similarly, Ravelli discusses pathways and object placement:  

The construction of a pathway is dependent on the relative placement of 
object and other spaces (such as doorways or corridors) within an 
exhibition, and it is this which makes meaning[…]Placement is 
ideologically laden; it is not a question of whether any component actually 
is or is not known to the visitor, but rather it is a question of how the 
information is presented (2006, p.125) 

 
Ravelli extends her textual analysis to include exhibition display in Museum 

Texts (2006). Concerned with reading exhibition display as a text, Ravelli 

borrows the concept of “salience” from Kress and van Leewen (1996) to explain 
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meaning-making and prioritization given to selected art object in exhibition 

display:  

exhibitions make meaning through the relative placement of elements, 
contributing to particular information values. At the same time, there are 
other organizational meanings which contribute to an understanding of 
the exhibition as ‘text’ including the prioritization of some elements of the 
exhibition over others (2006, p.129).  
 

Concerned with the organization of exhibition display, Ravelli continues to 

explain:  

the salience of one object or display over another can be achieved in 
multiple ways […] Salience need to be supported by additional design 
features, such as lighting, contrast, separation from other exhibits, in 
order for its priority to be realized (2006, p.129-130).  

 
Ravelli’s concept of “salience” is similar to Whitehead’s concept of “consecration” 

where: 

consecration is the situational process in which high value is conferred 
upon an object through the combined interpretative acts of producers past 
and present, ranging from art historian who have upheld a tradition of 
writing and talking about the paramount importance (2012, p.27).  

 
The consecration or high value is visibly constructed through the separation and 

isolation of art object (2012, p.28). Consecration can also be achieved by a variety 

of actors outside of museum spaces through exhibition marketing and 

reproduction (2012, p.27).  

 

Other modes of art object placement include the “star object” strategy and the 

“gateway object”. A “star object” is an art object that draws attention to itself 

through the “theatrical staging and framing arranged by the museum” 

(Wingfield, 2010, p.55). Tim Stanley, Senior Curator at the V&A describes a “star 

object” exhibition design in the Museum of Islamic Art, Doha where: “The star 

object in “isolation” which can be a “dominant mode of presentation” (2013, p. 

397). Therefore, a “star object” exhibition strategy is dependent only on the 

placement object placement in isolation, which not only draw attention to itself, 

but also distinguishes the object as important.  This strategy is not unlike the 

“gateway object” concept, which is defined by both the placement of an art object 
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(near the exhibition entrance) and the messages in written interpretation 

(Francis et. al., 2012, p.156).  

 

Sightlines/Vectors/ Field of Vision 

The study of “line of sight” or “sightline” or ‘field of vision” is a syntactic concept  

(Tzortzi, 2015, p.7) that is discussed using different terminology by a handful of 

museologists. It is an important concept that contributes to meaning-making in 

museology. Whitehead (2009) discusses this as “field of vision”, where the 

placement of objects:  

into physical, formal, and aesthetic relation to one another (and in relation 
to architectural space and decoration) through the notion of the dynamic 
field of vision i.e. what the visitor sees with one gaze, and how this changes 
and diversifies through scanning with the eyes and moving (p.30). 

 
Similarly, Ravelli (2006) uses the term “vector” to describe a similar 

construction. Ravelli, drawing on Kress and Leeuwen (1996) defined vectors as: 

some linear alignment between components of a space, or between spaces 
realizes a connection between them […] any device which draws attention 
to the connection between spaces, can function as a vector, including the 
use of color contrast, or sequencing of objects (2006, p.124). 

 
According to Ravelli, vectors are important because they create meaning through 

organization and interaction (2006, p.124). Like strategies of art object 

placement, sightlines are relational and in dialogue with their exhibition 

surroundings. Meanings can be made through the relationship of object of design 

interpretation.   

 

Immersion 

Immersive experience, like dioramas have been included in museums for over 

200 years (Bitgood, 2011, p.272). Stephen Bitgood, Professor Emeritus at 

Jacksonville State University, defines immersion as “the degree to which an 

exhibit effectively involves, absorbs, engrosses, or creates for visitors the 

experience of a particular time and places” (1990a quoted in Bitgood, 2011, p. 

275). Generally, immersion is a “multi-sensory stimulation” that can contribute 
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to positive experiences (Bitgood, 2011, p.277). Indeed three reasons have been 

developed as to why museums create immersive exhibitions. They are:  

1. to compete with other institutions as a leisure-time activity 
2. to capture attention and provide a memorable experience  
3. to communicate exhibition content effectively (Gilbert 2002, quoted in 

Bitgood, 2011, p.275-6) 
 
According to Bitgood and Gilbert, immersive exhibitions can contribute to 

positive and memorable experience. 

 
 Nina Simon, author of The Participatory Museum (2010), questions why 

museum exhibitions do not use immersion to tell focused and individual stories 

based on objects. Drawing on the tensions between conceptual immersion and 

the lack of immersion in object interpretation, Simon comments:  

strangely, exhibitions have become incredibly successful at creating 
immersive environments that tell broad conceptual stories – but not so 
good at telling tight, focused stories[…]This seems strange given that 
museums are organized around objects  (27 February 2013).  

 
Immersive environments, which were usually present in anthropology history, 

and/or science museums are now present in art museums. For example the newly 

reopened European Galleries 1600-1815 (2015) at the V&A, where the visitor is 

invited to use their body to interact with a life-size immersive and responsive 

video of a Venetian masquerade ball created by Clay Interactive. Also recently, 

the Van Gogh Alive- The Experience exhibition in the Anchorage Museum 

(Alaska), where the Anchorage Museum website states:  

from the moment you enter, a powerful vibrant symphony of light, color 
and sound compels you to leave your world behind and immerse yourself 
in his painting- an experience that is simultaneously enchanting, 
entertaining and educational.  
 

Some types of visual immersion have already been discussed in the previous 

section on art object placement. Specific to the display of Islamic art, immersive 

experiences were common in early Islamic art exhibition (before the early 20th 

century) and are making a comeback in contemporary reinterpretations of 

Islamic art exhibition. This is also discussed in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5 

respectively.  The following sections discuss color, seating, music/sound, touch in 
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museum as types of immersion in museum exhibition and will be discussed, 

when relevant in the New Galleries and Pearls chapters.  

 
Color  
 
Color has become important in exhibition planning. Mostly concerned with 

accessibility and safety, the Smithsonian Guideline Smithsonian Guidelines for 

Accessible Exhibition Design states, “Gallery colors (floors, walls, furniture) must 

create an environment that is clearly articulated, comfortable, and safe” (2011, 

p.48). Other museums, like MoMA and Rodin Museum in Paris had colors 

specifically crafted for temporary exhibition (Miller, 8 April 2016). At MoMA, for 

the Edgar Degas: A Strange New Beauty exhibition (26 March- 24 July 2016) 

colorists from Farrow & Ball, a high-end paint manufacturer worked with MoMA 

curators to find the “perfect shade to pull out the inky blacks and charcoal grays 

in the works” (Miller, 8 April 2016). 

 

Charlie Cosby, the Head of Creative at Farrow & Ball agreed that colors should 

not be a distraction, “The best color choices enhance the art rather than detract 

from it” (Miller, 8 April 2016). Taking a different approach, Art Critic, Jonathan 

Jones for The Guardian in an article about the use of color in art exhibition, 

argues:  

art is not interior decoration[…]The best wall colour is drab-a dreary 
colour that the gallery-goer does not even notice. The colours you should 
remember are those of the paintings (21 October 2011).  

 
In fact, the use of color in exhibitions had provoked anxiety in curators for 

decades: “there is a long tradition of curators worrying about wall colors and 

textures” (Whitehead, 2009, p.28).  

 

Seating 

Seating is important in museum exhibition, not only because it provides a place 

of repose for visitors, but also because it can assist in the creation of congregant 

spaces, which can help unaccustomed museum visitors overcome aspects of 

“threshold fear” (Gurian, 2005, p.203). “Threshold fear” is a concept that was 
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borrowed from psychology by Elaine Heumann Gurian, a museum consultant to 

describe “the constraints people feel that prevent them from participating in 

activities meant for them” (2005, p.203). Essentially, the congregation of 

strangers “reassures the public that there is order and wellbeing to be found” 

(2005, p.206). Gurian advocates for the creation of spaces for small interaction 

and private contemplation respectively in museums (2005, p.212). Seating can 

necessarily play a key role in this.    

 

However, seating is often an afterthought in exhibition design (Guffey, 2015, p. 

62) and often subject to curatorial resistance for interfering with the display 

(Leahy, 2012, p. 92). However, a lack of seating in museum exhibitions can 

contribute to feelings of alienation and possible discrimination for less abled 

visitors in museums (Guffey 2015, p.63-5). And although seating serves a 

function (resting place), seating placement can influence what art objects are 

viewed at length by visitors (Guffey, 2015, p.63). Seating placement can also 

encourage the routes and movements of visitors in an exhibition (MacLeod et al., 

2015, p.333). In fact, seating is related to the exhibition-going practice of 

walking, pace and duration of visit (Leahy, 2o12, p. 91). Seating in the New 

Galleries and Pearls will be discussed in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5 respectively.  

 

Music and Sound  

Music and sounds in museum exhibition can engage visitors and create an 

immersive experience (Sharp, 2013, p.24).  Furthermore, sounds in exhibition 

can be a cost-effective way of engaging visitors as long as sound is employed in 

innovative ways (Sharp, 2013, p.24). Although writing about music and popular 

culture, Marion Leonard argues that music in museum exhibitions can promote 

social inclusion (2010). The EMP Museum in Seattle, Washington, which is an 

abbreviation for the ‘Experience Music Project’, opened in 2000 and was 

founded/funded by Paul Allen, a Microsoft co-founder and billionaire. EMP’s 

founding was based on being an alternative to the museum because of Allen’s 

aspiration for dynamism, accessibility, and collaboration (Bruce, 2006). 
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Borrowing from “recreational, entertainment and museum sectors”, EMP places 

music and experience at the heart of exhibition planning (Bruce, 2006, p.139).  

 

Musical performances are often part of the public/education programming of an 

exhibition or even in permanent galleries. The Department of Islamic Art at the 

Met Museum often had live music in the galleries, mostly located in the 

Moroccan Court.11 Music in gallery spaces is part of a cultural trend of having 

music in gallery spaces (Pogrebin, 2013). In fact, music museums and music 

themed exhibition have become more common. Indeed entire exhibitions are 

focused on musicians, such as David Bowie is (V&A, 2013) and Björk (MoMA, 

2014), and Kylie Minogue: Image of a Pop Star (V&A, 2007). Other exhibitions 

are based on an entire musical movement like Punk: Chaos to Couture (Met 

Museum, 2013). More recently, music was an integral part of the interpretation 

strategy such as China Through the Looking Glass (Met Museum, 2015), where 

music was ambient and set the stage for a video montage by famous filmmaker, 

Wong Kar Wai who was commissioned by the Met Museum to create an 

immersive experience. In a New York Times interview, Andrew Bolton, the 

curator of the China show stated, “By enhancing people’s experience through 

cinema, through music, it was a way of getting that idea across that it was China: 

Through the Looking Glass […] to me, it was important to transport people into 

this fantasy” (Andrew Bolton quoted in McNearney, 2015). Importantly, for 

Bolton, music (and cinema) was a way to convey the main messages of the China: 

Through the Looking Glass exhibition, where the objective (achieved through 

music and cinema) was for visitors to feel “transported” into the Western 

fantasies of China.   

 
Touch  
 
Touch in museum exhibition is a growing trend. Specific to Islamic art exhibition, 

the Louvre’s Art of Islam galleries created nine tactile stations. Each station 

displayed different 3D printed objects that were chosen for their intricacy 
																																																								
11 Although this series sponsored by the Department of Islamic art at the Met Museum is 
now over.   
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(Moreau, 2013, p.14). The Please Touch Museum in Philadelphia, is targeted at 

children as the international “purposeful play” leader (http://www.please 

touchmuseum.org/about, 2017). And recently a ten-month public exhibition by 

Danish Artist Jeppe Hein titled,  “Please Touch The Art” (Public Art Fund, May 

2015-March 2016) in Brooklyn Bridge Park encouraged visitors to have tactile 

experiences with Hein’s public sculptures. Indeed, there are proven emotional 

health benefits linked to touch (Chaterjee, 2008, p.2). Moreover, touch in the 

museum context provides an “interoceptive12 sensory modality” which provides 

“information to the brain about the state of body surface” is often associated with 

reward as an “emotional consequence” (McGlone, 2008, p.43). 

 
Museum Graphics  
 
Museum graphics can include wayfinding, font development, marketing material 

like flyers and pamphlets and museum maps. Graphics in museums have 

received increased attention from graphic designers, academics and in museum 

professionals. The literature on exhibition graphics is very minimal, but 

important. Jona Piehl and Suzanne MacLeod (2012) define graphic elements in 

museums, discuss the role of the graphic designer and the importance of 

exhibition graphics. Outlining the variety of exhibition graphics, Piehl and 

MacLeod list “graphic elements” in museum exhibition:  

today, the graphic elements in a museum or gallery exhibition might take 
various forms: an arrow on a wall pointing to the next section of the 
exhibit, a headline, a quotation, a large image applied to a wall or the side 
of display case, a small object label that contains information about the 
nature of the object or the lender, or a text panel delivering contextual 
information (2012, p.257).  

 

In a book titled, Museum Graphics (1992), Margo Rouard-Snowman, a professor 

of graphic design at the Ecole Nationale Supérieure des Arts Décoratifs, Paris, 

and exhibition designer, outlines the proliferation of museums in the mid-late 

20th century. She asserts that museum graphics are graphic art and that graphics 

																																																								
12 Interoceptive (adjective) can be defined as “Relating to stimuli produced within an 
organism, especially in the gut and other internal organs” (Oxford Dictionary).  
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are integral to the visual identity of a museum (1992, p.6-8). In fact, because of 

the increased interest and building of museums, Rouard-Snowman argues “there 

is, therefore, a greater need than ever for professional graphics, not only for the 

purposes of communication, but also to attract wider audiences” (1992, p.7). She 

believes that graphic art in museums must: 

enable them [museums] to communicate regularly with their different 
publics; to win the loyalty of their visitors; to confirm their national and 
international reputations; and possibly to gain an advantage over their 
competitors (1992, p.8). 

 
Rouard-Snowman makes the case for graphics being integral to attracting and 

retaining visitors, which is fundamental in any museum’s success. Rouard-

Snowman offers insight that is relevant to practicing graphic design and provides 

a historical perspective for the study of exhibition graphics. Although outdated 

and focusing on professional practice, Museum Graphics is important in 

establishing the importance of graphics in museum exhibition in meaning-

making.  

 

Twenty years later, Piehl and MacLeod, make the case that exhibition graphics 

continue to be “overlooked and under-researched” (2012, p.257). Writing about 

the exhibition as a narrative environment, Piehl and MacLeod argue that 

exhibition graphics contribute to exhibition narratives and can be an active 

producer in meaning and create and sustain exhibition narratives: 

Often these graphic elements are the expression of content, the actual 
carrier of the written storyline, not only providing basic information in 
support of an object of a larger thesis, but actively embodying the narrative 
through their visual forms. As a result, these exhibition elements have 
interpretive significance and can be read on the same primary level as the 
other components that make up the exhibition, including the objects 
themselves (2012, p.257).  

 
Also, Piehl and MacLeod contend that graphics actively embody the exhibition 

narrative and have interpretative significance (2012, p.257). However, museum 

graphics often only garner significant attention when they fail (Piehl and 

MacLeod, 2012, p.258). This was recently demonstrated by the negative response 

to the change in the Met Museum logo from a woodcut of collaborator of 
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Leonardo Da Vinci to the new logo that has been described as “two double decker 

buses rear-ending one another” (Davidson, 17 February 2016).  

 

With the increased interest and research in exhibition design, it is likely that 

museum graphics will receive more attention from museologists, museum 

professionals and graphic designers alike.    

 
Museum Maps 
 
Increased attention in museum graphics has not yet translated to the study of 

maps in museums. Maps are important graphics that can create meaning in 

museums. This section is divided into the following areas: map theory, new 

museology and maps, wayfinding maps and geographic maps.  

 

Often contained within or adjacent to written interpretation, both geographic and 

wayfinding maps in museum exhibitions straddle the intersections of 

exhibition/interpretation design, graphics and text. Although maps have been 

mentioned by some museologists and have been present in museum exhibition 

for decades, maps are largely understudied in new museology and interpretative 

theory. In fact, a thorough study of museum maps has yet to be undertaken. The 

next section discusses developments in map theory of particular relevance to the 

study of maps in museum exhibition.  

 
Map Theory  
 
Generally speaking, maps are spatial representations of an environment 

(Muehrcke and Muehrcke, 1992, p.2). Maps represent spaces and locations 

(Dorling and Fairbairn, 1997, p.3). However, maps are a selective representation 

of reality that are designed to display points and relationships that illustrate 

power relationships (Black, 1997, p.11-2). Thus, maps are a symbol of political 

authority (Harley, 2001, p. 299-300, quoted in Andrews, 2001, p.14) 

 

The lectures and writings of JB Harley, a Cartographer and influential map 

theorist, supported a shift from a purely cartographic analyses to social and 
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political analyses of maps (Andrews, 2001). Like Williamson in the 1930s, Harley 

notes that cartographer’s decisions in map creation are removed from the 

immediacy of the map user (2001, p.7-8). The study of meanings in maps in the 

early 1990s, led by Harley, was concerned with the separation between the 

intentions of the map creator and the map user (Andrews, 2001). Maps can be 

perceived as objective because of the removed immediacy between map creator 

and users (Harley, 2001 p.79).  

 

Theorists Dorling and Fairbairn offer an alternative explanation of the perceived 

objectivity of maps. They argue that maps appear to be objective because of the 

perceived scientific nature (1997, p.4). This scientific view also promotes a 

neutral and impersonal view of the world, removing subjectivity from spatial 

representation (Dorling and Fairbairn, 1997, p.4).  

 

MacEachren argues that the idea of the neutrality of maps is based on seemingly 

objective systematic surveys that were initiated by European governments in the 

late 17th century and that, prior to this, maps were not perceived to be neutral 

(2004, p.341, based on evidence from Edney, 1993). Contributing to the 

neutrality was the singular and impersonal view of the survey maps. Therefore, 

the perceived objectivity and neutrality of maps may be attributed to the 

disconnection between map-maker and map user and the seemingly scientific 

and impersonal nature of maps.  

 

Even though maps are perceived to be objective, neutral and authentic, they are, 

in fact, political. British Historian, Jeremy Black discusses the political nature of 

maps:  

Maps have played a major role in politics, both international and 
domestic, reflecting the powerful ability of visual images and messages to 
represent and advance agendas (1997, p.9).  

 
Harley argues that maps are symbols of political authority and:  

have become part of a wider political system [that] has been largely 
directed by this association with elite powerful groups and individuals and 
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this has promoted an uneven dialogue through maps (2001, p.79 in 
Andrews, 2001, p.14). 

 
Associated with power and political authority, maps contain values of the 

dominant groups. Although the perception of maps are neutral and objective, 

Harley contends that "Maps are never value-free images" (2001, p. 53). Similarly, 

Doring and Fairbairn state that, “Maps are [...] unlikely to be value free" (1997, 

p.4). Likewise, Dorling and Fairbairn asserts that maps embody a “world-view” 

(1997, p.3) and are dependent on the context in which they appear (1997, p.4).  

 

Not only do maps embody values, they also are, “Imbued with meaning, 

inference, and prejudice, both conscious and sub-conscious, it is clear that maps 

are not a simple representation of reality” (Dorling and Fairbairn, 1997, p.6). 

Moreover, Muehrcke and Muehrcke contend that, “Maps have a fundamental 

manipulative character” (1992, p.13). Maps contain values, promote uneven 

dialogues, are prejudicial and can be fundamentally manipulative. In fact, 

Jennifer Locke, a museum educator and doctoral candidate argues that “Maps 

serve more than a practical purpose: they provide a visual representation of what 

the institutions deems most significant” (2016, p.306).  

 

Two concepts in map theory are useful in the study of maps in museum 

exhibition: the “imagined user” and map “silences”. Each are similar to 

theoretical concepts in new museology and interpretive theories, such as 

Whitehead’s “imagined visitor” (2011, 2012) and “monovocality” (2011) and 

Coxall’s “monocentricity” (1995, 2000).  

 

Whitehead develops the ‘imagined visitor” concept to assert that interpretation in 

the museum is written by curators and exhibition creators for who they imagine 

the visitor to be (2012, p.46). This act of imagining produced a binary that can 

either be inclusionary or exclusionary. Maps, (generally, but also maps in 

museums) like written interpretation are also designed decisively for their user. 

Muehrcke and Muehrcke argues: “Maps don’t just happen. They are designed 

purposefully with communication between their maker and user in mind” (1992, 
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p.12). Therefore, both the creation of museum interpretations and maps are 

designed by their creators with the visitors and users in mind.  

 

Cartographers make decisions about what to include and exclude on a map, 

because necessarily, a map is a selective representation of reality (Black, 1997 

p.11). Furthermore, a map cannot display the three-dimensional reality of any 

space (Black, 1997, p.11). Therefore, decisions are made by map creators about 

what to include and exclude in any map. What is excluded or what is not 

represented on a map has been termed “silence” by Harley. He writes: 

 
The notion of ‘silences’ on maps is central to any argument about the 
influence of their hidden political messages. It is asserted here that maps 
[…]exert a social influence through their omission as much as by the 
features they depict and emphasize (2001, p.67).  

 
Harley explains that map silences are “hidden political messages”. Then, Harley 

argues that these silences exert as much, if not more, social influence than the 

represented features on the map. In other words, the silences (or what is missing) 

are just as important or more important as to what is represented on a map. 

Similarly, Plesa and Cartwright, discuss exclusion as necessary in representing 

spatial information, “omission is the key to organizing and presenting spatial 

information” (2008, p.87).   

 
Maps and New Museology 
 
The concept of silences in map theory, is similar to the concepts of moncentricity 

or monovocality in interpretative theory. As discussed earlier, the concepts of 

moncentricity and monovocality both have to do with the exclusion of audiences. 

Coxall, defines moncentricity as museum interpretation that is representative of a 

dominant ideology that excludes other world views (2000, p.95). Similarly, 

Whitehead’s monovocality in museum interpretation only represents one voice 

where other voices are silent (2011, p. 54). Furthermore, map silences are similar 

to the concepts in media frame analysis, like exclusion (Gitlin, 1980, p.7) and 

selective emphasis (Berinsky and Kinder, 2006, p.641). Importantly, silences, 
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omission, monovocality/centricity are all similar concepts in various academic 

disciplines that stress that meanings can be made through exclusion and absence.  

 

In new museology and interpretative theory, some similarities between maps and 

museum-going has been examined. As previously discussed, Christopher 

Whitehead, argues that museum-going is a “cartographic experience” (2011, 

2012) and employs some map theory into his arguments, especially the concept 

of “silences” (Harley, 2001). Although Whitehead offers compelling arguments 

that promote the cartographic experience of museum going, reading a map, 

which symbolically represents spaces(s) is visually fundamentally different from 

having a multi-sensory experience of physical museum spaces.  

 

Eilean Hooper-Greenhill also discusses the similarities between maps and 

museums (2000, p.17-8; quoted in Whitehead, 2012, p.24). Unlike Whitehead, 

who claims that museum-going is the same as experiencing a map, Hooper-

Greenhill writes that the experience of a map is like the experience of a museum 

(Hooper-Greenhill, 2002, p.18; Whitehead, 2012, p.24). Relating the similarities 

between maps and written interpretation of museum objects, Hooper-Greenhill 

states:  

Both museums and maps work through a combination of word and image. 
In maps, these fix a name and shape to a place. In the modernist museum 
the text next to the object signal how the object should be viewed (2000, 
p.17-8).  
 

Interestingly, Hooper-Greenhill equates the authenticity of maps to the 

authentication of the museum:  

maps are official, legitimating documents. They, like modernist museums, 
have the authority of the official, the authenticated. They, like museums, 
are not neutral, may be inaccurate, may bear little relationship to the 
territory- the concrete that they are supposedly accurately reflect. Maps 
and museums both bring the world into an apparent single, rational 
framework, with unified, ordered, and assigned relationship between 
nature, the arts and cultures (2000, p.18).  
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Hooper-Greenhill asserts that maps, like modernist museums are legitimizers 

that rationalize a singular world-view. Hooper-Greenhill compares maps and 

museums, although does not analyze maps in museum exhibition.  

 

Furthermore, and more in line with mapping theory, Falk and Dierking argue 

that visitors make mental maps of museum spaces (2000, p.114). This is partly 

due to “the need to remain oriented and safe in the environment is about as basic 

a need as exists, taking precedence over the need for food, sex, or self-

actualization (Falk and Dierking, 2000, p.114).  

 
Wayfinding Maps  
 
The presence of wayfinding maps in museums is a relatively recent development, 

beginning in the 1950s and 1960 at some large museums. However, before these 

wayfinding maps were made available to the general public, wayfinding existed in 

various other forms. For example, at the Met Museum, exhibition catalogues 

supplied written directions, like left and right, north and south to indicate the 

placement of art object within the gallery spaces. The history of wayfinding 

museum maps are specific to each institution as indicated by archival research at 

the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Met Museum), Victoria & Albert Museum 

(V&A) and the British Museum (BM).  

 

Today, wayfinding maps are usually produced by the institution and sometimes 

by curatorial departments. These maps represent museum and gallery spaces for 

the purpose of the identification of museum location, spatial orientation and 

wayfinding in the museum/gallery spaces. Usually marketing, public relations 

and visitor services departments are involved in the production of these maps.  

 

Museum guidebooks often contained both way-finding and geographic maps. 

Guidebooks were produced and sold at the British Museum in the 1850s (Hillier, 

7 July 2015). At the Victoria & Albert Museum (V&A), the earliest known 

guidebook with map was produced twenty years later in 1871 (McIlwraith, 2015). 

The Thomas J. Watson library in the Met Museum display the earliest guidebook 
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date as 1874 for a special collection and 1876 for the museum collection. The 

earliest written record of planning for guidebooks is dated 1894 (Met archive, 

2016). The Met Museum does not keep full records/complete sets of its maps.13  

 

The earliest way-finding maps available to the public (at no cost) in the British 

Museum archives is dated 1963 (British Museum archive, 2016). At the V&A, 

wayfinding maps were made available at no additional cost in the 1980s. 

However, the V&A produced some maps after World War II in the 1940s, in order 

to indicate to visitors which galleries were open or closed.  

 

At the Met Museum, wayfinding maps were made available to the public in 1957, 

according to Melissa Bowling, an Archivist at the Met Museum. In the 1957 

budget there was a line added in the museum budget “for a Museum Map for free 

distribution to visitors” (Bowling, 25 March 2016). The 1950-1980s is a short 

amount of time that wayfinding maps became available to all museum visitors 

without additional cost. Nonetheless, the availability of maps to museum 

audiences corresponds with the shift in museum studies to new museology, 

which stresses the importance of museum visitors.  

 
Geographic Maps  
 
Geographic maps often accompany exhibition where the imagined visitor is not 

expected to be familiar with the geography related to an exhibition (Whitehead, 

2012, p.46-7). Although serving an entirely different function than wayfinding 

maps, geographic maps interpret and communicate geographic space to the 

museum visitor. Geographic maps are usually produced or commissioned at the 

direction of curatorial departments to represent the geographical spaces that are 

relevant to an exhibition/art objects on display and for orientation of visitors.  

 

																																																								
13 The following Met Museum departments were contacted for information regarding 
information about the history and creation of the Met Museum wayfinding maps:  
Department of Islamic Art, Communications, Visitor Services, Thomas J. Watson 
Library, Museum Archives, and Marketing and External Relations.   
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Geographic maps in museums can represent geographic locations like continents, 

contemporary nations, historicized nations and/or cities/states in which art 

objects/artifacts were produced. Geographic maps are frequently placed near the 

entrance of an exhibition or suite of galleries and therefore have a physical (and 

visual) presence in galleries and are seen by visitors. Geographic maps are a part 

of exhibition interpretation. Geographic maps in museums are usually present in 

exhibitions that are separated from a geographic place and/or chronological time 

in relationship to the location of the museum. The presence of a geographic map 

can indicate that an exhibition/art objects are unfamiliar to the imagined visitor 

and the maps could be used to orient a visitor before entering the exhibition 

(Whitehead, 2012).  

 

Not much is known about the history of geographic maps in museums because 

this is not well-documented. In many museums it is difficult to pinpoint the 

creation and appearance of interpretative maps in museum exhibition spaces. 

Unless archive photos of galleries text panels are available, the presence of 

geographic maps will probably remain unknown. Furthermore, many museums 

do not document current nor previous text panels and these panels are usually 

discarded when replaced.14 

 

However, both the Met Museum and the BM have guidelines for the production 

and display of geographic maps. The Met guidelines are in draft form and focus 

on geographic maps in publications and not necessarily geographic maps in 

gallery spaces. The last line of the draft guidelines reads: “Maps sometimes 

include culturally sensitive material and might need to be reviewed by the 

Counsel’s Office” (Polizzotti, 4 February 2015).  

 

																																																								
14 I questioned numerous curators and museum professionals about whereabouts of text 
panels when they are replaced or removed from the exhibition walls.  None of these 
interviewed museum professionals could definitively tell me what happens and 
numerous interviewees assumed that these panels were thrown away.   
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The BM guidelines for geographic maps outline guidelines for maps in gallery 

space. Interestingly, the comfort of visitors is included in these guidelines. “Most 

visitors will be reading on their feet, so keep maps as clear and simple as possible. 

It is not appropriate to reproduce the sort of detailed map that can appear in a 

book or article” (Frost, 17 February 2015).  Like the Met, the BM acknowledges in 

its guidelines that maps are “sensitive”:  

Names and boundaries of politically sensitive areas are usually based on 
the United Nation guidelines, but must be checked with the Head of 
Interpretation. Such maps usually include a standard British Museum 
disclaimer (Frost, 17 February 2015).  
 

Both the Met Museum and BM recognize the political and cultural sensitivities in 

geographic maps. Museum maps, like graphics, written interpretation and design 

interpretation embody exhibition and institutional narratives. Maps should be 

considered part of the exhibition interpretation and an important graphic that 

produces meaning in museum exhibition.  

 

In this chapter, I have examined at the study of interpretation in new museology 

and covered the following areas: written interpretation, design interpretation 

including art object placement, immersion, color, touch, seating, music, museum 

graphics and maps. All of the interpretation concepts are pertinent to the case 

study of the Met Museum’s New Galleries (Chapter 3), summative visitor 

evaluations in the New Galleries (Chapter 4), Critical reflection of my 

professional experience in Pearls (Chapter 5), and summative visitor evaluations 

in Pearls (Chapter 6).  
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Chapter 3: Case Study of New Galleries for the Art of Arab Lands, 
Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia Interpretation  
 

This chapter is a case study of the interpretation of the New Galleries for the Art 

of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia (New 

Galleries) at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Met Museum) in New York City. 

As discussed in Chapter 2, interpretation in this study includes design 

interpretation (immersion, graphics (specifically maps), art object placement, 

etc.) and written interpretation.  

 

The aims of this case study are: to apply research in interpretative theory to an 

analysis of interpretation in the New Galleries; identify how and where the 

societal and political context are present through an examination of the written 

interpretation; and discuss the role of interpretation in the construction of 

meaning in the New Galleries.   

 

In agreement with Whitehead, there is a benefit in the combination of 

approaches and insights from different research areas to better understand 

exhibitions (2016b, p.1-2). Motivated by this approach to exhibition 

interpretation and by the thesis research questions, this chapter is divided into 

the following sections: An explanation of case study methodology and its 

application to the study of interpretation in the New Galleries. Focusing on 

relevance to New Galleries interpretation, a brief history of the Islamic art 

collection at the Met Museum is outlined. After a concise and descriptive New 

Galleries walkthrough, this chapter is divided into two broad analytical parts: 

interpretation design and written interpretation. Part I is an analysis of 

interpretation design and includes an exploration of: the Foyer area, the 

Introductory Gallery (Room 450), the Moroccan Court (Room 456), and the 

Damascus Room (Room 461), immersive components and contextual 

interventions.15 Part II focuses on written interpretation analyses specifically; the 

																																																								
15 Both contextual interventions and immersive components are discussed later in the 
chapter on p.96-99 and p.100 respectively.  
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hierarchy of written interpretation, the change in exhibition title, the exhibition 

introduction panel, and an analysis of the thirty text panels. Conclusions are 

discussed based on the research questions and the value that this case study adds 

to this thesis.  

 

Methods  

The method employed in this chapter is a case study. Case study can be defined 

as: 

an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in-
depth and within a real-life context, especially when the boundaries 
between phenomena and context are not clearly evident (Yin, 2003, p.18).  
 

Yin explains, “case study research assumes that examining the context and other 

complex conditions related to the case(s) being studied are integral to 

understanding the case(s)” (2011, p.35). Additionally, the employment of a case 

study method is most appropriate when there is a complexity of experiences 

where the researcher has little or no control over the phenomena (Yin, 2003, 

p.4).  

 

Importantly, employing a case study method allows for the examination of a 

complex experience with different types of evidence and data, including 

documents, artifacts, interviews, and observation (Yin, 2003, p.11). The 

advantage of a case study method is that it is not limited to any single type of 

evidence or data source (Yin, 2009, p.261). Significantly, in a case study various 

data sources are used to examine the same research questions (Yin, 2009, p.261). 

Because of the diversity of sources, the data collection can be triangulated in a 

case study, which enhances the validity and reliability of a case study (Iacono et. 

al., 2011, p.59) 

 

In this case study, the investigation of the phenomenon is an examination of the 

interpretation in the context of the New Galleries. The New Galleries 

interpretation is part of complex conditions rooted in the sociopolitical position 

of Islamic art exhibition and, more specifically, institutional conditions that 
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include the Met Museum, the spaces of the New Galleries within the Met 

Museum, the exhibition design, graphics, written interpretation, and the people 

involved and responsible for interpretation. The study of New Galleries 

interpretation was approached after it had been created and exhibited, and 

therefore, because there was no control over this phenomenon, an appropriate 

employment of a case study method.  

 

Making direct observations is one of the most distinctive features of a case study 

(Yin, 2009, p.261). Additionally, it is appropriate in a case study to rely on 

archival research, although archival research can be biased in its inclusion of 

material (Yin, 2009, p.263).16 This case study includes observations of 

interpretation in the New Galleries spaces, archival research at the central 

archive at the Met Museum, research undertaken at the Thomas J. Watson 

library and interviews with key people involved in the reinstallation and written 

interpretation. The experience of interpretation includes analysis of exhibition 

design/strategy, representations of spaces (both exhibition space and geographic 

space) art object placement, and written interpretation, including hierarchy and 

text panel content.  

 

Brief History of the Islamic Art Collection and Exhibition at the Met 

Museum  

The history of Islamic art at the Met Museum and the Department of Islamic Art 

begins in the late nineteenth century. From the foundation of the Met Museum in 

1870 through the formation of the Department of Near East (1932), the Islamic 

art collection was formed primarily by donations from a series of wealthy 

businessmen and philanthropists (Soucek, 2011, p.2). The earliest donor was 

Edward C. Moore, shortly followed by William B. Osgood and Herbert Reginald 

																																																								
16 A discussion about the Met Museum policy regarding materials that are given to the 
central Met archive and materials that are housed in Departmental records is discussed 
in this chapter on p.70.    
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Bishop (Soucek, 2011, p.2-9).17 In fact, according to art critic Florence Berkman, 

the collection of Islamic art began in a “haphazard way in 1891” (11 January 

1975). The Edward C. Moore collection exhibition was put on display by 1892, 

which was one of the earliest displays of Islamic art at an American museum 

(Ray, 2016, p.322). Indeed, “the history of collecting is closely tied to the history 

of the field of Islamic art and its maturation as a scholarly discipline” (Komaroff, 

2002, p. 2).  Also, Met Museum expeditions to Iraq and Iran, then called the 

“Near East Expeditions”, greatly contributed to the collection of Islamic art in the 

1920s, 1930s, and 1940s (Soucek, 2011, p.6).  

 

Throughout the history of the Islamic art collection and department at the Met 

Museum, Islamic art objects have been labeled by different nomenclature. 

Islamic art at the Met Museum was initially categorized as ‘Mohammedan Art’ 

within the Decorative Art Department. In 1932, the Department of Near Eastern 

Art was formed by separating from the Department of Decorative Arts (Lindsey, 

2012; Soucek, 2011, p.2). Dr. Maurice Sven Dimand, an Associate Curator in the 

Department of Decorative Arts, was the first specialized curator of Near Eastern 

art at the Met Museum (Soucek, 2011).  

 

A review of the titles of Met Museum publications and departments relating to 

the collection of Islamic art elucidates this changing location and nomenclature. 

In 1930, Dimand wrote a catalogue titled: A Handbook of Mohammedan 

Decorative Arts, which may be the earliest Met Museum publication of what is 

now categorized as Islamic art. In 1944, in the second edition of the catalogue, 

the term  “decorative” was dropped from the title: A Handbook of Mohammedan 

Art (Dimand). The same title is used in the third edition of this catalogue in 1958 

(Dimand). The Met Museum first officially used the term ‘Islamic art’ in 1949 to 

identify or describe this art category in a press release for the reinstallation of the  

“Near Eastern” galleries which were closed during World War II due to the threat 

																																																								
17 For a complete listing of the major donors of Islamic art and the curatorial influences 
of the collection, see Soucek, 2011, p.2-9.  
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of destruction (Lindsey, 2012), although that was not reflected in the catalogue 

title nine years later (1958).  

 

In 1963, the Department of Islamic Art was created at the Met because of the 

large amount of objects that had been acquired, gifted, bequeathed, and 

purchased in addition to excavations in Iran (Lindsey, 2012). It was therefore 

necessary to divide the Department of the ancient Near East and subsequently 

the Department of Islamic Art was founded (Department of Islamic art website, 

2016). In 1973, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York announced that 

they were planning the opening of galleries dedicated to Islamic art. This would 

be the first space dedicated exclusively to the display of Islamic art (Wing “K” in 

Figure 3.1). Before the Islamic Galleries opened in 1975, the display of Islamic art 

was not in a unified space in the Met Museum (see Wing “E” and “H” in Figure 

3.1).  

 

Elsewhere in the United States, in the early 1970s, there was a change in this term 

from what was typically called Decorative or Arab art to Islamic art at other 

American institutions, like the Freer|Sackler Museum- Smithsonian Institution. 

One impetus for this change may have been influenced by the Art of the Arab 

World exhibition at the Freer|Sackler which was sponsored by the Mobil Oil 

Corporation. The categorization could have been influenced by the desire to 

distance this art category from the Arab Oil Crisis which began in October 1973 

and was financially debilitating and very inconvenient for many Americans 

(McAlister, 2005, p.135).  

 

Richard Ettinghausen became the Consultative Chairman of the Department of 

Islamic Art at the Met Museum in 1970 and planned and executed the 1975 

Islamic Galleries installation (Lindsey, 2012). Previously, Ettinghausen was the 

Chief Curator at the Freer Gallery. While Consultative Chairman, Ettinghausen 

continued to teach at the Kevorkian Center (which he founded) at New York 

University (Soucek, 2011, p.7).  
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The information available in the central Met Museum archive regarding the 

creation of the 1975 Islamic Galleries is very limited. It mostly consists of 

photocopied newspaper clippings that report on the galleries announcement, 

creation and exhibition reviews of the Islamic Galleries opening. Presumably, the 

Department of Islamic Art did not make the creative and procedural notes of the 

1975 Islamic Galleries available to the central Met archive and is therefore 

unavailable to external researchers.18 Furthermore, information that was given to 

the archive, but deemed too confidential for an external researcher, was also not 

supplied to the central archive as explained by the archivist. 

 

The written interpretation from the 1975 Islamic Galleries is also unavailable.  

After numerous inquiries to the Department of Islamic Art, the central Met 

Museum archive and Art/Graphic department, every employee was unable or 

unwilling to answer the inquiries as to what happened to these panels. Today, 

most of the written interpretation at the Met Museum is recorded in The 

Museum System (TMS), which is a collection management software that is able 

to house the content of written interpretation, amongst other important 

information, like loans, agreements, insurance information, accession numbers, 

etc.  

 

Through this research, some of the archival biases were revealed (Yin, 2009, 

p.263). Like the lack of a codified process that specifies which type of archival 

information should be sent to the central Met archive and the information that is 

kept in each of the curatorial departments. 

 

The 1975 Islamic Galleries opening was widely praised in the periodical news 

coverage (Berkman 1975; Goldin 1976; Glueck 1975; Grabar 1976; Hilton 1975; 

Russell 1975). Still, much of the major newspapers reported the news of the  

 

																																																								
18 This is also the case in 2011 New Galleries reinstallation, wherein the introduction of 
the 2011 catalogue, it is footnoted that a “record of suggestions and alternative plan are 
preserved in the Department of Islamic art private records” (Haidar, 2011, p.19).  
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Islamic Galleries framed by the Arab Oil Crisis. Indeed, a New York Times article 

assured readers that: 

The money for preparing this Islamic wing has been donated by an 
anonymous American businessman, but [Thomas] Hoving [then the Met 
director] emphasized, one who did not make his money in oil. (Culhane, 
1973) 

 

As discussed earlier,19 this persistent equation of Islamic art exhibition with 

current events has a long history and may be symptomatic of the pervasiveness of 

Orientalism (and Islamophobia) in American society. The Islamic Galleries were 

on view at the Met Museum from 1975 to 2003 when they were closed for the 

reinstallation, which opened in 2011.  

 
The 2011 New Galleries Reinstallation 
 
 
The New Galleries opened on November 1, 2011, after eight years of closure. The 

Islamic art collection at the Met Museum is the most comprehensive and 

prestigious exhibition of Islamic art in the United States and one of the top five 

exhibitions of Islamic art worldwide (Rabbat, 2012, p.75). The curators in charge 

of the reinstallation were Dr. Sheila Canby, Patti Cadby Birch, Curator in Charge 

and Dr. Navina Haidar, Curator, Department of Islamic Art. Haidar acted as 

coordinator for the entire planning process whereas Canby joined the 

Department in 2009.  Numerous Islamic art curators and researchers worked on 

the reinstallation including: Dr. Maryiam Ekthiar, Associate Curator of Islamic 

Art; Dr. Marika Sardar, (former) Research Associate of Islamic Art; Walter 

Denny, Consultant; Stefano Carboni, Consultant; Courtney Stewart, Senior 

Research Assistant. Stewart was responsible for the administration of the written 

interpretation creation, editing and production.  

 
 
 
 

																																																								
19 This is discussed in Chapter 1, p.6-8.   
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Figure 3.1 1926, 1975, 2011 Location of Islamic art at the Met Museum (Lindsey 

2012) 
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In the 2011 reinstallation, the number of rooms increased to fifteen (from ten in 

the 1975 Islamic Galleries) and expanded from their original parameters by 

taking space that was previously used for offices and enlarged to nineteen 

thousand square feet (Lindsey, 2012). The reinstallation plan underwent many 

revisions (Haidar, 2011, p.13; Sardar, December 2013). 

 

The undertaking of the reinstallation of the former Islamic Galleries was, at its 

inception, a response to the reinstallation of the Roman court (Roxburgh, 2012, 

p.75), which is located directly underneath the current New Galleries. Therefore, 

the New Galleries reinstallation was initially reactionary to this undertaking, but 

nonetheless developed into a lengthy eight-year undertaking. The significance of 

this reinstallation could have been increased because of the opportunity to 

research the collection. It is possible that external factors such as the success of 

the Islamic Middle East reinstallation at the Victoria & Albert (2006) and the 

travelling exhibition, Palace and Mosque, which was on display in The National 

gallery of Art- Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC (from 18 July 2004- 6 

February 2005). As one of the first major reinstallations of an important Islamic 

art collection, the V&A’s Islamic Middle East Galleries set a high standard both 

in the display and written interpretation. However, both Haidar and Canby have 

claimed that the New Galleries reinstallation has a tangential relationship to the 

social, cultural and political circumstances surrounding the exhibition of Islamic 

art (Canby, 2011, p. vii; Haidar, 2011, p.10).  

 

The budget of the New Galleries reinstallation was around forty million dollars, 

which was largely paid for by donors, including ten million dollars from an oil 

and energy magnate, Bijan and Sharmin Mossavar-Rhamani (Wise, 2011). 

Donations from the Mossavar-Rhamanis also paid for the exhibition catalogue: 

Masterpieces from the Department of Islamic Art at the Metropolitan Museum 

of Art (Yale University Press, 2011).20 In an interview, where the interviewee 

preferred to remain anonymous, it was alluded to that Syrian donors pulled their 

																																																								
20 Hereafter referred to as the ‘exhibition catalogue’.  
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funding from the reinstallation because the Damascus room (Room 461) was 

planned to move from its 1975 Islamic Galleries location which was adjacent to 

the main entrance of the New Galleries to Room 461, which occupies a posterior 

corner of the exhibition (see Figure 3.2 on p.77). In this case, the movement or 

placement of an important art object resulted in the Department of Islamic Art 

losing a major donor.  

 

The New Galleries are organized in a geographical, dynastic and chronological 

display of approximately twelve hundred objects, which is only ten percent of the 

total number of Islamic art objects in the entire collection. Therefore, around 

ninety-percent of the Islamic art collection is not displayed in the New Galleries.  

 
New Galleries Walkthrough  
 
The New Galleries are loosely arranged in counter-clockwise circuit that is 

described as “circular” by Haidar (2011, p.10). Located on the second floor in the 

southwestern corner of the Met Museum, the main entrance is indicated by the 

arrow in Figure 3.2 and leads to The Introductory Gallery (Room 450). Less 

prominent entrances to the New Galleries are through Room 464, adjacent to 

main entrance and through Room 454 from the European Visions of North Africa 

Gallery (Room 804). Therefore, once the visitor enters the New Galleries, they 

are generally unable to exit the galleries (unless through Room 454). Therefore, 

and for the most part, the New Galleries are separate from the remainder of the 

galleries in the Met Museum. Consequently, visitors to the New Galleries 

encounter the gallery spaces as a unified space and distinctly separate suite of 

galleries. This separateness is common in the Met Museum organization.  This 

organization is also consistent with the use Beaux-Arts style, which is present in 

many American museums (Stanley, 2013, p.399). 

 

The reinstalled space is compartmental in keeping with the spatial tradition of 

the 1975 Islamic Galleries and other galleries in the Met Museum, where 

individual galleries are small, but interconnected. In fact, the New Galleries 

occupy the same, although expanded space of the 1975 Islamic Galleries. Also 
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keeping with the 1975 Islamic Galleries is the presence of an Introductory 

Gallery.  

 

The new exhibition title21 foregrounds national and geographic regions, but also 

appears to influence the exhibition organization and gallery titles illustrated in 

the galleries listing below: 

 
Room 450: Introductory Gallery 
Room 451: Arab Lands and Iran under the Umayyads and Abbasids (7th- 

        13th  Century) 
Room 452: Nishapur and Sabz Pusham Site 
Room 453: Iran and Central Asia (9th-13th Centuries) 
Room 454: Egypt and Syria (10th-16th Centuries) 
Room 455: Iran and Central Asia (13th-16th Centuries) 
Room 456: Moroccan Court  
Room 457: Spain, North Africa, and the Western Mediterranean (8th-19th  

        Centuries) 
Room 458: The Hagop Kevorkian Fund (Special Exhibition Gallery) 
Room 459: Carpets, Textiles, and the Greater Ottoman World 
Room 460: Arts of the Ottoman Court (14th-20th Centuries) 
Room 461: The Damascus Room (18th Century) 
Room 462: Safavid and Later Iran (16th- 20th Centuries) 
Room 463: Mughal South India (16th-19th Centuries)  
Room 464: Later South Asia (16th-20th Centuries) 

 
The majority of galleries are named with a nation and region22 with the exception 

of the Introductory Gallery (Room 450), The Hagop Kevorkian Fund  (Room 

458), Carpets, Textiles, and the Greater Ottoman World (Room 459) and Arts of 

the Ottoman Court (Room 460). Rooms 450-457 occupy what could be termed 

the inner galleries and Rooms 458-463, arranged in an “L” shape, occupy the 

outer galleries (Figure 3.2). The Roman Art courtyard is centrally located to all 

the galleries. The Roman Art courtyard is one floor below the New Galleries, on 

the first floor of the Met Museum but blocked from view due to the window 

coverings in the New Galleries.   

 

																																																								
21 The change in exhibition title is discussed at length later in the chapter on p.113.  
22 This is consistent with the new exhibition title and discussed on p113. 



	 76	

Figure 3.2 Map of the New Galleries 
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Interestingly, the names of these galleries are not represented in the gallery 

spaces, only on the map. This inconsistency results in an absence of information 

and may not serve the visitor well because the New Galleries visitor may be 

unaware of the region, dynasty or country represented in the galleries when 

entering a new room in the circuit. The disjuncture between exhibition design 

and written interpretation occurs in various places in the New Galleries and is 

discussed later in the chapter. Conversely, there is a distinct unified 

interpretation design that is executed by the Department of Islamic Art, where 

some strategies are revealed in the introduction of the exhibition catalogue and 

commented on by numerous reviewers including Islamic art curators and 

historians. In order to understand the interpretation design in the New Galleries, 

it is important to briefly discuss the history of Islamic art display in Europe and 

then in the United States.  

 

Historical Precedents in Islamic Art Exhibition 

 

Historical precedents in Islamic art exhibition may have influenced the New 

Galleries design. In the late 19th and very early 20th century, the precedent of 

Islamic art exhibition was through immersion (often discussed as 

“contextualization” in Islamic art scholarship) in exhibition spaces.23 Rooted in 

European colonialism and imperialism, early displays of Islamic art in Europe 

usually contextualized a particular Islamic art media, like carpets, in a small 

exhibition that foreground exotic fairytales and the bazaar (Sarre and Martin, 

1912, p.1 quoted in Ray, 2016, p.299). However, the 1910 Munich exhibition 

(officially titled: Masterpieces of Muhammadan Art) changed this.  

 

In the years leading up to the 1910 Munich exhibition, scholars24 in this emerging 

field (of what was then called Oriental or Mohammedan art) believed that if 

Islamic art was to be a legitimate art historical field, the contextual (or 

																																																								
23 See: Haidar, 2011; Troelenberg, 2012. 
24 Most notably Friedrich Sarre (1860-1940) and Ernst Kuhnel (1882-1964) 
(Troelenberg, 2012, p.7-9). 
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immersive) display needed to be changed to a modernist aesthetic that was used 

in the display of more established art historical disciplines (Troelenberg, 2012, 

p.11). This modernist aesthetic included the application of the “white cube” 

ideology to Islamic art exhibition, where gallery design is dominated by white 

walls without any external distractions (O’Doherty, 2000).  

 

Friedrich Sarre (1860-1940) and Ernst Kuhnel (1882-1964) planned the 1910 

Munich exhibition through the “white cube” design strategy. In addition to the 

desire to increase the legitimacy of this emerging field, the change to a modernist 

exhibition strategy also served the purpose of presenting a unification of 

“Muhammadan” art media under the singular title of “Muhammadan Art”  

(Troelenberg, 2012, p.11). The 1910 Munich exhibition was a watershed 

exhibition because it was the first time that different medias were exhibited 

together under a singular term: “Muhammadan” (which later became “Islamic”). 

This exhibition started to establish the epistemic guidelines and standards of 

display of this nascent art historical discipline for decades to come (Troelenberg, 

2012, p.9). In fact:  

the Munich exhibition prompted new display aesthetics that became 
central to reconfiguring the manner in which Islamic art would henceforth 
be presented to metropolitan audiences in Europe and the United States 
(Ray, 2016, p.299)  

 
Therefore, after the 1910 Munich exhibition, the contextual immersion in Islamic 

art exhibition fell out of vogue. For most of the 20th century, (with a few 

exceptions) the major Islamic art collections in the United States and Europe 

were displayed in this modernist aesthetic. However, at the Met Museum, Islamic 

architecture was part of the display of Islamic art since the 1975 Islamic Galleries 

installation (Lindsey, 2012; Komaroff, 2012) even though most of the exhibition 

was executed in a modernist aesthetic.   
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Part I: New Galleries Interpretation Design  

 

Since the New Galleries closing in 2003, the reinstallation planning followed the 

guiding principle: “not one world but many, not other worlds, but our own” 

(Stewart, 2015). In addition to this principle, the New Galleries were planned to 

contextualize historical times and places and to create cultural connections. 

Writing about the galleries, Haidar explains:  

this arrangement aims to impart a clear sense of place and time to the 
visitor, crucial elements for the understanding of the cultural context of 
the collection and in keeping with the prevailing approach of the Museum 
as a whole (2011, p.10).  
 

The cultural contextualization is achieved in the New Galleries through the 

display of immersive spaces, immersive components and contextual 

interventions25 that inform visitor experiences. Although the inclusion of 

historical culture is important in an intellectually responsible exhibition 

(Whitehead, 2012, p.40), this contextualization may also have Orientalist roots, 

which, as discussed earlier predates the 1910 Munich exhibition. In fact, Stanley 

writes that the immersive Moroccan Court “belongs to a world of architectural 

casts and electrotypes” (2014, p.399). 

 

In addition to the display of the “cultural context”, the New Galleries were 

planned to create connections between art objects:  

The open plan and new circular path of the expanded gallery space allows 
for wide-ranging cultural interconnections to be discerned throughout the 
display (Haidar, 2011, p. 10). 

 
Here, the intention that the arrangement of the New Galleries is to allow for 

intercultural connections to be made presumably by the visitor. Haidar discusses 

the change in display, which is a departure from the previous idealized 

unification of Islamic art to geographic and national fragmentation (also reflected 

in the exhibition title and discussed later), and which is meant to display the 

diversity of Islamic art:  

																																																								
25 These are my terms, which are defined later in this chapter on p.95-101.  
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this approach represents a shift in emphasis from the underlying unity and 
greater linearity that characterized the previous Islamic galleries to rooting 
the art in the distinctive geographic, cultural, and linguist realms of the 
Islamic world” (2011, p.12).  

 
Haidar addresses the previous precedent in Islamic art exhibition, where 

exhibition design expressed the unity of Islamic art. This was, as discussed 

earlier, first undertaken at the 1910 Munich exhibition. By acknowledging the 

departure from the emphasis on unity, Haidar is clearly stating that the New 

Galleries make a polemic statement about the display and nomenclature at the 

Met Museum to describe Islamic Art.  Additionally, the “rooting” in geographic 

realms is evident in the exhibition title and gallery names.  

 

Therefore, the design of the New Galleries was crafted to create connections that 

demonstrate both the diversity and unity of the “Islamic world” (Haidar, 2011, p. 

12). Furthermore, Sheila Canby had previously written about the importance of 

contextual display in Islamic art exhibition in order to make a Western audience 

familiar with “exotic” art objects (1999, p.11). This is a crucial point that is 

discussed later in this chapter using the nomenclature of Orientalism.  

 

Interestingly, the Department of Islamic Art26 does not completely eschew all 

traditional nomenclature. The term “masterpieces” is employed to describe the 

art objects in the Introductory Gallery (Room 450) (Haidar, 2011, p.14) and also 

the title of exhibition catalogue: Masterpieces of Islamic Art from the 

Department of Islamic Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art (Yale University 

Press, 2011).  The term ‘masterpieces’ is no longer used widely in exhibition 

terminology (Landi 2013, Lazzeretti, 2016). 

 

Haidar’s ideas and intentions for the arrangement and display of the New 

Galleries are made available in the exhibition catalogue only and not available in 

the exhibition spaces of the New Galleries. Therefore, the New Galleries visitors 
																																																								
26 The Department of Islamic Art did not change the departmental name to reflect the 
regional and national terms in the new exhibition title.  
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are not informed of Haidar’s intentions that are manifested in the exhibition 

arrangement and display. And because of this visitors are free to make their own 

uninhibited meanings. Whitehead discusses the “problem” of intentionality (and 

the lack there of) in the analysis of interpretation and asks:  

whether perceived messages are invalidated when producers do not 
recognize them as their own, and what then might be the status of our 
analyses and interpretation of ‘their’ displays (2016b, p.8).   
 

An important question is: what if the meanings visitors make are unintended and 

not in agreement with a curator’s intentions?; then, are these meanings or 

analyses still valid? Indeed, there could be political reasons why exhibition 

creators are “cagey” about the meanings in exhibition production (Whitehead, 

2016b, p. 8). However, it is also important to recognize that not all meanings are 

made consciously (Whitehead, 2016b, p.9).  These considerations regarding 

curator’s intentions and visitors’ meanings are continued in the analysis of 

interpretation design, written interpretations and the possible disjuncture 

between them, later in this chapter (and in Chapter 4 which discusses the key 

findings of summative visitor evaluations in the New Galleries). 

 

Discussion of the analyses of interpretation design are separated in the following 

sections: the foyer, the Introductory Gallery (Room 450), immersive components, 

contextual interventions, and the immersive rooms, including the Damascus 

Room (Room 461) and the Moroccan Court (Room 456).  

 
The New Galleries Foyer  

 
The foyer is located on the southwest corner of the Met Museum and is a shared 

and transitory space that acts as a pathway and introduction to the New 

Galleries. In fact, the foyer acts as an entryway into three separate and 

unconnected gallery spaces: the New Galleries (pictured in Figure 3.3 and Figure 

3.4) Cypriot Art (pictured right in Figure 3.4) and Near Eastern Art (not 

pictured). This foyer includes an elevator (Figure 3.3) and stairway (not 

pictured).  
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The design of the foyer may have historical precedence in rotundas in European 

museums. Kali Tzortizi, Assistant Professor at the University of Patras, describes 

the rotunda in the design for a Temple of Glory “in terms of space, it [the 

rotunda] took the form of sequences of rooms departing from and returning to a 

central space” (2015, p.18). An influential design by Jean-Nicolas- Louis Durand 

(for the Précis des leçons d’architecture données à l’Ecole royale polytechnique, 

1802-1805) also has wings with separate entrances, grouped together by a 

rotunda at the central space which links a sequence of rooms (Pevsner, 1976, p. 

126, quoted in Tzortzi, 2015, p.18) Additionally, the entrance and rotunda in the 

Altes Museum (designed by Karl Fredrich Schinkel) has a psychological 

intention: 

the entrance which was aimed to work as a transitional space that 
prepared visitors psychologically to leave behind the everyday, and 
contemplate art. Though it is said to derive from the interior of the 
Pantheon in Rome as well as the museum design of Durand, it is thanks to 
the Altes Museum, according to Pevsner [1976], that the rotunda ‘became 
a favorite of museums’ (Tzortzi, 2015, p.20).  

 

The New Galleries foyer may have ebb designed based on historical precedents in 

important European museums, some of which were intended to have a 

psychological impact. However, the New Galleries foyer is also dissimilar in some 

ways. Such as the exhibition entrances for the Cypriot art, and Near Eastern do 

not return to the entrance in the foyer area, rather the visitor exits these 

exhibitions in other areas. In other words, the New Galleries is the only circuit 

route where visitors have the option to return to the same exhibition entrance (in 

the foyer) without backtracking.  

 

Another psychological impact of a foyer or entry way is discussed by Ravelli. She 

argues an exhibition entry as a form of control, where, “organizationally, the 

primary function of the entry is to control, or at least to initiate, the pathway of 

the visit” (2006, p.120). Importantly, the foyer makes visible the differentiation 
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Figure 3.3 New Galleries Foyer 1 

 

        
Figure 3.4 New Galleries Foyer 2 
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between the art historical disciplines/department at the Met Museum. Ravelli 

offers a framework for understanding this differentiation through the concept of 

pathways and framing: 

Pathways can also be created or reinforced with the use of framing 
practices [...] strong framing highlights differences, suggesting separation. 
[… ] Framing can be expressed by a number of different devices. Physical 
devices, such as walls, doorways and framed archways can be used to 
signal the separation of spaces (2006, p.124). 

 
The separation of spaces is important because they signal difference and create 

meanings that are both organizational and interactional that through forms of 

control can potentially influence visitor behavior and understandings in that 

space (Ravelli, 2006).  

 

Widening out the discussion, Whitehead explains that the acts of differentiation 

are rooted in modernist classificatory structures that reinforces and produces 

existing art historical classification canons (2012, p.24-5). In fact, “differentiation 

is implicit in the way in which classificatory structures are developed and 

embodied” (2012, p.24). Indeed, classification and differentiation are manifested 

in and are an important part of exhibition interpretation (Whitehead 2009, p.20; 

2012, p. 24-6). Classification not only has to do with established art historical 

canons, but also the institution, including the history of the collection and 

politics. In conversation with Tim Stanley, Senior Curator, Asian Department at 

the V&A lamented that the V&A has one of the largest collections of Islamic Art in 

the world, but because of the departmental differentiation, which is reflected in 

the separation of exhibition spaces of: Middle Eastern, South and South-East 

Asian, and East Asian galleries respectively, what could be classified as Islamic 

art is split between these exhibition spaces and geographically bound (28 

September 2015).27 

 

																																																								
27 Stanley also explained that this differentiation was based on the influence of returning 
diplomats and dignitaries from the British Raj, many of which felt it important to 
distinguish art from the Indian subcontinent from Middle Eastern art.  
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Leaving aside differentiation, Elaine Heumann Gurian argues that foyers are 

meant to be “intentionally welcoming” in museums and are understudied (2015, 

p.1). Furthermore, MacLeod et. al. discuss the museum foyer as preparation 

space that ideally should be aligned with the content of the museum (2015, p. 

332).  

 

The two entrances to the New Galleries from the foyer include the main entrance, 

with the New Galleries title above the doorway and directly to the left of the main 

entrance, there is another (less pronounced) entrance to Later South Asia  (16th-

20th Century) gallery (Room 464), framed by a smaller doorway (see Figure 3.3). 

Haidar explains the importance of this differentiation: 

A significant feature of the galleries for later South Asia is their physical 
position within the overall suite, which includes an independent entrance 
off the main vestibule area. By maintaining a position beyond the footprint 
of the rest of the galleries, the space allows for the free and intermixed 
display of objects from a variety of streams of later Indian tradition, with 
the powerful impact of Mughal art (1526-1858) apparent throughout 
(2011, p.17).  

 
Therefore, the placement and entrance to the Later South Asia gallery is intended 

to demonstrate both the inclusion and separation from the remainder of the New 

Galleries. Indian paintings from the later Mughal period are typically not 

displayed in exhibitions of what is usually termed ‘Islamic art’ in other important 

collections; often they are separated.28 The initiation of a New Galleries visitor is 

likely experienced in the foyer, where the visitor encounters the New Galleries 

entrance, introduction and subsequent differentiation from Near Eastern and 

Cypriot Art. Importantly, the foyer is a threshold, a transitional space, and 

congregational area, which allows for the interactions (including institutional and 

commercial) and has the potential to influence the meanings visitors make.  
																																																								
28 This is the case in the Louvre, Victoria and Albert Museum and the British Museum 
(before the recent plans for reinstallation). Currently, the British Museum has 
undertaken a major reinstallation of the Islamic World Galleries, where the primary 
funder is the Malaysian Albukhary foundation. In a recent walkthrough with Stuart 
Frost, Head Interpretation Officer, Frost explained that Asian and South Asian art would 
be prominently included in the new Islamic World Galleries, which will also occupy a 
more prominent location directly above the main British Museum entrance on the first 
floor.  
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Additionally, and of less significance to this thesis, the visitor in this foyer 

encounters Met Museum institutional and commercial structures, like the 

satellite information desk (visitor services), directly in front of the Islamic world 

map and the satellite gift shop (commerce) in between the entrances to the 

Cypriot Art and Near Eastern galleries.  

 

Also, the exhibition title of the galleries is over the New Galleries foyer entrance 

doorway and the “Islamic World” map is displayed directly to the right of the 

entrance. Both the exhibition title and the map also could be important in the 

meanings visitors make in the New Galleries, which is discussed in the 

subsequent sections. The complex convergence of museum architecture, 

differentiation/classification, and entrance narrative is exhibited in the foyer and 

is an important part of New Galleries interpretation.  

 

The “Islamic World” Map 

 
As discussed in Chapter 2,29 maps are important graphics that are capable of 

producing meaning. Maps are often present in exhibitions, but understudied in 

new museology. The agency of maps in the creation of meaning is elucidated by 

concept that maps are always created for an imagined user (Muehrcke and 

Muehrcke, 1992, p.12) and provide a graphic representation of what an 

institution signifies as important (Locke, 2016, p.206). Furthermore, although 

maps are a selective representation of reality, they appear to be objective and it is 

through this selection that there is subsequent omission (Dorling and Fairbarin, 

1997, p.4; Harley 2001, p.79). Omissions in map theory are termed “silences” and 

exert as much, if not more, influence then what is represented (Harley, 2001, 

p.67).  

 

Many New Galleries visitors (or potential visitors) encounter the “Islamic World” 

map before entering the New Galleries from the foyer (Figure 3.3 and Figure 
																																																								
29 On p.56-62.  
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3.4). The “Islamic World” map was designed by Anandaroop Roy, a Freelance 

Cartographer in conjunction with Department of Islamic Art Research Associate, 

Denise-Marie Tecce (Stewart, 2 May 2014). Because of the placement in the 

foyer, this map could act as a graphic introduction to the New Galleries. In fact, 

in the exhibition catalogue, Haidar explains, “a map of the Islamic world in close 

proximity to the gallery entrance further conveys the underlying rationale for the 

works of art brought together” (2011, p.10). Interestingly, the intention of this 

map is to explain or support the rationale for the grouping of the art objects on 

display in the New Galleries, which in turn supports the argument that Islam is 

not the only rationale for the grouping of these galleries, but also geography. This 

is potentially problematic because this representation implies that the practice of 

Islam is geographically-specific to the regions on the map.  

 

Regarding the written interpretation present on the map, the title “Islamic 

World” uses the term “world”, to represent a large part of global geography 

(which is discussed on the next page). Although “world” is commonly used to 

describe the place(s), culture(s) and sometimes people(s) important in the 

Islamic art history, this term might contribute to the Orientalist theme of 

difference (Said, 2003, p.2). The word “world” implies a different place or 

potentially even a different planet between the world in which this map exists 

from the “world” of Islam. “Islamic world” has a singular implication and 

therefore could  also promote the Islamophobic belief that Islam is monolithic 

and an unchanging entity devoid of diversity (Runnymeade Trust, 1997, p. 5-6). 

Consequently, an interpretation of the “Islamic World” title has the potential to 

create both an Orientalist difference and Islamophobic monolith. This map title is 

subtitled with: “Major Artistic centers in areas under Islamic influence, 700-

1900” (See Figure 3.5). Generally speaking, twelve hundred years is an extensive 

amount of time for a map to represent. 

 

Concerning the representation of geographic space, the “Islamic World” map 

displays geography as far northwest as the southern tip of Norway and as far 

southeast as Indonesia (art from both of these places are not present in the New 
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Galleries). Interestingly, most of Africa and Europe are represented, although art 

from these continents are largely not represented in the galleries. This map 

includes representations of the majority of three continents, which could present 

a disconnection between the title of the map, as Europe and sub-Saharan African 

are not often termed as “Islamic” and could be potentially confusing for visitors.  

 

Although contemporary national borders are present in this map and outlined in 

dull grey lines, most of the country names are not present on the map. The 

countries that are named on the map are: Turkey and Iran. The regions that are 

named are: Arab Lands, Central Asia, and South Asia and are printed over large 

swaths of geographic spaces respectively. The countries and the regions that are 

named on the map match the exhibition title: New Galleries of the Art of the 

Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia. Noticeably, the 

continents of Europe and Africa remain unnamed and, therefore, “silent” like the 

many of the other countries that could have been named on this map and 

discussed later in this section.   

 

The lack of contemporary country names constitutes a silence or what is excluded 

from a map. J.B. Harley argued that silences exert as much (if not more) social 

influence as the represented features on the map (2001, p.67).  Silences in the 

“Islamic world” map include the nation names (like Morocco, Iraq, etc.), the lack 

of titling of the European and African continents, and the recognition that the 

“Islamic world” is not confined to a specific geography.  

 

Although contemporary nations’ borders are represented, they are not named, 

which could contribute to the idea that Islam is a “block”, an unchanging 

monolithic entity (Runnymeade Trust, 1997, p. 5-6). The imagined user 

(Muehrcke and Muehrcke, 1992, p.12) of this map must have a significant 

amount of geographic knowledge in order to locate an “artistic center” without 

most of the contemporary country names. Furthermore, historical nations that 

are represented in the galleries, such as the Ottoman Empire, Persia, and 

Armenia, are also silenced on the map. Additionally, even though Europe and 
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Africa are geographically represented, they are not named and therefore are not a 

part of the “Islamic world” and could be perceived as perpetuating differences 

between these regions, and/or imply that the worship of Islam is restricted to 

these geographies historically and undermine the intended display of diversity in 

the gallery spaces.  

 

Furthermore, the “Islamic world” is not confined to a specific geography. 

Contemporary nations’ borders are in fact represented, but are not names, which 

could contribute to the idea that Islam is an unchanging monolithic entity 

(Runnymeade Trust, 1997, p. 5-6). Moreover, historical nations that are 

represented in the galleries, such as The Ottoman Empire, Persia, and Armenia, 

are also silenced on the map. Additionally, even though Europe and Africa are 

geographically represented, they are not named and therefore are not a part of 

the “Islamic world” and could be perceived as perpetuating differences between 

these regions and undermine the intended display of diversity in the gallery 

spaces.  

  

Generally the “Islamic world” map creates more questions than it does to inform 

the visitor. Although the New Galleries were designed to show the tensions 

between regions and religions (Haidar, 2011, p.12), the silences in the “Islamic 

World” map could also be experienced as inconsistent and potentially confusing 

to the visitor, as the map includes a vast geographic area that spans three 

continents and historical time that spans 1200 years.  

 

Museum visitors who enter into the foyer and the New Galleries are introduced 

to the New Galleries through the foyer, gallery title and the “Islamic World” map. 

The entrance space and map are a significant part of the interpretation design 

because of the initiation of visit, the physical display of differentiation between 

the New Galleries, and the expressed intention that the map represents the 

rationale for the display of the collection (Haidar, 2011, p.10).  
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Figure 3.5 “Islamic World” map (http://www.anandarooproy.com/) 
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Introductory Gallery (Room 450) 

 
Most visitors who enter the New Galleries, probably use the main entrance from 

the foyer area and enter through the Introductory Gallery (Room 450). Although 

the introductory gallery has been redesigned, the concept was kept from the 1975 

Islamic Galleries (Lindsey 2012). In fact, an introductory gallery is commonplace 

for large Islamic art collections (Canby, 1999, p.11). The Introductory gallery is 

the only room (of the fifteen total) that does not adhere to chronological, dynastic 

and geographic organization in the New Galleries. The introductory gallery 

displays around fifteen objects from various historical periods and dynasties and 

is essentially a showcase of the most important object.  

 
Haidar explains the purpose and layout of the Introductory Gallery: 

The introductory gallery (450) has been envisioned as a place to feature 
masterpieces and new acquisitions from the collection and serves as a 
vantage point from which a viewer can discern the scope of the interior by 
offering visual and physical access into two wings around the central court 
as well as views into the South Asian galleries through sixteenth-century 
jali screens30 (Haidar, 2011, p.14).  

 

By “featured”, Haidar could mean that all objects occupy their own display case 

and/or are exhibited in isolation. In fact, all of the objects in the Introductory 

Gallery are displayed in isolation, meaning that a singular art object is displayed 

in each display case. Described as “masterpieces” by Haidar, Tim Stanley uses the 

term  “star object” to reference this type of exhibition design, where this isolation 

is a “dominant mode of presentation” (2013, p.397).  “Star objects” draw 

attention to themselves through the “theatrical staging and framing arranged by 

the museum” (Wingfield, 2010, p.55). The theatrical staging is achieved firstly 

through placement within the Introductory Gallery (Room 450) and the isolation 

of the object from other objects. Additionally, some freestanding cases have stars 

(that are made of stone) on the floor that frame some of the art objects in 

freestanding cases, which draws more attention to the importance of objects 

(Figure 3.6).    

																																																								
30 The jali screen can be seen in Figure 3.6 on the top-left of the image.  
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The “star object” exhibition design is most evident in the Introductory Gallery, 

but this interpretation design continues throughout the New Galleries. In 

addition to the “star object’ design, the objects in the New Galleries could also be 

considered consecrated. In the museum context, consecration is the:  

situational process in which high value is conferred upon an object 
through the combined interpretative acts of producers past and present, 
ranging from art historians who have upheld a tradition of writing and 
talking about the paramount importance […] to the curator involved in the 
presentation” (Whitehead, 2012, p.27)  

 
Furthermore, consecration happens or is planned to happen through spatial 

location of an art object in an exhibition, including:  

culminative space within the sequence of objects, its relative isolation, the 
furniture and scenography involved in its presentation and its situation 
within the spatial context of the individual room in which it is located 
(Whitehead, 2012, p. 27)  

 
However, in the Introductory Gallery there is an inversion of consecration, where 

the Introductory Gallery serves to introduce in the New Galleries (and is 

therefore not culminative) and where the important art object (or 

“masterpieces”) are placed at the exhibition entrance .This gallery is strategically 

placed at the beginning of the New Galleries exhibition and could be similar to 

the exhibition designs at the British Museum, where Francis, Slack and Edwards 

describe “gateway objects” and the limited time of exhibition-going at large 

institutions (2012, p.156).  

 
Haidar describes the intention of offering “visual and physical access”, in order 

for the visitor to “discern the scope of the interior” (2011, p.14). Similarly, Gurian 

describes the importance of the visual access to an exhibition from an exterior 

location is part of the spatial accessibility of a museum and works against 

“threshold fear” (2005, p. 211).31 Additionally, the visual access is described as a 

“vantage point” which is similar to Ravelli’s vectors and Whitehead’s “field of 

vision” (2009, p.27).32 

																																																								
31 Threshold fear as explained by Gurian means “the constraints people feel that prevent 
them from participating in activities meant for them” (2005, p.203).  
32 As discussed in Chapter 2, p.49.  
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Figure 3.6 Introductory Gallery 1 (Room 450)   
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Figure 3.7 Introduction Gallery 2 (Room 450)  
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Whitehead discusses this as “field of vision”, where the placement of objects: 

into physical, formal, and aesthetic relation to one another (and in relation 
to architectural space and decoration) through the notion of the dynamic 
field of vision i.e. what the visitor sees with one gaze, and how this changes 
and diversifies through scanning with the eyes and moving (2009, p.30). 
 

Whitehead explains that the space of exhibitions has the potential to construct 

different stories (Whitehead, 2009, p.27). 

 

Contextual interventions, Immersive Components, and Immersive 

Rooms 

 
Like the Introductory Gallery, the layout and design of the New Galleries was 

carefully planned and constructed to convey messages about diversity, unity, and 

to foster the creation of connections (Haidar, 2011). There are various types of 

interpretation designs in the New Galleries that facilitate these intended 

meanings, such as: contextual interventions, immersive components, and 

immersive rooms. Each design offers varying degrees of immersive experiences to 

New Galleries visitors. Together they indicate that immersion was important in 

the interpretation design which has been crafted meticulously in the New 

Galleries with the visitor in mind.   

 
Generally, immersion is defined by Stephen Bitgood as a “multi-sensory 

stimulation” that can contribute to positive experiences (2011, p.277). Although 

generally uncommon in art museums, immersion strategies have become more 

commonplace, such as the immersive and interactive video in the reinstalled V&A 

European Galleries (2015). As discussed earlier, immersion in Islamic art 

exhibition has historical precedence and is usually discussed as 

“contextualization”.   

 
Contextual intervention is my term used to refer to the art objects that are 

situated in New Galleries places that could be similar to their placement in it’s  

original context. Meaning that instead of a carpet hanging on the wall, it is placed 

on the floor, which is similar to the placement that its owners would have 
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originally experienced a carpet. However, it is important to note that the context 

of a museum is dissimilar to the original display context of private ownership.  

 

Immersive component is my term to describe the exhibition elements that have 

immersive qualities that are meant to contextualize art objects in historical time 

and place, as described by Haidar (and the Department of Islamic art) and are 

part of the interpretation design strategy. Immersive components are not art 

objects. However, they offer an experience that appeals to one sense; without 

offering an immersive experience relating to other senses.33  

 

Immersion rooms are galleries that offer immersive experience for two or more 

senses. There are two immersion rooms in the New Galleries: the Moroccan 

Court (Room 456) and the Damascus Room (Room 461). Both of which offer 

visual and auditory immersion.  

 

Contextual Interventions 

 
Contextual interventions are art objects in the New Galleries that are placed in a 

similar position(s) as they would have appeared in their original context(s). An 

important contextual intervention in the New Galleries is the Spanish ceiling34 in 

Room 459. This ceiling has inlaid wooden tiles and is positioned in the ceiling of 

Room 459 (Figure 3.8). Similarly, mosque lamps35 hang in Room 454, which is 

adjacent to Room 804, the third entrance to the New Galleries (Figure 3.9). The 

mosque lamps “mark the space as another point of entry” (Haidar, 2011, p. 13). 

 

The already mentioned Jali screens36 (Figure 3.6) in the Introductory Gallery 

(Room 450) are also a contextualized intervention that, according to Haidar, 

																																																								
33 The senses are sight, sound, touch, taste and/or smell. 
34 Object information: Ceiling, 54.234.3517, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of the 
Hearst Foundation, 1956. 
35 Object information: Mosque lamp, 91.1.1539, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Bequest of 
Edward C. Moore, 1891. 
36 Object information: Pierced Window Screen (Jali), 1993.67.2, Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, Rogers Fund, 1993.	
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“provide inspiration for the room’s inlaid cartouche-and-medallion floor pattern” 

(2011, p.12). Furthermore, the Jali screens cover openings (or internal window) 

and offer a line-of-sight into Room 463. Haidar describes this as “visual and 

physical access […] into the South Asian galleries” (2011, p.14). Therefore, a line-

of-sight is created with an art object from the Introductory Gallery (Room 450) to 

the Mughal South Asian Gallery (Room 463) New Galleries.  

 

The spatial location of these contextualized interventions signals the object’s 

importance and also provides a unique experience for the museum visitor that is 

closer to its original context. This signaling of importance could also be 

categorized as consecration (Whitehead, 2012, p.27).  

 

These contextual interventions are part of the interpretation design strategy 

clearly described by Haidar (2011). The contextualization represents a departure 

in the conventions of display in Islamic art. Although a break with convention, it 

is not the first time that this has been executed in the Islamic art exhibition. 

Indeed, Senior Curator Tim Stanley of the V&A’s Islamic Middle East Gallery 

(Jameel Gallery), planned the placement of the famous Ardabil Carpet37 on the 

floor for the first time since the museum ownership (of the carpet) in 1893 (V&A 

website, 2016). This is the first time this contextualization was executed in a 

major reinstallation of Islamic art.  

 

Also the contextualized interventions in the New Galleries are consecrated 

outside of the museum spaces. Discussions in exhibition reviews of the New 

Galleries frequently mention the interventions, including both important Islamic 

Art Historians and periodical reviews (Cotter, 2011; Blair and Bloom, 2011; 

Rabbat, 2012; Saltz, 2011; Wise, 2011). Therefore, consecration not only occurs in 

the contextualized placement, but also through the written reviews.   

 

																																																								
37 Object information: Ardabil Carpet, 1539-1540, Museum no. 272-1893, Victoria and 
Albert Museum, 1893. 
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Figure 3.8 Contextual Intervention: Spanish Ceiling (Room 459) 
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Figure 3.9 Contextual Intervention: Mosque Lamps (Room 454) 
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Additionally, these interventions are limited to ocular immersion, which is the 

primary sense that is given prominence in museums (Chaterjee, 2008, p.2). In 

fact, Fiona Candlin makes the argument that museums are “occularcentric” 

(visually-centered) (2008, p.10). Therefore, in the New Galleries, the contextual 

interventions are limited to vision.  

 
Immersive Components  
 
Immersive component is my term to describe the exhibition design elements that 

have immersive qualities and are meant to contextualize art objects in a time and 

place and are part of the interpretation design strategy as described by Haidar 

(2011, p.10). Unlike the contextual interventions, the immersive components are 

not art objects. Instead, they offer an ocular experience38 that is intended to 

contextualize art objects. The immersive components in the New Galleries 

include: window screens, arches, and star floor patterns. Like the contextual 

interventions, the immersive components are limited to ocular immersion.  

 

Geometric wooden window screens (Figure 3.10) were designed and placed on 

the window openings to the internal courtyard and limit sightlines to the spaces 

that Greek and Roman galleries occupy on the first floor:  

Window opening in the clerestory around the Roman court allow for long 
views of the sculptures below seen through pierced wood mashribiyya 
screens, encouraging historical connections for the early Islamic material 
and introducing the visual and symbolic element of filtered light (Haidar, 
2011, p.13).  

 
Almost ironically, these window screens act as visual immersion in the New 

Galleries but, at the same time, prohibit sightlines to other Met Museum spaces, 

thereby eliminating any possibility of the New Galleries visitor making object-

based connections to the Greek and Roman Galleries below.  

 

																																																								
38 Immersive components in the New Galleries are primarily ocular. However, 
immersive components can appear to other senses, like auditory, discussed in Chapter 5, 
p.237, when referencing the Tansen listening station (Vignette 1) and ambient music 
(Vignette 3) in the Pearls exhibition.  
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The New Galleries has three series of arched doorways, echoing experiences of 

different Islamic architectures. Haidar explains, “The arch-shaped portals 

between some galleries and the stepped banding of the ceiling design find 

prototypes in Islamic architecture” (2011, p. 12-13). Dividing the Introductory 

Gallery (Room 450) and Room 451 is an “Islamic-style triple arch colonnade” 

(Haidar, 2011, p. 15) (Figure 3.7). The “Spanish Nasrid columns” can be 

experienced by visitors at the Moroccan Court (Haidar, 2011, p. 15) (Figure 3.11).  

 

Star floor patterns are present in the Introductory Gallery (Room 450) framing 

the entire gallery space and the objects in some free-standing cases (Figures 3.6 

and 3.7). This pattern is part of the consecration of the star object in the 

Introductory Gallery as discussed earlier.   

 

All of these immersive components have been designed with the visitor 

experience in mind and in order to convey the unity and diversity of the Islamic 

world and are discussed as such in the exhibition catalogue (Haidar, 2011).  

 

Immersive Rooms 

 

Two of the fifteen rooms offer both sight and sound immersive experiences to 

New Galleries visitors: The Damascus Room (Room 461) and the Moroccan 

Court (Room 456). Haidar explains that:  

the aural and the visual effects of water in the live fountain of the 
Damascus Room and Moroccan Court are intended to animate the gallery 
setting to evoke a unifying symbol of the Islamic world (2011, p.13).  

 

Running water is both ocular and auditory and engages these two senses. This is 

unlike both the contextual interventions and immersive components, which only 

engage with the ocular.   

 
The Damascus Room (Room 461)  
 
The Damascus Room has been displayed at the Met since the 1975 Islamic 

Galleries installation, although called the Nur-al-Din or Nur-ad-Din Room 
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then.39  The Damascus Room is from the early eighteenth century and was 

completely taken apart panel-by-panel for the famed collector Hegop Kevorkian. 

It is claimed that the Met Museum initially refused to buy the Nur-al-Din Room, 

although the Met Museum denies this even though legal documents contest this 

claim (Piral, 16 March 1974). The 1970 Met Museum annual report claims the 

room is “undoubtedly the most spectacular acquisition of the last decade” 

(quoted in Piral, 16 March 1974). The Damascus Room is a “winter reception” 

room of the late Ottoman period and, according to Maria Lukens Swietoschowski, 

Associate Curator of Islamic Art (at the Met Museum in the 1970s), it is a “true 

period room and will give a true taste of how people lived in the Middle East” 

(quoted in Piral, 16 March 1974). Indeed, the Damascus Room is an art object 

and like the contextual interventions, it offers an immersive experience of an art 

object.   

 

During the 2011 reinstallation, the Damascus Room was reassessed and it was 

determined that the configuration of the room was incorrect in the 1975 display. 

Therefore, the first time that the reconfiguration was shown to the public was in 

the November 2011 opening (Crow, 9 September 2011).  The Damascus Room, 

although spectacular, creates a limited immersion experience, in that the visitor 

is unable to enter the space of the room. The visitor is limited to peering in 

through an entryway (Figure 3.12). This limitation of immersion is similar to the 

experience of the Aleppo Room40 (Figure 3.13) at the Museum of Islamic Art 

(MIA) in Berlin, Germany. The MIA visitor is unable to experience the space of 

this room because it is enshrined in glass. However, this room is the most visited 

space at the MIA (Necipoğlu, 2012, p.71).  

 
 

 
 

																																																								
39 It is unclear why the name of the room changed to the Damascus Room for the 2011 
reinstallation.  
40 Object information: Aleppo-Zimmer, ZA2.11./03221, 1912.  
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Figure 3.10 Immersive Component: Window Screens (Room 455) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3.11 Immersive Component: Nasrid Columns (Room 457) 
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The Moroccan Court (Room 456) 

 
Navina Haidar and the Department of Islamic Art commissioned fifteen artisans 

from Fez, Morocco, to create a fourteenth century-styled Moroccan Court (Figure 

3.11 and 3.14). Essentially, the Moroccan Court is a large-scale immersive 

component, where the object is not an art object, but meant to offer an 

experience to the visitor.  Additionally, the Moroccan Court is not a facsimile of 

an existing courtyard. Rather, it was designed by an Islamic architect specialist 

under the supervision of Haidar and “represents the living craft tradition in the 

Islamic world” (Haidar, 2011, p.13).  

 
However, this research is not communicated to visitors in the court nor in any 

New Galleries spaces. In fact, this lack of communication (in gallery space) and 

focus on experience appears to be intentional. In an interview with Margo Adler 

of National Public Radio, Haidar stated, “You don’t have to read a label; you can 

sit on the bench, relax, look at the fountain” (Haidar, 2011 quoted in Adler).  

 
Like the Damascus Room, the Moroccan Court occupies an entire gallery and has 

a fountain in the middle. However, unlike the experience of the Damascus Room, 

where the visitor is unable to enter the space, the Moroccan Court (Room 456) is 

situated in between Rooms 455 and 457 where visitors traverse the space and 

experience the court (see Figure 3.2 on p.76). Visitors can also rest on one of two 

benches in the court space. The Moroccan Court is unlike the contextual 

interventions (which are limited to vision) because the visitor experiences the 

sounds of running water in the gallery, which can also be heard in some of the 

adjacent galleries.  

 
The Moroccan Court is mentioned in most exhibition reviews with mixed reviews, 

which is, as discussed earlier, a type of consecration. However, exhibition reviews 

by art historians tended to criticize this creation, while reviewers from the 

general press praised it.41  

																																																								
41 The Moroccan Court is also highly praised by visitors that I interviewed. See Chapter 4, 
p.173. 
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Figure 3.12 Immersive Room: Damascus Room with visitors (Room 462)  
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Figure 3.13 Aleppo-Zimmer, Museum of Islamic Art, Berlin, Germany 
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Figure 3.14 Moroccan Court (Room 456) 
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Part II: Written Interpretation 
 
It is clear the exhibition creators were cognizant of the meanings that could be 

made through space, the location of entrances, art object placement and 

immersion. However, this same awareness did not seem to translate to the 

written interpretation in the New Galleries. In the New Galleries catalogue, 

Haidar described the process of creating connections in the exhibition title,42 and 

the “Islamic world” map, through interpretation design. However, written 

interpretation is mentioned only once in the exhibition catalogue: 

Wall labels, maps, and illustrations of the architecture in the galleries 
serve to contextualize the collection within historical and cultural 
parameters and to help the visitor grasp the complex geography related to 
the collection (Haidar, 2011, p.14).  
 

The reader is made aware that the written interpretation has a geographic, 

historical and cultural focus where the aim is the “contextualization” of art 

objects. Seemingly, this explanation is consistent with the design interpretation 

in the New Galleries. However, I will argue that the contextualization in New 

Galleries’ written interpretation can create very different meanings.  

 

The following sections discuss the written interpretation creation process, the 

changing written interpretation hierarchy, exhibition title change, the exhibition 

introduction panel and gallery map, the gallery introduction panels and the 

relayer panels.  

 
Written Interpretation Creation  
 
The processes of creating written interpretation are complex. Indeed, Maryiam 

Ekthiar, Associate Curator of Islamic Art, explained that the written 

interpretation creation process began one year before the galleries opened 

(2013). In total about ten experts created the written interpretation based on 

their area of expertise (Stewart, 2013). Once complete, they were sent to an 

																																																								
42 This is discussed later in this chapter on p.113.   
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outside editor in Seattle.43 After the outside editor, they were then sent to the 

Editorial Department at the Met Museum and from there, sent to be formatted 

internally in the design department (Stewart, 2013). Overall, Canby and Haidar 

had final editorial approval of the written interpretation and also wrote the 

introductory text panel (Stewart, 2013). However, for the most part, Canby and 

Hadiar were not involved in the creation of the gallery introduction panels, but 

oversaw this process (Stewart, 2013). This minimal involvement appears to be 

different from the thoughtful engrossment of Haidar in design interpretation 

creation.   

 
Written Interpretation Hierarchy    

 
At the 2011 opening, the written interpretation that was available in the New 

Galleries included: the exhibition title, an exhibition introduction panel, the 

gallery introduction panels, and a negligible number of case panels, object 

tombstones and a handful of digital interpretation stations (Table 3.1, on p.111) 

displays the written interpretation type and quantity when the New Galleries 

opened in 2011. Although focusing this analysis on the exhibition introduction 

texts, the gallery introduction panels and later the relayer panels,44 it is important 

to understand the hierarchy of written interpretation and the additional layers of 

information that were made available to New Galleries visitors.  

 

Each room in the New Galleries has at least one gallery introduction panel (and 

up to as many as three), totaling nineteen gallery introduction panels. The 

nineteen gallery introduction panels are focused mostly on the chronological, 

general historical and dynastic information of a particular historic time period. 

Meaning the Islamic art objects in a gallery are organized based on geographic 

place, dynasty, and time period; for example: Arab Lands and Iran under the 

Umayyads and Abbasids, 7th-13th centuries (Room 451) and Mughal South Asia, 

																																																								
43 Stewart (in the February 2013 interview) would not divulge the identity of the editor 
when I inquired.  
44 This titling and panel type are explained in this chapter on p.128-140.		
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16th-19th Centuries, (Room 463). Other gallery introduction panels are based only 

on geographic place (and not dynasty), quantified by a particular time period, for 

example: Spain, North Africa, and the Western Mediterranean, 8th-19th Centuries 

(Room 457), and Iran and Central Asia, 9th-13th Centuries (Room 453).45  

 

There are five digital interpretation interfaces in various locations in the New 

Galleries: in Nishapur and the Sabz Pushan Site (Room 452), the Moroccan 

Court (Room 456), two in The Hagop Kevorkian Fund Special Exhibitions Gallery 

(Room 458), and in the Damascus Room (Room 461). These labels are of a 

separate category and identified as interactive as the information available is 

digitized and the visitor must interact with the touch-screen interface to 

experience the written and graphic information about art objects. Interestingly, 

the galleries that had the most immersion displayed, also had the digital 

interpretation.  

 

In review, the exhibition introduction text in a singular panel in the Introductory 

Gallery (Room 450) includes a map of the New Galleries space (Figure 3.16). 

Each of the fifteen galleries in the New Galleries has at least one gallery 

introduction panel, totaling nineteen. As discussed earlier, these panels are 

meant to contextualize the art object with history, geography and culture (Haidar, 

2011, p.14). There were a very small number of case panels before 2015. Indeed, 

when I inquired about this exact number, Stewart could not remember if there 

were any at all (December 2016). The digital interfaces interpret the immersive 

spaces (Rooms 452, 456 & 461) and is formatted like an extended object label. 

Although the case and object labels are not discussed because the focus of this 

thesis is on thematic panels.   

 

 

 

																																																								
45 For a complete list including the full text of each gallery introduction panel, see 
Appendices C and D.   
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New Galleries Written Interpretation Hierarchy (2011) 
 
New Galleries Text  Quantity  
Exhibition title (foyer and intro panel) 2  
Islamic World Map (foyer) 1 
New Galleries Introduction Panel (Room 
450) 

1 

Gallery Introduction Panels 19 
Case Labels Negligible 
Object Chat Labels and Tombstones  Tombstones> 1200 
Digital Interpretation Interfaces 5 

Table 3.1 2011 Written Interpretation Hierarchy (New Galleries) 
 

The Department of Islamic Art has increased the written interpretation available 

in the New Galleries since the 2011 opening. The relayer panels were added in 

2013 and the case labels were added in 2015. Table 3.2 displays the written 

interpretation that has been added in italics in the New Galleries.  

 
Current New Galleries Written Interpretation Hierarchy (2016) 
 
New Galleries Text  Quantity  
Exhibition title (foyer and intro panel) 2 
Islamic World Map (foyer) 1 
New Galleries Introduction Panel (Room 
450) 

1 

Gallery Introduction Texts 19 
Relayer Panels (2013)  11 
Case Labels (2015) >100 
Object Chat Labels and Tombstones  Tombstones> 1200 
Digital Interpretation Interfaces 5 

Table 3.2 2016 Written Interpretation Hierarchy (New Galleries) 
 

 
The relayer panels were installed in early 2013, which was a little over one year 

after the New Galleries opening in November 2011. The relayer panels are meant 

to address some themes that were not present in the gallery introduction panels 

(Stewart, 2013). Regarding the creation of the relayer, Stewart stated that the 

curatorial intention was “to have as much information accessible as possible” 

(2013). Haidar directed the relayer and wanted to make available a new layer of 

information and address some of the missing stories being told in the gallery 
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introduction panels (Stewart, 2013). The relayer panel information focus on 

themes and techniques in Islamic art history, for example in Room 451, a relayer  

panel is titled: ‘Images of Animals’ and in Room 454,  a relayer panel is titled: 

“Metal Inlay”. There are a total of eleven relayer panels in the New Galleries. 

Originally thirteen relayer panels were planned, although it is unclear why two 

did not make the final cut (Stewart, 2013).  

 

The relayer panels were described by Stewart as the midsized “cousin” of the 

gallery introduction panel with a different “visual identity” (2013). Stewart 

explained that, when the New Galleries opened, the department wanted 

everything very clean looking which is what the Department of Islamic Art 

wanted for the first year (2013). Further details about the relayer creation and 

design are discussed later in the chapter.  

 

The case labels were added in 2015.46 They were for the most part written by 

consultant Walter Denny. The case labels have been an on-going project since the 

New Galleries opening. However, it is out of the scope of this thesis to discuss the 

case labels due to the limitation of the panel designation.   

 

In total, the Department of Islamic Art has added over one hundred written 

interpretation panels/labels to the New Galleries since the 2011 opening. This is 

a significant increase and, from my experience, uncommon in museum practice. 

The hierarchy or organization of written interpretation is important because it 

provides a structure that influences the meanings that visitors make (Ravelli, 

2006, p.17-8). With the large addition of written interpretation, the Department 

of Islamic Art is increasing the information and messages that are available in 

gallery spaces and also potentially increasing and diversifying these meanings. 

The following sections discuss the change in the New Galleries title, the 

																																																								
46 The design of the case labels are bright white and create a stark contrast to the objects 
which these labels are adjacent to. The bright color is a surprising design choice, 
especially when compared to the almost camouflaged relayer panel design. 
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exhibition introduction panel, gallery introduction panels and finally the relayer 

panel before concluding this case study chapter.  

 

Change in New Galleries Exhibition Title 

 
Coinciding with the opening of the New Galleries, the name of the galleries 

changed from “Islamic Galleries” to the “New Galleries for the Art of the Arab 

Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia”. The change in 

exhibition title caused controversy amongst Islamic art historians and in the 

media coverage of the exhibition opening. In the preface to the exhibition 

catalogue, Sheila Canby describes this name change: 

This name reflects the shift away from the perception of Islamic art as a 
unicum [sic] to the recognition of the variety of forms and meanings that 
characterize each period and locale. In addition, Islam today is practiced 
by large numbers of people in sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia. As 
the new galleries do not contain the art of either region, the new name 
more precisely defines what the visitor can expect to find in them. The 
nomenclature and organization of galleries along geographical lines in no 
ways negate the existence of what is commonly called “Islamic art” (2011, 
p.vii) 

 
This statement is problematic for a few reasons, not least being that this 

geographic approach could support the racialization of Muslim peoples (generally 

and of Muslim artists) and because Canby equates Islam with geographic regions 

that are predominately Arab instead of personal religious beliefs. Islam is also 

practiced by large numbers of people in China, Europe and America. This 

racialization is an ideological issue, which can fall under the umbrella of 

Islamophobic rhetoric and has existed within American and corporate media 

discourses since the Iranian revolution (Naber, 2000). 

 

Haidar offers a briefer explanation of the new title, which focuses on the regional 

emphasis:  

A new emphasis on region is reflected in the geographic title of the 
galleries, a departure from the previous designation of Islamic Art, which 
remains a term used widely within the installation and accompanying 
didactic program (Haidar, 2011, p.10).  
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Haidar continues the explanation in a footnote: “The term Islamic Art remains in 

use as recognition of the wider academic field and the identity of the department” 

(2011, p.18, footnote 55). Therefore, the Department title remained the same, 

while the exhibition title, which is represented in the gallery spaces, changed this 

regional focus.  

 

The exhibition title created controversy in the media and in the Islamic art sub-

field. Irrespective of reason(s) given by Canby and Haidar, it is rumored that the 

change in gallery title was influenced by the desire to disassociate Turkish and 

Iranian art (or sometimes called Persian art) from the religion of Islam (Stanley 

2013, p.398). Nassar Rabbat, an acclaimed Islamic art and architecture historian 

in an exhibition review titled “What’s in a Name” speculates, “some of the donors 

came from countries prominently listed in the title, so perhaps this influenced the 

nomenclature” (2012, p.78).  

 

The changed title of the New Galleries is significant because it makes a statement 

about the current state and direction of Islamic art history sub-field. Rabbat 

describes this decision: 

The curators chose the title in order to convey the variousness [sic] of 
Islamic art and its geographically distinct expression, as well as to 
deemphasize the religious identity associated with the old name, since 
Islamic art, like any other art, has many nonreligious manifestations. This 
rationale seems sound enough and resonates with the prevalent unease 
with the term Islamic art, which many scholars find both limited and 
limiting- although no academic nor cultural institution has taken such a 
bold step as to jettison the phrase entirely (2012, p. 78).  

 

Rabbat continues his analysis that draws attention to the art historical issues with 

the title change: 

Yet one cannot help but notice that the new name is not as neutral as it 
may seem at first. For a start, it is incomplete. Conspicuously absent from 
the unwieldy list of places is Spain/Al-Andalus, a European territory that 
was a pivotal part of the Islamic world for seven centuries. Including Spain 
in the name would likely have raised strong objections, all politically or 
ideologically motivated. But it would have also helped in dispelling the 
notions of difference and distance, still so dominant in the perception of 
Islamic art in the West (2012, p. 78).  
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The absences in the “list of places” was discussed as the concept of “silence” in 

map theory (Harley, 2000)47 and ties into other points about the exhibition text 

panels. The silences in the new exhibition title are ideological and could be 

politically motivated, as suggested by Rabbat. For example, when Rabbat 

references that Spain is missing or “silenced” from the exhibition title, Rabbat 

continues his critique of the exhibition title:  

 
Moreover, geography itself is historically bounded, as it made amply clear 
by the use of the Later South Asia in the new galleries name. Why “later”? 
What happened to split the artistic production of South Asia into two 
distinct periods, an “earlier” that is not part of the exhibit and a “later” 
that is? However indirectly, the curators are acknowledging that Islam- 
which came later to the region- is what happened. In other words, the 
periodized geographic designation function as a euphemism delimiting the 
lands dominated by Islam. (The same could be said of the use of Turkey, 
for the country did not acquire its current name until some centuries after 
the arrival of the Muslim Turks in the eleventh century.) Evidently, the list 
was formulated in an attempt to be both culturally sensitive in its 
avoidance of disputed geographies, such as India and Pakistan, and 
politically savvy in its adherence to the main national and territorial 
identities that form the modern Islamic world (2012, p.78).  

 

Rabbat explains that the prevalence of the religion of Islam in these places is 

essentially the underlying organization of these galleries. Ultimately, Rabbat 

refuses to call the New Galleries by their new name: “I will still call the Galleries 

of Islamic Art” (2012, p.78). Conversely, Tim Stanley discusses this change as a  

“revolution”, but then conveys in his analysis of the display, that the “revolution 

does not go very far” because of “old-fashioned” display and use of the “Islamic 

art” term in the exhibition introduction panel (Stanley, 2013, p.399). 

 

Although marketed using both new name and old name, the Department of 

Islamic Art inserted itself into the contemporary naming/titling debates 

regarding Islamic art. 48 Overall, the geographic title of the New Galleries 

																																																								
47 Discussed earlier in this chapter on p.86.  
48 As previously discussed, the naming and categorization of Islamic art has changed 
generally in the academic discipline and categorization/nomenclature (and department) 
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distances Islamic art from the religion of Islam. The change in title could have 

aspired to depoliticize the reinstallation opening and deter the fear mongering by 

conservative press outlets, such as the New York Post article “Jihad Jitters at the 

Met” (Vincent, 10 January 2011). 

 

When examining the New Galleries title through a general diachronic lens of 

exhibition titling, it is uncommon for exhibitions to be self-referential in their 

title and usually (since the 2010s) does not employ words like “museum” or 

“exhibition” as they could be considered pleonastic (Lazzeretti, 2016, p.157). The 

word “galleries” goes against this trend in exhibition titling, although this 

probably agrees with Met Museum institutional protocol. However, it is common 

for exhibition titles to contain words that express novelty, like “new” are 

“frequently and effectively used in exhibition title” (Lazzeretti, 2016, p.155). The 

word “new” was consistently employed in description of these galleries, in the 

Met Museum marketing campaign and in exhibition reviews.  

 

According to Serrell, an exhibition title should only be one to seven words long 

(1996, p.33) and “give enough information to enable visitors to decide whether 

they are interested enough in the subject matter to enter” (1996, p.22). The 

exhibition title does not follow either of these recommendations, as the New 

Galleries name that appears above the doorway (and on the exhibition 

introduction panel) is thirteen words and because the name change to a 

geographic and regional focus probably does not promote familiarity with New 

Galleries visitors who are probably not educated in the changing jargon of 

Islamic art exhibition. Generally, exhibition titles are important because they are 

a prominent feature of any exhibition and “set the tone of the entire 

communications strategy related to an exhibition” (Lazzeretti, 2016, p.151).  

 

																																																																																																																																																																					
at the Met Museum. However, there is also a larger debate about naming/titling that is 
happening within Islamic art history (Rabbat 2012), especially in reference to the 
contemporary art that is being produced in the Middle East, North African and South 
East Asia currently and the nomenclature of modern art from these regions (Shabout 
2009).  	
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Regardless of the educated opinions of Islamic art historians, the new exhibition 

title marks an institutional change that indicates a turn from the religious 

framing of Islamic art to geographic and national framework at the Met Museum. 

And, more importantly, this change has the potential to influence the visitor 

experience, as this new title was used to market the exhibition opening, frames 

the doorway in the foyer area and is the title used on the exhibition introduction 

panel.  

 

Exhibition Introduction Panel (Introductory Gallery, Room 450) 

 
The location of the exhibition introduction panel is in the Introductory Gallery 

(Room 450). As discussed earlier, the Introductory Gallery was created to 

showcase the most important Islamic art objects (or “masterpieces”) in the 

Department of Islamic Art’s collection, provide a visual introduction to New 

Galleries’ visitors, and create connections (Haidar, 2011, p.10).  

 

As previously discussed, the visitor can enter the New Galleries from three 

entrances. However, the most prominent entrance is through the Introductory 

Gallery (Room 450). Once the visitor has entered the galleries through the main 

entrance, the exhibition introduction panel is directly behind the visitor on the 

right side (Figure 3.15).  It is necessary for the visitor to physically turn around to 

become aware of the exhibition introduction panel. This placement of 

introduction panels can be part of the interpretation design and organizational 

structures that manages visitor expectation.49 The introduction panel of any 

exhibition is usually the largest and, therefore, probably the most read and the 

most influential panel of an exhibition (Ravelli, 2006).  

																																																								
49 Most notably this is the case at Tate Modern (London, UK) and becomes part of the 
organizational structure of exhibitions there.  
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Figure 3.15 Exhibition Introduction Panel, Introductory Gallery 1 (Room 450) 
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Figure 3.16 Exhibition Introduction Panel, Introductory Gallery 2 (Room 450) 
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The New Galleries exhibition introduction panel has at least four sections: the 

donors listing, exhibition title, introduction text and New Galleries wayfinding 

map (Figure 3.16). Reading left to right, and positioned to the left of the 

remaining three sections are the donors and benefactors. This is interesting 

because, in my research, I have found that frequently donors of museum 

exhibitions are given a separate panel or plaque in less conspicuous exhibition 

spaces or the donor names might appear in the gallery spaces. Importantly, the 

New Galleries donor information is a part of the introduction panel and, 

therefore, inextricable from the text that is intended to welcome and orient the 

New Galleries visitors. The exhibition introduction panel is only available in 

English in the gallery space.  

 
The text of the New Galleries exhibition introduction panel reads: 
 

Art of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia 
 
The rise of Islam in Arabia during the early seventh century and its 
subsequent outward spread were to have a profound and unifying effect on 
the art and culture of the Arab lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and South 
Asia. While underpinned by a shared Islamic heritage, each region and 
culture also strongly expressed its artistic individuality during its Islamic 
period. This cultural diversity is represented in these fifteen galleries 
grouped by geographic region around a central court.  
 
The quintessential form of artistic expression in the Islamic world was 
calligraphy whose prestige is derived from the holy book, the Qur’an. 
Lavishly copied in many beautiful scripts, its sacred verses adorned 
architecture and art everywhere. Complex geometric designs, along with 
floral and vegetal motifs in a wide variety of scrolling pattern, are also 
fundamental qualities of Islamic art. Figural images were discouraged in 
the religious sphere, but appeared widely outside it.  
 
Many of the works on art on display were created for dynastic rulers and 
nobles by artists and workshops in the service of the court. Their world is 
revealed in illustrate literary, poetic, and historical text, and in royal 
portraits and precious objects. Patterns of patronage also extended into 
the world of trade, commerce, and nomadic and village life, as expressed 
in carpets, textiles, and ceramics.  

 
An analysis by paragraph of the accessibility, inclusion, word-choice and 

nominalization will be discussed. This panel is framed by the exhibition title and 
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separated into three paragraphs.  The first sentence of this panel employs 

nominalization. Nominalization is a linguistic device that abstracts actions and 

meanings through the disassociation of human agency and the avoidance of 

responsibility (Ravelli, 2006, p.59-62). Additionally, nominalization gives the 

impression of “wordiness” which reduces accessibility (Ravelli, 2006, p.59-61). 

The phrases “rise of Islam” and its “subsequent outward spread” is employed to 

describe Arabian/Islamic military conquests in the early seventh century. The 

connotation of the verb “rise” has no direct implication of human interaction. 

Similarly, the phrase “subsequent outward spread” is also nominalized because it 

lacks the association of direct human interaction. Furthermore, “spread” has also 

been identified as a verb that has negative connotations as this verb is connected 

with diseases and plagues (Coxall, 1991, p.96). Therefore, there is no implication 

of direct human action nor is any responsibility attributed for the “rise” and 

“spread” of Islam in the seventh century in the introduction panel.  

 

Confusing regional, geographic and national terms are present in the first 

paragraph. Such as “its Islamic period” and then the listing of the geographic 

regions and nations present in the exhibition text:  “Arab lands, Turkey, Iran, 

Central Asia and South Asia”. The second paragraph includes the term, “Islamic 

world” and could contribute to the confusion of places, regions, nations from 

various time periods. It is also unclear what an “Islamic period” is or was and 

how Islam fits into the overall national and geographic interpretative frame. 

Although in some ways the confusion of religious terms, regions, and nations 

expresses diversity, which was the intention of Haidar (2011). However, this also 

is most likely to be confusing for some visitors due to this complexity and the 

technical knowledge needed to understand this and possibly rendering this text 

inaccessible for many New Galleries visitors. Ravelli argues that the use of 

technical knowledge in exhibition panels should be discouraged and mediated: 

that is, the technicality should be explained, not presumed. It is only when 
technicality is not explained, that it takes on a pejorative connotation of 
‘jargon’. Jargon is just the use of technicality in a way which excludes.  
(2006, p.97).  

 



	 122	

This first paragraph of the exhibition introduction panel contains both 

nominalized statements and jargon. It concludes with: “This cultural diversity is 

represented in these fifteen galleries grouped by geographic region around a 

central court”. This statement clearly expresses the diversity of the regions and 

directly references the galleries. However, this is one of the only direct references 

to the organization of display in the New Galleries written interpretation.50 

 

The second paragraph outlines forms of artistic expression in Islamic art. 

Remarkably, there is no mention of people, such as artists, artistic workshops or 

patron throughout the entirety of a panel. The second paragraph states that 

Qur’ans “were lavishly copied” which is nominalized because it is void of human 

action and begs the question: by whom?  

 

The last sentence of the second paragraph reads “Figural images were 

discouraged in the religious sphere, but appeared widely outside it”. The interest 

in figural images, or the lack there of in Islamic art, could stem from the 

difference in the prevalence of figural images in Western art traditions, especially 

iconographic Christian images. Another possibility is that this preoccupation with 

figural images has entered the popular culture lexicon due to contemporary 

violence and controversies revolving around the portrayal of the Prophet 

Mohamed.51  

 

Regardless of the reason for the inclusion of “figural imagery”, it seems out of 

place for the exhibition introduction panel. Especially as the selection of subject 

matter gives value to the topics in an exhibition text (Ravelli, 2006, p.89). 

Essentially, the statement could be read as defining Islamic art through its 

difference to Western art traditions. This panel could be experienced as speaking 

																																																								
50 Through a close reading of the text panels, only two panels reference art objects in the 
New Galleries. Therefore, in total, only 3 of the 30 panels (including the exhibition 
introduction panel) make a direct reference to the art objects on display.  
51 Such as the Danish cartoon controversy at Jyllands Posten (2005-2006) The 
Innocence of Muslims film trailer (2012), the Charlie Hebdo attack, Paris, France (2015), 
“Draw Muhammad” context, Garland, Texas (2015)  
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to and addressing the expectations of Western visitors exclusively. It is also 

possible that the inclusion of the figural imagery topic could be attributed to an 

Orientalist theme, as defined by Said: 

Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and 
epistemological distention made between ‘the Orient’ and ‘the Occident’ 
(Said, 2003, p.2).  

 
Further contributing to the sense of difference, is the employment of the term 

“their world” in the third paragraph: “Their world is revealed in illustrated 

literary, poetic, and historical texts, and in royal portraits and precious objects”. 

Using the personal pronoun “their” creates a difference between the exhibition 

visitors and the people who created the art objects. “Their” could be an 

appropriate pronoun as the visitor is separated by chronological time and 

geographic space, but at the same time, “their” could also support an ideological 

difference that could be rooted in the Orientalist “distension” between the 

“Occident” and the “Orient” (Said, 2003, p.2). Through this reading, the visitors 

in New Galleries are not only separated by chronological time and geographical 

space but now are seemingly separated by worlds.   

 

Furthermore, whom is “their world” revealed by: the Met Museum; the curators; 

the exhibition of New Galleries generally; the art; or all of them?  At the very 

least, this is unclear, and at the worst, this could support the perpetuation of 

difference rooted in Orientalist ideology.  This is reminiscent of the use of “world” 

in the “Islamic World” map, which could create a similar reading of Orientalist 

theme in the language employed in the introduction text panel.  

 

In this last paragraph of the introduction text, the term “patterns of patronage” is 

employed to discuss patronage outside of the royal circles. Here, lively middle 

class patronage networks, which are usually associated with personal relationship 

are reduced to an abstract, nominalized term: “patterns of patronage”. This term 

removes human activity from the act of patronage. It is clear that patronage was 

an important human, social and economic activity for the middle classes in these 

regions and nations at various points of history and should be expressed as such.  
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According to Coxall, “Introductory Panels play a vital role in setting the tone for 

the visitors’ experience with displays” (Coxall, 2000, p. 56). The tone set in this 

introduction could be confusion, both geographic and through unspecific and 

nominalized terms, like “rise of Islam”, “spread” and “patterns of patronage”. 

And a definition of what Islamic art is not with the statement, “the lack of figural 

image in the religious sphere” could be read as being of an Orientalist theme. 

Introduction panels, which, according to Coxall should be used to orient the 

visitor about the contents and aims of an exhibition (2000, p.58), in this case, 

instead focus on absence and difference in the exhibition.  	

 

The New Galleries exhibition introduction panel does not succeed in most of 

Coxall’s recommendations. Instead, the authors of the exhibition introduction 

panel have chosen to abstract human activity through nominalization, offer 

confusing or unfamiliar time periods and geographic regions, which sometimes 

are defined as Islamic, and include a common trope about figural representation 

(which is frequently used to inflame Islamophobic narratives) and which many 

visitors may find to be unfamiliar.  Instead of taking the opportunity to highlight 

the similarities between art histories, a reading of this panel could promote 

differences and possibly Orientalist ideologies. 

 

Exhibition Introduction Panel Map52 
 
The lower section of the exhibition introduction panel displays a map of the New 

Galleries (Figure 3.2 and 3.16). The New Galleries map represents the spaces of 

New Galleries and was created by the Department of Islamic Art for wayfinding 

purposes.53 This map is available on the exhibition introduction panel, 

																																																								
52 Although maps in museum exhibition are graphics, they straddle both design and 
written interpretation (See Chapter 2, p.56-61). The discussion of the map is included 
here because it is a part of the exhibition introduction panel.  
53 Wayfinding guidance and maps have a long history at the Met Museum. The first guide 
was created in 1871, to assist visitors who purchased it with the identification and 
location of art objects at the museum. Wayfinding maps became free of charge at the Met 
Museum in the 1960s and before the 1975 Islamic Galleries opening (Bowling, 2016).  
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electronically on the Met Museum website, in paper at the satellite information 

desk in the foyer, and in the exhibition catalogue created for the 2011 

reinstallation (Soucek, 2011, p.3 and p.17).  

 

Presumably the intended use of the New Galleries maps is for visitors to navigate 

the New Galleries spaces. The New Galleries maps display the internal 

relationships within gallery spaces exclusively. Therefore, the map creators have 

assumed that the New Galleries visitors are only interested in navigating the 

rooms of the New Galleries and are not interested in the surrounding galleries or 

where they (the visitor) are located in the museum.  

 

In this map, a thick solid border is drawn, like a fence around these New 

Galleries. This map could be read that this border distinguishes the New 

Galleries as a separate entity from the remainder of the museum. Therefore, the 

remainder of the museum is silenced and the New Galleries are graphically 

represented as completely separate from other art historical traditions within the 

Met Museum. 

  

Additionally, the names of the gallery title on the map do not exist in the gallery 

spaces. Therefore, unless a visitor has a paper map and references it in the gallery 

space, the gallery names would be unknown to the visitor. Also silent are the 

Islamic art objects and the arrangement of display cases. The appearance and 

placement of this reinstallation gallery map within the exhibition introduction 

text panel reinforces the importance of organization in the New Galleries, but 

offers the visitors little assistance to locate particular art objects or other parts of 

the Met Museum. Furthermore, there is a presentation (and representation) of 

separateness to the New Galleries visitor, not only because of the main foyer 

entrance,54 but also because of the representation of this space in the New 

Galleries map.  The subjectivity of the New Galleries map design can be 

elucidated through comparison to a gallery map that was created for the opening 

																																																								
54 Discussed earlier in this chapter on p.81-86.	
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of the reinstalled American Wing galleries (2012).  

 
Comparison to the American Wing map at the Met Museum   
 
The American Wing map (Figure 3.17) represents the spaces of the reinstalled 

American Wing on the second floor, which was opened in January 2012.  This 

American Wing map is available in the Great Court (at the main Met Museum 

entrance) and also in the foyer area of the American Wing. Both of these maps 

(New Galleries and American Wing) represent reinstalled exhibition spaces, 

which were arguably made for a similar reason (visitor wayfinding) and created 

around the same time: American Wing in February 2012 and the New Galleries 

in November 2011.   

 

The presumed purpose of this map is to inform the visitor of the groupings of art 

objects and wayfinding of the reinstalled second floor American Wing galleries. 

The visitor is made aware of the second floor location because it is present on the 

title of the map. The visitor can also identify the exits, stairs and elevators 

because they are represented. Importantly, relationships to other and adjacent 

art historical disciplines, like the Japanese Galleries and/or Balcony are 

represented. Therefore, the remainder of the museum is represented. The visitor 

has an idea of the American Wing’s place in the Met Museum. This is unlike the 

New Galleries map, where the visitor is not informed of place or floor in the Met 

Museum.  

 

A close examination of the map titles reveals an inversion in titling when 

compared to the New Galleries map. In the American Wing map, the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art is titled first and subtitled in larger font: American 

Wing Second Floor. The Metropolitan Museum of Art title is placed above the 

name of the American Wing and the second floor location of the galleries. The 

walls are outlined and almost appear to be hollow. There are not thick borders 

between rooms nor between the American Wing and the remainder of the Met 

Museum, which is also unlike the New Galleries map.  It appears that visitors 

have numerous directional options and there is not a clear circuit through 
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Figure 3.17 American Wing map, Metropolitan Museum of Art 
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the galleries. Visitors can enter or exit the American Wing from multiple 

different places.  

 

Each gallery room has name and has number, which is represented on the map. 

The number is listed beneath the gallery name. The organization of these galleries 

is not only chronological, but primarily thematic. Some themes here are: “The 

West” and “Images of Women”. Some galleries are medium based like: “Late 

Colonial furniture” and “Silver”.  Other galleries are separated by painting types, 

such as: Portraiture in the Grand Manner, and Portraiture & Still Life.  And still 

other galleries are named after artists, like Winslow Homer, Thomas Eakins and 

John Singleton Copley. Most galleries have a chronological time frame in 

addition to the title. However, the organization and the room title in this 

American Wing is testament to the diversity and complexity of American art. 

This is evident in the experience of this map and even without seeing the galleries 

(or the art objects), could be read as a demonstration of subjectivity. Notably, the 

visitor is aware that choices have been made about the organization of the art 

objects. Therefore the spaces, navigation, and gallery titling of the American 

Wing is very different from the chronological and dynastic gallery names in the 

New Galleries and represented on the map as such.  

 

Gallery Introduction Panels  
 
The design of the gallery introduction panels is arguably created to draw 

attention to them; most have a white background and are headlined with  

graphics. The graphics almost always include a photographic representation of 

architecture important to that time period(s)55 and frequently a geographic map  

is included in this headline (Figure 3.18). Almost all of the nineteen gallery 

introduction panels are titled with a geographic region, nation or dynasty with  

 

																																																								
55 With the exception of the “Arts of the Loom” panel in Room 459. 
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Figure 3.18 Arab Lands and Iran under the Umayyads and Abbasids, 661-1258 
Panel (Room 451) 
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corresponding dates.56 Generally the content of these texts are historical 

overviews of the rises and falls of power in dynasties and other ruling agents, like 

the Mamluks which was not a dynastic ruling party. This historical overview 

could be what Haidar describes as  “contextualization” in written interpretation  

(2011, p.11). 

 

Nominalizations are frequent in the gallery introduction panels, in both general 

historical discussions about the “spread of Islam” and “military conquest”. These 

themes were discussed earlier in this chapter.57  Such as in a panel titled: Western 

Iran under the Timurids and Turkmen (Room 455) reads, “Turkman rapidly 

expanded their territory into Iraq and western Iran”.  

 

Nominalization is also frequent in the discussions of artistic style.  Such as in 

gallery panel titled, “Arab Lands and Iran under the Umayyads and Abbasids, 

661-1258” (Room 451) reads: “The influence of Abbasid wares and their 

ornaments spread far beyond Iraq to Egypt, Iran, North Africa, and Spain”. 

Similarly, and also in  Room 451, a gallery panel titled, “The Abbasids at 

Samarra” reads:  “Luster painting” and the “beveled style subsequently spread 

from Iraq to other centers of production in Egypt, Syria, Iran, and Spain”. It is 

certain that these artistic traditions were spread by people, but this is not 

acknowledged in the written interpretation. 

 

Nominalization abstracts actions and meanings through the disassociation of 

human agency and the avoidance of responsibility (Ravelli, 2006, p. 59-62). 

These historical and artistic nominalizations result in the lack of 

acknowledgment of the incredible human agency of artists, artisans, and people 

who learned these new styles, taught apprentices, and ultimately created art that 

was disseminated throughout much of the world. The lack of human agency 

																																																								
56 See Appendix C for the complete text of all gallery introduction panels.  
57  In the exhibition introduction panel section on p.117-24 and repeated in the gallery 
introduction panels section p.128-135. 
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(through nominalization) in the written interpretation in Islamic art exhibition 

could potentially have further reaching effects, like the perpetuation of some 

Orientalist and Islamophobic ideologies, both of which are defined by the 

creation of difference (Said, 2003, p.3; The Runnymeade Trust, 1997, p.5).  

 

The legitimization of historical Muslim people and Islamic art media through a 

relationship with Europe occurs in multiple gallery introduction panels. A panel 

tilted, “Iran and Central Asia, 800-1050” (Room 453) states: 

The works of the astronomers and historian Al-Biruni (973-1048) and 
scientist and philosopher Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980-1037) were translated 
in Latin and profoundly influenced the development of philosophy and 
science in Europe.  

 
The legitimization of these important contributions is framed through the lens of 

their influence and continuity of philosophy and science in Europe.  Similarly, in 

the “Iran after the Safavids, 1722-1900” (Room 462) panel reads: 

The fourth Qajar ruler, Nasir al-Din Shah (r.1848-96) embarked on an 
intensive program of military and cultural reform, establishing Iran’s first 
modern European-style institution of higher learning, the Dar-al-Funan, 
in 1851. Its curriculum, included European academic painting and, after 
the 1840s, the use of photographs as model for painting. 
 

Like the legitimization of Muslim scholars through the continuation of 

philosophy and science in Europe, here, the similarities of higher education in 

Iran with European higher education system receives prominent discussion for 

almost an entire paragraph. This wording and inclusion of the relationship with 

Europe is not only a way of viewing, framing and understanding the important 

scientific, philosophic, and academic institutions from a Eurocentric perspective, 

it also authorizes the legitimacy of their worth (based on Said, 2003). 

 

 An outlier of this historical and dynastic categorization in the gallery panels, is a 

panel titled “Arts of the Loom” in the gallery: Carpets and the Greater Ottoman 

World (Room 459) (Figure 3.19). This panel is focused on textiles and is distinctly 

different from the other eighteen gallery introduction panels in its content and 

tone:  
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Arts of the Loom 
 

Whether defining a space for prayer, enriching the décor of a royal 
reception hall, warming the floors of a nomadic dwelling, or marking the 
sophistication of a wealthy merchant, the carpets and the textiles shown 
here served their former owners as functional, yet beautiful works of art. 
This gallery highlights a broad range of carpets and textiles from the 
Museum’s extensive collection, with special attention to the arts of the 
Ottoman Empire.  
 
Carpets were traded throughout the Mediterranean region and beyond, 
from England to Japan. European written sources mention Turkish 
carpets as early as the fourteenth century and they begin to appear 
regularly in Italian paintings during the fifteenth century. From the 
luxurious carpets produced in the Ottoman royal and commercial 
workshops to the tribal rugs and textiles created in rural villages, weavings 
from this and surrounding regions continue today to be sought after and 
emulated.  
 
Every carpet and textile began simply- as silkworm cocoons, linen flax, 
sheep’s wool, or cotton bollwoll. These raw materials were subjected to 
spinning, dyeing, designing, and weaving, a multistep process sometimes 
involving large teams of people, or perhaps a single woman using only the 
resources at hand. Appreciated in this light, these weavings exemplify the 
traditions of the arts of the loom as practiced in these regions for 
centuries. 
 

However, even though an outlier in historic and dynastic framing of the gallery 

introduction panels and seemingly inclusive of “process-based” information 

(Whitehead 2012) when examined closely, the familiar Orientalist trope of the 

legitimization through European comparison is present: 

European written sources mention Turkish carpets as early at the 
fourteenth century and they begin to appear regularly in Italian paintings 
during the Fifteenth century 
 

The appearance of Turkish carpets in Western arts is included in the second 

paragraph and without art historical information does not seem to be relevant to 

the informational content of the first and last paragraphs. The first paragraph 

gives the reader information about the use and purpose of carpets and the last  
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Figure 3.19 Arts of the Loom Panel (Room 459) 
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paragraph supplies the reader with information on carpet materials and the 

creation processes. Thus, there appears to be a disjuncture between basic  

information about the carpet’s purpose/creation and the inclusion of when these 

Ottoman carpets entered in the European art forms (literature and painting).  

 

Arguably, without any historical, socioeconomic (besides the fact that they were 

used for trade) nor any further art historical information,58 this inclusion is not 

only a way of viewing, framing and understanding the Ottoman carpets from a 

Eurocentric perspective, it also authorizes the legitimacy of the carpets’ beauty  

and worth. The text panel authorizes a view of the Ottoman carpets through the 

legitimizing Western framing of Italian painting and European writings. 

Furthermore, this text does not speak to a multicultural audience and 

consequently could be a form of ideological domination as described by Coxall 

(1995).   

 
Leaving aside the nominalization and Orientalist legitimization, there is a 

complete absence of discussion surrounding the people, cultural circumstance 

and processes of artistic creation in the gallery introduction panels. In fact, only 

five gallery introduction panels mention people (artists, poets, etc.) who were not 

among the ruling elite of various empires in the represented geographic  

regions.59 Therefore, the gallery introduction panels could be categorized as  

“product-based interpretation” where: 

objects are understood as outcomes of a creative act – as products. This 
tends to hide from view the role of the process within the production of 
such objects and the role of such objects in artistic and other social 
practices (Whitehead 2012, p.36).  

 
Whitehead identifies product-based interpretation as predominant in art 

museums and describes that as “regrettable” because: 

																																																								
58 Carpets from various Middle Eastern places are named by the European painters who 
depicted them, like Lotto, Holbein, Ghirlandaio, Crivelli, and Memling amongst others 
(Met Museum website, 2016).  
59 In Appendix D panel titled: Iran and Central Asia, 800-1050 (Room 455); Central Asia 
under the Timurids and Shaibanids, 1370-1599; The Early Safavids, 1501-1587 (Room 
462), and Safavid Iran under Shah ‘Abbas the Great (r.1587-1629) (Room 462).  
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it [product-based interpretation] can help remove art from some of the 
social realities from which it emerges, and which might form (for some) 
readier means of comprehension than the nuances technical and stylistic 
distinction and the subjectivities of value and worth (Whitehead, 2012, 
p.37).  

 

Undertaking numerous close readings has produced the identification of one 

gallery introduction panel that makes a singular reference to any of the twelve 

thousand art objects on display. In a panel titled, “The Ottoman Empire, ca.1299-

1923” (Room 460) the panel states, “Many of the projects on display here are the 

work of Suleiman’s court artists, as well as later generations of imperial 

craftsman”.60  

 
Generally, the employment of nominalizations, European legitimization, and 

product-based interpretation in the New Galleries silences the people and the 

cultural and personal circumstance surrounding the production of art in a vast 

geographic region in excess of 1200 years. Not only does this moncentric 

approach create unnecessary difference, but also does a disservice to the artistic 

creators, but could prevent New Galleries visitors from feeling included in 

exhibitions (Coxall, 2000, p.95; Whitehead, 2011, p.54).  

  
The Relayer Panels (2013) 
 
As discussed earlier, the relayer panels61 were created to address missing 

information and/or add information that are not present in the gallery 

introduction panels. Eleven in total, the relayer panels were installed in the New 

Galleries in 2013 and described as the “cousin” of the introduction gallery panels 

with a “different visual identity” (Stewart, 2013).  

 

Inconspicuously placed, and the same beige color of the many of the New 

Galleries walls, the relayer is essentially camouflaged in the New Galleries 

exhibition spaces (Figure 3.20). Although this was done intentionally in order not 

to distract visitors from the art (Stewart, 2016). The almost hidden location and	
																																																								
60 See Appendix C.  
61 See Appendix D for the complete text of all relayer panels.  
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                           Figure 3.20 Islamic Steel, Relayer Panel (Room 455) 



	 137	

 

color contrast does not signal importance. A potential repercussion of the relayer 

text panel design could be that it signals to the visitor that this information is less 

important than the gallery introduction texts and the case labels. This 

comparison illuminates the importance of interpretation design and meaning 

that visitors could make. 

 

The content that is described in the relayer panels can be categorized into three 

areas: thematic62, intercultural exchange63 and media-specific64. Although the 

relayer panels appeared to be promising in that they would address some of 

process-based themes, after close examination, the orientalist theme of 

legitimization through European comparison/connection in addition to 

nominalizations are present in numerous relayer panels. 

 

The relayer panel titled: “Intellectual and Cultural Legacies of Islam” (Room 451) 

reads:  

The role of Islamic civilization in preserving the legacy of classical science, 
medicine, and philosophy has long been known and appreciated in the 
West. Less well understood have been the original Islamic contributions to 
philosophy, science, and technology that also form part of an enduring 
legacy.  

 
The second paragraph of this text continues: 
  

Building on the legacy of Greek and Roman medical and pharmacological 
texts, Islamic medicine saw major advances in scientific knowledge, which 
was passed onto Europeans both before and after the Age of Discovery.  

 

																																																								
62 In Appendix D panel titles: Image of Humans and Animals in Islamic Art (Room 451); 
Intellectual and Cultural Legacies of Islam (Room 451); The Metropolitan Museum of 
Art’s Excavations at Nishapur (Room 452/3); Middle-Class Patronage and the Inscribed 
Object  
63 In Appendix D panel titles: Exchanges between the Arab World and Europe (Room 
454); Artistic Exchange with China (Room 455); Intercultural Exchanges in the Islamic 
West (Room 457):  
64 In Appendix D panel titles:  Ceramics in the Islamic World (Room 453); Metal Inlay 
(Room 454); Islamic Steel (Room 455); The Persian Literary Tradition (Room 455).  
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In the first quotation, instead of appreciating the contributions that “Islamic 

civilizations” have made independently, the “appreciation” is through a European 

perception and legitimization. The quotation from the second paragraph, links 

knowledge from the ancient Greek and Roman empires, which are considered a 

foundation of European history and the origins of a European identity. Instead of 

treating this history and the knowledge exchange through civilizations, this text, 

although probably intended to support the lineage of knowledge from ancient 

civilizations, actually differentiates “Islamic” medicine as something that is not 

essentially European. Besides the differentiation, both quotations exhibit the 

Orientalist theme of the legitimization through a comparison or connection to 

Europe, where the achievements from these societies are compared to their status 

in European history.  

 

Furthermore, the “Age of Discovery” is a term that is used in European history to 

describe exploration from the fifteen century to the eighteenth century. However, 

the employment of this term is problematic in the New Galleries for a few 

reasons. First, because those who are is acting or doing the discovering, are likely 

Europeans. The contemporary nations of the lands and the peoples who were 

“discovered” during this time most likely have a different term to describe this 

time. The employment of this term is therefore not only Eurocentric (especially to 

an international audience) but a historical nominalization for a time period that 

encompasses the origins of modern European colonialism and imperialism and 

in many cases the horrific European treatment of indigenous peoples. An 

acknowledgement of this Eurocentric term could remedy some of its’ pitfalls.  

 

Comparably, a relayer panel titled, “Islamic Steel” (Room 455) states:  

The steel weaponry of the Islamic world, both difficult and expensive to 
produce, attained almost a legendary status in the West and even today the 
old weapons made in such centers as Toledo or Damascus are much 
admired. 
 

Initially, this statement begs the question as to why the status of steel in the West 

important? This is another example of the European legitimating of objects that 
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were created in the “Islamic world” and praised by the “West”.  Another example 

of this legitimization is a panel titled, “Intercultural Exchanges in the Islamic 

West” (Room 457):  

An influence of Islamic art, and even examples of Arabic script, also 
traveled north of the Pyrenees into the Christian Romanesque cultures of 
France, leaving an impact on sculpture, arts of the book, and architectural 
decoration, while luxury items from Islamic Spain crafted of metal, glass, 
silk, and ivory were avidly sought by European churches and nobility, and 
even acquired “Christian” pedigrees as holy relics 

 
Similarly, in a relayer panel titled: “Exchanges between the Arab World and 

Europe” (Room 454):  

The export of luxury goods from the Islamic world, into Europe had a 
notable influence on European artistic traditions from the Middle Ages 
onward. By the later eighteenth century, as colonial enterprise brought 
Europeans into frequent contact with Islamic places and culture, Western 
painters renewed their long-time fascination with Islamic people, places, 
customs, and costumes, in what we call Orientalist art.  

 
Initially in the panel title, the use of the term “Arab World” is problematic as 

discussed earlier about the implication in the use of the word “world”(on p.86-

91). Next, in the first line of this text, the term “Islamic world” is used. In this 

case, it is unclear to the reader why these different terms are employed and 

provokes the question of what exactly is the difference between these two 

“worlds” that needs to be employed.   

 

It is also unclear of the difference between “Islamic peoples” which is present in 

this text and Muslims or Muslim peoples. This term could mean and be inclusive 

of people who lived in both (or either) the Arab World and/or the Islamic World 

(although both are undefined) that are not Muslim. However, this nomenclature 

is unclear which could ultimately contribute to visitor confusion.   

 

Moreover, the precise influences that the trade with the Islamic world had on 

“European artistic traditions” is not explained. Furthermore, the term “colonialist 

enterprise” is a nominalization in the representation of power relationships 

between the European colonizers and the people being colonized. Unfortunately, 
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Jean–Leon Gerome, a French Orientalist painter, is the only individual named in 

this panel.65  

  

Individuals that are mentioned in the “Intellectual and Cultural Legacies of 

Islam” panel include important individuals who made significant contributions to 

philosophy and science like Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980-1036) and Ibn Rushad 

(Andalusia, 1126-1198). This is one of the only examples of named individuals66 

who are from Islamic places in a relayer panel in the New Galleries and that are 

not part of the ruling elite.  

 

Two relayer panels are dedicated to the explanation of techniques that are found 

in other art object panels and case panels. These two panels are titled: “Ceramics 

in the Islamic World” (Room 453) and “The Persian Literary Tradition” (Room 

455). However, both of these panels are alphabetical lists of techniques and 

literature/authors respectively.67 An explanation of these techniques is available 

in the panel. However, the panel does not instruct the visitor where to find the 

objects that contain these techniques in the gallery.  

 

Although seemingly focused on process-based information (Whitehead, 2012) the 

connections, techniques and media specific information present in the relayer 

panels falls short of achieving a process-based designation because of the absence 

of stories about people, historical/cultural circumstances, and the employment of 

inclusive and engaging language.  

 

Through the employment of Orientalist themes, like legitimization of Islamic arts 

and knowledge through the relationship with Europe, could in some ways 

contribute to the creation and perpetuation of differences between the “Orient” 

and ”Occident” (Said, 2003, p.2).  

																																																								
65 See Appendix D for complete panel text. 
66 With the exception of “The Persian Literary Tradition” panel (Room 455), which 
names famous Persian authors.   
67 See Appendix D for complete panel text. 
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Ultimately, the relayer panels, although probably conceived to address important 

and previously untold themes, are likely to be unsuccessful because of the 

conflicting/unclear terms, nominalization of historic power dynamics, and the 

perpetuation of Orientalist tropes through the European legitimization of art 

objects, and knowledge from, the Arab lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and 

Later South Asia.  

 
Conclusions 
 
The New Galleries design interpretation was carefully crafted and expressed as 

such (Haidar, 2011). Motivated by the creation of connection and tensions 

between unity that Islam and diversity of geography and dynasty, the design 

reflects this planning. Although these motivations are explained thoroughly in 

the exhibition catalogue and not in the exhibition spaces.  

 
Conversely, hardly any information is available about the creation of written 

interpretation for the New Galleries. Through a close reading, nominalization is 

present in all panel categories including the exhibition introduction panel, gallery 

introduction panels, and relayer panels. Some of the messages in written 

interpretation could reinforce some Orientalist and Islamophobic beliefs, like the 

past glories of Islam trope, the legitimization of Islamic art media through 

European references and the presentation of Islam as a monolithic block.  

 
Without a unified interpretative strategy that includes both the design 

interpretation and written interpretation, the messages in the New Galleries 

could be experienced as conflicting, confusing and complex, which works against 

the ideal of accessibility in exhibition interpretation and could perpetuate 

Orientalist and Islamophobic beliefs.  
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Chapter 4: Summative Visitor Evaluations in the New Galleries for 
the Art of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later 
South Asia Exhibition 
 
This chapter reports on the goals, development, methods and findings of 

summative visitor interviews in the New Galleries for the Art of the Arab Lands, 

Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia (shortened to New Galleries) 

that I conducted in May 2014. Visitors in Islamic Art exhibition specifically and 

visitor evaluations with a focus on interpretation generally are largely 

understudied. While education and/or curatorial departments at US institutions 

typically undertake summative evaluations, often the results of these evaluations 

tend not to be made available to the researchers or the public.  

 

The Department of Islamic Art at the Metropolitan Museum of Art conducted 

(presumably) front end or formative visitor surveys in 2009. Haidar briefly 

described this undertaking in a footnote in the New Galleries exhibition 

catalogue published in conjunction with the reinstallation opening:   

 
Visitor surveys were conducted during the spring of 2009, with analysis of 
results preserved in the Department of Islamic Art files. The responses 
came from a variety of visitors aged from their late twenties to late 
seventies and included local and foreign residents, Muslims and non-
Muslims, and a range of cultural, professional, and linguistic backgrounds. 
Topics included reason for interest; understanding forthcoming 
expectations; familiarity with art-historical, historical, geographic, and 
other terminology; responses to label styles and content; responses to 
conservation issues; and existing misconceptions about Islamic art, 
tradition, or history (2011, p.19).  

 

Although this provides an overview of topics, it does not make available the 

results of the survey. When I inquired about access, I was told that these were 

confidential. Additionally, through conversations with Met Museum employees in 

the Department of Islamic Art and Marketing and External Public Relations 

Department, I learned that summative evaluations were conducted after the New 

Galleries opened, however, I was also unable to obtain access to these reports.  
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Numerous summative evaluations that have been conducted in Islamic art 

exhibition have not been made available to the public or to researchers. Two 

exceptions include the Morris Hargreaves McIntyre’s evaluation of the Hajj: 

Journey to the Heart of Islam exhibition (26 January -15 April 2012) at the 

British Museum.68 This evaluation is available online from the British Museum 

website. The second exception to access is to the Audience Focus evaluation of 

the Pearls on a String exhibition. This access was obtained because of my 

participation in Pearls.  

 

Summative evaluation with visitors are important because museums are “major 

public social investments” of the 20th and 21st centuries (Hein, 2005, p. 357) and 

understanding the meanings visitors make from museum experiences provide 

information on how museums function in society (Falk, 2009, p.21). 

Understanding how museums function in society is important because acquiring 

knowledge about how visitors make meanings is essential for the future success 

of museums (Falk, 2009, p.21-2).  

 

Furthermore, visitors make meanings from experiences of exhibition 

interpretation. Generally, within new museology and interpretative theory, visitor 

experiences of interpretation have rarely been studied. Indeed:  

 
those responsible for labels usually are concerned with label aesthetics, 
maintenance, accuracy of content, and their appeal to expert viewers. Too 
little attention is given to the reaction (or lack of reactions) of ordinary 
visitors (Screven, 1992, p.184).  

 
Although this statement specifically focuses on written interpretation, similar 

sentiments can be applied to the study of design interpretation and museum 

visitors.  

 

																																																								
68 Although the Hajj: Journey to the Heart of Islam exhibition focused on the religious 
ritual of Hajj, one of the five pillars of Islam, this exhibition also exhibited artwork by 
contemporary artists mostly from the Middle East.   
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As discussed in Chapter 2, academic studies that are dedicated to (mostly 

written) interpretation, like Beverly Serrell’s Exhibit Labels (1996), and Louise 

Ravelli’s Museum Texts  (2006) primarily focus on the creation and analysis of 

written interpretation in cultural heritage sites, zoos, aquariums, national parks 

and anthropology/history museums. Neither Serrell nor Ravelli include visitors 

in their respective analyses. Additionally, Paulette McManus (1989) in her 

influential study that introduced the concept of ‘text echo,’ listens to visitors’ 

conversations, but does not interview visitors about interpretative experiences. 

Furthermore, the study of graphic interpretation and design interpretation is 

largely understudied (Piehl and MacLeod, 2012) and also does not include 

studies of visitor evaluation. This is especially important because exhibition 

display defines the museum visitor experience for many visitors (Hooper-

Greenhill, 2000, p.4).  

 

This chapter attempts to reconcile gaps in the study of visitors and design, 

graphic and written interpretation evaluation in museums.  This chapter 

contributes to the academic and professional literature dedicated to 

understanding the complexity of museum-going experience with a special focus 

on visitor experience of written and design interpretation in Islamic art 

exhibition. This will be of interest to Museologists, Islamic art 

Historians/Curators, and professionals in exhibition and museum evaluation.  

 
Goals  
 
In response to the scarcity of academic research in these areas, the primary goal 

of the visitor interviews was to gather information about visitors’ experiences and 

the meanings these visitors made in the New Galleries. Specifically, these goals 

included: to better understand visitor experiences generally; to better understand 

how visitors use and make meanings of interpretation; and to better understand 

if visitors make connections between New Galleries interpretation and other 

experiences of the broader political and societal contexts. These goals were 

formulated while already having been familiar with interpretation in the New 
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Galleries, from numerous fieldwork visits, and reference to the thesis research 

questions.   

 

Planning and Development of Visitor Interviews 
 
I inquired with Courtney Stewart, Senior Research Assistant at the Department of 

Islamic Art about the possibility and the permission necessary to conduct visitor 

evaluations and she organized a meeting internally at the Met Museum. This 

meeting consisted of an Associate Curator from the Department of Islamic Art 

and two employees from the Marketing and External Public Relations 

Department. In addition to obtaining permission to conduct the visitor 

interviews, the purpose of the meeting was to review the evaluation goals, 

propose interview questions and to address the Met Museum guidelines and 

recommendations for interviewing visitors. The outcomes of this meeting, which 

include agreements, suggested changes, and insights into the institutional 

position of the Department of Islamic Art, are discussed below.  

 

Regarding the approach of potential interviewees, it was agreed that there should 

be no forcefulness in intercepting visitors for interviews and that potential 

interviewees should be informed that interview participation is a choice. This 

outcome is in agreement with qualitative semi-structured interview design 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.88). I proposed that sample size69 would be 20-30 

visitors and that these interviewees would remain anonymous, where I would 

assign interviewees with names (instead of numbers). Furthermore, I outlined 

the plan to identify “engaged visitors”.70 The Met team agreed to the proposed 

sample size, interception and approach. The Met team discouraged me from 

recording the interviews. Consequently, the recording of visitor interviews was 

																																																								
69 The sample size will be discussed further in the Methods section of this chapter on 
p.150.  
70  Engaged visitors criteria is discussed further on p.149-151.  
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limited to written transcription at the time of the interview and directly after a 

completed interview.71  

 
Suggested Interview Question Changes 
 
Additionally, the Met team suggested two changes to the proposed interview 

questions: a change in wording in Question 6 (Q6) and the elimination of 

Question 7 (Q7) from the initial proposed list of the visitor interview questions. 

The eliminated questions:  

Q6: What do you know about Islam? 
Q7: Do you feel that the New Galleries are trying to communicate any 
particular message? A. If so, what would you say that message is? i. Where 
in the New Galleries is the message communicated? ii. Who do you think 
this message is for? 
 

Regarding the change in Q6, the Associate Curator explained that the New 

Galleries were not about ‘Islam’, but were about ‘art’. This explanation draws 

attention to the slippage between Islamic art exhibitions which are often 

presumed to represent the religion of Islam.  This conflation can sometimes be 

asserted in museum interpretation (like the Brooklyn Museum) and/or exhibition 

reviews in the news media, and even, as we will also see later in this chapter, in 

visitor interviews. However, the Associate Curator made clear the curatorial 

position on this slippage: that the art in the New Galleries should not be 

conflated with the religion of Islam.  

 

Concerning the elimination of Q7, both the Curator and Marketing Supervisor 

had a lengthy conversation about ‘messages’ and then decided that the New 

Galleries “did not have messages” and that the exhibition is “only about the art”. 

The Met team then suggested that I change the wording of this question. Initially 

I was surprised about the Curator’s denial of the communicative agency of the 

New Galleries. I am also unsure about what exactly the Curator meant by this 

statement, as exhibitions do in fact, have overt messages (like learning outcomes, 

																																																								
71 This limitation reduced my ability to capture the verbatim visitor interviewee answers 
and therefore when visitor answers are discussed, they are, for the most part 
paraphrased by me, but nonetheless in quotations.  
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information in written interpretation) and covert (like art object placement).72 

This was especially surprising because of Haidar’s chapter in the New Galleries 

exhibition catalogue which outlines numerous decisions made about the 

meanings of exhibition layout, design and connections (2011). However, it 

occurred to me that the Curator’s statement could have been representative of the 

departmental and/or institutional attitudes towards written interpretation and 

the conflation of Islamic art being representative of the religion of Islam.  

 

The Curator’s denial of the agency of interpretation may reveal the belief that 

interpretation (of any kind) has very little or no importance in meaning-making 

in museum exhibitions. Or it could indicate an “art for art’s sake” position, where 

the display of art is suggestive only of the display of art. Additionally, this denial 

of communicative agency in written interpretation may represent a 

departmental/institutional position on any potential legal and/or even safety 

issues connected with the display of Islamic art. An admission of intentionality of 

written interpretation exposes exhibition creators to the scrutiny of these 

messages, which can be particularly contentious when exhibiting Islamic art. 

Furthermore, if exhibitions have no messages, they certainly cannot be a part of 

political and social public arenas.73 

 

Also, this may reflect the institutional attitude toward interpretation because the 

Met does not have an interpretation department or an employee who is 

responsible for the creation or editing of interpretation.74 Another possibility is 

the Curator’s statement is reflective of all or none of these attitudes. Finally, and 

regardless of reason, this denial allows exhibition creators to be entirely 

unaccountable for any messages that can be ‘read’ by visitors (or by myself). 

Nonetheless, I removed this question entirely in an effort to be agreeable with the 

																																																								
72 Amongst other messages, like sightlines and the location of the galleries within 
museums as discussed in both Chapters 2 and 3.   
73 In this case, the political and social arenas surrounding Islamic art are particularly 
hostile as discussed in Chapter 1, p.6-17.   
74 As discussed earlier, written and design interpretation at the Met is left to the 
discretion of the curatorial departments and exhibition teams.  
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Met team, which had already been very generous with their time and permission. 

I made additional changes to the questions while conducting the interviews 

which are discussed later in this chapter.  

 
 
Methods 
 
Generally, visitor interviews are conducted in museums in order to ascertain the 

meaning that visitors make from an exhibition (Korn, 1994, p.6). Largely, 

interviews provide insight into visitors’ thoughts, ideas, and opinions from their 

own personal perspective (Diamond et. al., 2009, p.69). There are four types of 

evaluations in museums: front end, formative, remedial and summative 

(Diamond, et. al., 2009, p.3). Conducting visitor interviews after an exhibition 

opening is a type of summative evaluation (Korn, 1994, p.1).  

 

In the 1960s, evaluation was specifically being developed for museums. At this 

time, summative evaluation was the primary type of visitor evaluation conducted 

in museums (Korn, 1994, p.1). Summative evaluation is used to determine the 

effectiveness of an entire exhibition and individual exhibition components (Korn, 

1994, p.5). Summative evaluations are unique in that they are inclusive of 

interpretative design, which is not possible in other types of museum evaluations. 

Indeed:  

summative evaluation is also important because it invariably considers 
design factors (such as traffic flow and the placement of exhibit 
components) that appear only after the installation, but likely to affect 
visitor experiences (Korn, 1994, p.5).75  
 

Although remedial evaluation, like summative evaluation takes place after an 

exhibition opens, it is primarily an informal evaluation used for troubleshooting 

problems and making simple exhibition modifications (when possible) in order to 

improve visitor engagement and experience (Diamond et al., 2009, p.4).  Front- 

																																																								
75 Pearls on a String is an exception to the statement. As the Pearls exhibition team 
made changes to the exhibition based on observations as a type of informal remedial 
before the formal summative evaluations began. This is discussed later in Chapter 6, on 
p.293. 
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end and formative evaluations with visitors differ from remedial and summative 

evaluation because they commence at the inception and design stages of an 

exhibition respectively and usually help formulate exhibition ideas, design, and 

interpretation/object placement (Korn, 1994, p.1-2).76  Front-end and formative 

evaluations were developed in museums because often the findings of summative 

evaluations were discarded or ignored due to a lack of interest or funding to make 

changes once an exhibition was on display (Korn, 1994, p.1).  

 

I used various appropriate qualitative methods to identify, conduct, and sort the 

data acquired from the visitor interviews. Broken into three sections, the table 

below displays components77 of the summative visitor interviews alongside 

employed qualitative methods. Importantly, these components are a part of 

qualitative interviewing. The component titles in the table below structures the 

remaining discussion methods sections.   

 

Summative Visitor Interview Component Qualitative Method  

Interviewee Sample Selection  
Purposive Sampling and 
Participant Observation 

Visitor Interviews Semi-Structured Interviews  
Transcription, Sorting & Coding of 
Concepts/Themes  Data Analysis  

Comparison, Summarization and Evaluation  
Findings and Conclusions 
Reporting  

 
Table 4.1 Methods Table 

 
Interviewee Sample Selection  
 
Purposive sampling is sometimes called “judgment sampling” because the choice 

of (in this case) an interviewee sample is deliberate and based on the qualities of 

																																																								
76 Museum exhibition teams often execute formative and front-end evaluations. 
Frequently the museum exhibition teams include curators, exhibition managers, graphic 
designers, educators, interpretation officers, and possibly consultants amongst others, 
but do not include visitors.  Although one or many of these team members may advocate 
for the perceived interests of visitors, without consulting potential museum visitors, 
visitors are not represented at these evaluations.   
77 “Components” is my term used to indicate that they are part of the larger qualitative 
semi-structured interviewing method, even though sectioned out in Table 4.1.  
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the sample universe and relies on the judgment of the researcher (Tongco, 2007, 

p.147). Purposive sampling is therefore non-random. It is a form of non-

probability sampling, where the goals of sample criteria do not include the 

random selection of population to create a representative sample of the general 

population (Rai and Thapa, 2016, p. 5-6).  

 

A purposive sampling approach was employed for the selection of interviewees 

because purposive sampling allows the researcher to focus on the particular 

characteristic of a sample universe or study population that best answers the 

research questions and goals (Rai and Thapa, 2016, p. 6; Robinson 2013, p.25). 

In this evaluation, a four-point purposive sampling approach was employed to: 

establish the sampling inclusion criteria (sample universe), choose a sample size, 

devise a sample strategy and for sourcing the engaged visitor sample (Robinson, 

2013, p. 26).  

 

Sampling Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria  

 

The inclusion criterion (or particular characteristic) in this purposive sampling 

approach is the identification of “engaged visitor behavior” of New Galleries’ 

visitors.78  Visitors who were observed as exhibiting engaged behavior 

demonstrated an interest in the content (art, interpretation, experience) of the 

New Galleries.79  This interest was determined by the observation of a significant 

amount of time spent in the New Galleries room where I was located and 

engaged with art objects and/or interpretations. Significant amounts of time were 

comparative to the other visitors in the New Galleries at the time of interviewing, 

but were often longer than three minutes at any particular art object and five-ten 

minutes in any gallery.  
																																																								
78 “Engaged visitor behavior” and “engaged visitors” are terms that I have created for this 
study.  
79 The interviews were conducted with 27 interviewees who were very engaged with 
Islamic art and interpretations.  Therefore, these interviews are not meant to supply an 
overall picture of visitor use in the New Galleries. The interviewees are a small sample of 
engaged visitors and I make no statistical claim of significance nor is this sample 
representative of all New Galleries visitors during the four days of interviewing.   
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Visitors who did not exhibit this behavior were thereby excluded from the study. 

Specifically, the observation of visitors who were excluded from participation in 

the study are: visitors who entered a New Galleries room and looked around 

briefly (or not at all) and then quickly exited the room; the observation of visitors 

who appear to be aimless which could be indicated by drifting in and out a room 

and/or briefly stopping at an art object or panel and then moving onto another 

room or art object quickly and repeatedly. This observed disengagement and/or 

aimlessness excluded visitors because it did not fit into the ‘engaged behavior’ 

criteria for this purposive sampling. I also excluded visitors wearing audio 

headsets because there is a fundamental difference in exhibition experience for 

visitors who choose to purchase the headset for $7 (USD) for a guided audio tour.  

 
Sample Size 
 
As discussed earlier, the provisional sample size (20-30) was proposed by myself 

and agreed to by the Met team. A provisional sample size is necessary for the 

planning of the study and can be influenced by practical considerations 

(Robinson, 2013, p.29).  In this case, the practical consideration included time 

limitations (4 days) and also the limitation that I was not a Met Museum 

employee and most likely would not be granted permission for interviewing 

visitors for a lenghtly time period.   

 

Additionally, this study has an idiographic aim, where the sample size is small 

enough for each individual participant to be able to have “a locatable voice within 

the study and for an intensive analysis of each case” (Robinson, 2013, p.29). This 

aim was also achieved through a qualitative interview technique. 80 

 
Sample Strategy  
 
The strategy for the selection of the purposive sample was conducted through 

convenience sampling. A convenience sampling strategy identifies potential 
																																																								
80 Qualitative interviewing is discussed further in the ‘Conducting the Interviews’ section 
of this chapter on p.153-9.  
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participants who are close in physical proximity and who may have a willingness 

to participate in the research study (Robinson, 2013, p.32). Therefore, 

convenience sampling strategy locates “any convenient cases who meet the 

required criteria and then selecting those who respond on a first-come-first 

served basis until the sample size quotient is full (Robinson, 2013, p.32).  

 

In this study, the proximity of potential interviewees is self-explanatory in that 

both the visitors and I were physically located in the same New Galleries space.  

The willingness of potential participants was a part of the sample universe 

criteria, where an assumption that visitors who demonstrated engaged behavior 

would be more likely to participate in this study. Once a visitor was observed as 

demonstrating engaged behavior, I approached this visitor immediately. I aimed 

to interview 6-8 engaged visitors a day over the four days allotted for conducting 

interviews, which was in agreement of 20-30 sample size quotients.  

 
Sourcing Visitors   
 
In order to identify New Galleries visitors that met the inclusion criteria, I 

employed a participant observation method, which is a naturalistic data-

gathering technique often employed before interviewing (Rubin and Rubin, p. 

26). Participant observation is a more formal version of watching what others do 

(Rubin and Rubin, p.26). Although I did not take inventory of visitors in any New 

Galleries room at one time, I observed visitor behaviors to identify “engaged 

behavior” for prospective interviewees.  In this sense, participant observation was 

used as means to an end; the identification of engaged visitors that met the 

criteria for inclusion in this study. 

 

While observing visitors in the New Galleries, I was seated, which probably 

allowed me to have a minimal presence in the galleries, which also can be part of 

the participant observation technique:  

Participant observers usually prefer a relatively low-key role that gives 
them the opportunity to watch and take notes but minimizes their 
influence on what is happening (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.26).   
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I changed my place (room) each of the four days within the New Galleries. This 

change in room was in order not to limit myself to intercepting engaged visitors 

who were interested in the same galleries or Islamic art objects within a 

particular room. Therefore, this change allowed me to interview visitors who 

were interested in a variety of Islamic art historical periods and geographies, but 

not necessarily a variety of Islamic art objects. As discussed earlier,81 there is a 

chronological, dynastic and geographic organization to the New Galleries, where 

mostly the bench seating is available in room with large textiles, particularly 

carpets, with the exception of the Moroccan Court (Room 456).82  

 
Conducting Qualitative Semi-Structured Interviews  
 
I conducted interviews in the New Galleries with 27 visitors on four consecutive 

weekdays; 27-30 May 2014.  I made an effort to conduct interviews around the 

same time of day: late morning and early afternoon. The interviews were 

conducted in:   

27 May 2014, (Tuesday, Day 1) Room 462, Safavid and Later Iran (16th-
20th Centuries) 
28 May 2014, (Wednesday, Day 2) Room 463, Mughal South Asia (16th-
19th Centuries) 
29 May 2014, (Thursday, Day 3) Room 459, Carpets, Textiles, and the 
Greater Ottoman World 
30 May 2014, (Friday, Day 4) Room 456, Moroccan Court (Patti Cadby 
Birch Court) 

 
On the below map, the numbers indicate the day of interviewing in the New 

Galleries and the room where the interviews were conducted. As discussed earlier,  

 

  

 

																																																								
81 See Chapter 3, p.74-77.   
82 Another exception is that the New Galleries has seating available for close inspection 
of the many miniature paintings. The seating available are singular stools that can be 
pulled out from underneath miniature painting display cases for ease of use and 
comfortable close inspection.   
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Figure 4. 1 New Galleries map with interview locations 
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there is a circuit route through the New Galleries. The available bench seating is 

mostly located toward the main entrance/exit from the foyer.83 However, I  

approached potential interviewees who were engaged in the particular gallery 

where I was located on the day of interviewing only. 

 

I began an interview directly after receiving permission from an engaged visitor.  

Generally, interviewing can be defined as “a face to face verbal exchange, in 

which one person, the interviewer, attempts to elicit information of expression or 

opinion or belief from another person or persons” (Maccoby & Maccoby, 1954, p. 

449). I used a semi-structured interviewing method to conduct visitor interviews. 

Semi-structured interviewing is used to ask descriptions of phenomena, in this 

case, a visit to the New Galleries, so that the meaning(s) of the described 

phenomena can be interpreted (Brinkmann, 2013, p.21; Kvale & Brinkmann, 

2008, p.3).  

 

The interview questions were a set of open-ended or semi-structured questions. 

Although there was a structured set of ten questions, which were asked of all 

interviewees, semi-structured interviewing allows for flexibility of question order 

and topics discussed. When compared to structured interviews, semi-structured 

interviewing is lenient in that it allows room for dialogue, which can produce 

knowledge and allows space for discussions about various topics that may be 

important to an interviewee (Brinkmann, 2013, p.21). Also, open-ended 

questions allow for the interviewer to obtain unanticipated answers from 

interviewees (Fowler, 2014, p. 88). The open-ended interview questions: 

 
Q1: What were/are your reasons for coming to visit the Islamic Art Galleries 
and the Met generally? And where have you come from today?  
Q2: Have you visited the Islamic Art Galleries before?  

																																																								
83 With the exception of Room 459 on day 3 of interviewing, which is located toward 
center of the New Galleries.  
 
On day 2 of interviewing, when I approached a potential interviewee, she declined to be 
interviewed because she had just begun her visit to the New Galleries.   
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a. If yes, when was your last visit?  
Q3: What did you want to see? /What did you expect to see here?  
Q4: What part of the Islamic Art Galleries do you find most interesting? Or 
that you liked the most?  
Q5: Were there any parts of the Islamic Art Galleries so far that you haven’t 
liked or did not find interesting?  
Q6: Did you know anything about Islamic art and/or Islamic cultures before 
your visit? 
Q7: I am really interested in communication in the museum. Do you read the 
text panels? Were there things that you learned in the text panels? 
Q8: Do the Islamic Galleries feel or communicate differently from other 
galleries in the Met?  

a. If so, how?  
Q9: Do you know how sometimes Muslims or Islam are portrayed negatively 
in the news media? Do you feel that the Islamic Art Galleries differ from the 
information from other media sources?  Are they completely disconnected?  

      Q10: Visitor background:  
a. May I ask approximately how old you are?  
b. May I ask what is your profession/occupation?  
c. Are there any aspects of your identity that you wish to share- such as 
religion or life experience that makes your visit to the New Galleries 
especially meaningful?   

  
The order of the questions is important; presenting general and broad questions 

initially can allow the interviewee to feel unrestricted (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p. 

136). The questions narrow in focus and increase in complexity through Question 

9 (Q9). Question 10 (Q10) inquires about demographic information in order to 

signal the end of the interview. Asking demographic information initially may 

have discouraged interviewees as the interview could have been perceived to be 

more technical, rather than conversational and about the interviewee’s 

experience. This approach was used to promote the social comfort of interviewees 

and in hopes of familiarizing them with answering questions in the New Galleries 

space.  

 
Question 1 (Q1) inquires about the intentions of the interviewee in visiting the 

New Galleries. I altered the way I identified the New Galleries for the Art of the 

Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South Asia by changing the 
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identification to its former name:  Islamic Art Galleries because the new title 

proved to be confusing to the first visitors interviewed.84   

 

Question 2 (Q2) is aimed at understanding the familiarization of the interviewee 

with the New Galleries and to obtain the frequency of visits to the New Galleries. 

Question 3 (Q3) aims to appreciate if the interviewee has a particular interest in 

Islamic art generally or a specific Islamic art medium. Question 4 (Q4) and 

Question 5 (Q5) aim to ascertain the likes and dislikes of the interviewee in the 

New Galleries. Question 6 (Q6) aims to obtain an understanding about the types 

of knowledge and experiences the interviewee had with Islamic art as the 

museum visitor always brings their own personal experiences to an exhibition 

(Falk 2009; Whitehead 2012).  

 

In Question 7 (Q7), the visitor is asked about the text panels in the New Galleries; 

if the written interpretations are read/utilized and what was learned. This 

question, as discussed earlier, originally inquired about “messages” in the New 

Galleries.  

 

I changed this question to be open-ended so that interviewees would hopefully 

feel comfortable sharing their thoughts on the written interpretation. I usually 

made a statement about my interest in museum communication before asking 

this question, which is reflected in the question listing (above). I believe that this 

statement helped to orient the interviewees about an increase in question 

complexity and also signaled a change to a more critical tone in the interview 

questions.  

 

Upon reflection, I would not use the word ‘learn’ in the question as it may have 

conflated some interpretative theory and art education concepts which may have 

led to biased responses (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.136). This thesis argues that 

written interpretation should aim to provoke, translate and foster a connection 
																																																								
84 It is interesting that the visitors understood the galleries through their former title 
despite the marketing campaign and exhibition title signage and placement.  
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between visitor and art object/exhibition/museum and not be limited to learning. 

If I were to ask this question again, I would use the word “remember” instead of 

“learn”.85 The question wording may have restricted or framed the responses to 

learning. However, using the verb ‘learn’ in the question about text panels may 

have alleviated any potential confusion that interviewees may have experienced 

when questioned about written interpretation. 

 

I used the familiar term ‘text panel’ instead of  ‘written interpretation’ because 

the later may have been unfamiliar academic jargon, which is not appropriate for 

conducting interviews (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.132). Furthermore, using 

simple words that are widely understood is good practice in interview design 

(Fowler, 2014, p.79).  

 

Question 8 (Q8) inquires about any perceived difference in communication 

between the New Galleries and other galleries in the Met Museum. Question 9 

(Q9) aims to determine if the interviewee connected negative news media 

coverage of Islam/Muslim peoples with experiences and interpretation of Islamic 

art in the New Galleries. In situ, I changed Q9 to be more conversational.86 Some 

interviewees, on the first day of interviews, did not understand this question, 

which could possibly be because of academic jargon or poor wording that 

required further explanation by me (Fowler, 2014, p.78). Moreover, the 

simplification of language of this question agrees with qualitative interviewing 

techniques (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.132).  Also, this wording may have reduced 

confusion surrounding the concept of the museum as a type of media, as 

museums are not often thought of in this way.  

 

Question 10 (Q10) has three parts and inquires about indicative demographic 

information. This question was asked for general reference and later when 

																																																								
85 Please note that I did not use the word “learn” in the semi-structured interview 
questions in the Pearls on a String exhibition in Chapter 6, p.269-272.  
86 The original Q9 wording: How or does the information presented by the New Galleries 
differ from the information from other media sources about Islamic art?  
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sorting and categorizing data in comparison to Met Museum visitor 

demographics. This question signaled the end of the interview and the change in 

question content often provided a good opportunity to transition to the 

conclusion of the interview.  

 
Data Analysis  
 
In qualitative semi-structured interviewing, data analysis begins with sorting and 

coding while collecting the data (Rasmusen, et. al., 2006, p.110). When 

conducting the interviews, similar ideas and interests in interviewee responses 

were communicated. I began to identify and collect these emergent concepts and 

themes and create codes for them. Concepts are ideas that emerge from the 

interviewees’ responses that often convey the “goals, values, and/or perceptions” 

of interviewees (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.193-4). Themes are developed by the 

researcher (myself) and link the relationship(s) between concepts (Rubin and 

Rubin, 2012, p.194). Themes are therefore summaries and conclusions that are 

reflective of what the researcher believes the meanings are of interviewee 

responses (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.118).   

 

The process of identification and labeling of concepts and themes is called coding 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.190). Because I did not develop codes before 

conducting the interviews, I employed the grounded theory approach, where 

“concepts and themes emerge from the data without reference to the literature, 

and they emerge bit by bit as the researcher examines each passage sequentially” 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.204). The grounded theory approach is a type of data-

driven coding where codes are developed upon executing and reading interviews 

(Brinkmann, 2013, p.62).  

 

As I was unable to record interviewee responses, I simultaneously transcribed 

interviewee responses to the best of my ability at the time of interviewing. 

Transcribing is part of the analysis process, as this process translates between the 

spoken word and the written word (Brinkmann, 2013, p.61). Directly following a 

completed interview, I reviewed my transcription in order to flesh out the 
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simultaneous written transcription. Once all the interviews were complete, I 

typed a transcript of these interviews in order to have an electronic version. I 

continued to code concepts and develop themes in the electronic transcript and 

through findings reporting.  

 

The themes that I developed are discussed in the Key Findings sections of this 

chapter (on p.162-195). Some of the themes that are discussed are questions that 

were explicitly solicited, such as reactions to written interpretation (Q7). Other 

concepts and themes were unsolicited and emerged organically from interviewee 

responses. Responses to Q1087 are discussed prior to the findings and in 

comparison to the Met Museum demographics (for FY2014) to provide a 

benchmark for the interviewee demographic information.  

 
Limitations 
 
The limitations of this study include a small sample number, limiting inclusion 

criteria, and short data collection period. The purposive sample approach limited 

inclusion criterion. The data collection was also limited to a four-day period. 

Because qualitative interviewing explores the details of complex experiences 

(Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.3-4) and is not interested in quantitative data 

collection and analysis, there is no statistical claim of significance. The goals of 

these interviews were to obtain insights about a very specific sample of engaged 

visitors’ experiences and the meanings these engaged visitors make. Additionally, 

because I conducted the interviews without other researchers, I focused on a 

single or pair interviewees, which prohibited me from interviewing other engaged 

visitors in the New Galleries at the same time.  

 
Comparative Demographics  
 

																																																								
87 Q10: Visitor background:  

a. May I ask approximately how old you are?  
b. May I ask what is your profession/occupation?  
c. Are there any aspects of your identity that you wish to share- such as religion or 
life experience that makes your visit to the New Galleries especially meaningful?   
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The following demographic information was collected from interviewees’ 

responses to Q10: place of residence, gender,88 age/age range, and profession. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art collects the following demographic information 

every fiscal year (FY): residence, age and gender. The number of respondents in 

Met Museum’s Demographic Summary for the FY2014 sample is 2,372 people. 

The Met Museum does not collect information on visitors to specific galleries. 

Although I have a much smaller sample (27), the demographics between the Met 

Museum’s FY2014 demographic of 2,372 and my sample are similar.  

 

The majority of the interviewees were female (nineteen or 70%) and the 

remaining were male (8 or 30%). This is similar to the Met Museum’s 

demographics, where 62% of visitors are female and 38% are male 

(Schwindhackl-Harchol, 30 October 2014). 

 

In the interviewee demographics, there appears to be an even split of 

interviewees from the New York City and Tri-state areas (New York, Connecticut, 

New Jersey): 14 (50%) and tourists 13 (about 50%). In the Met’s demographic 

summary, visitors from New York and the Tri-state area make up 43% of total 

visitors (Schwindhackl-Harchol, 2014). Of the 13 interviewees who identified as 

tourists, five identified as American (or 18%). This leaves the international 

interviewees at 12 or 44%. The Met’s demographics indicated that tourists from 

the United States make up 22% of visitors and International tourists 36% 

(Schwindhackl-Harchol, 2014). Again these percentages are similar to the 

residences of interviewees.  

 

The Metropolitan Museum Demographic Summary for the 2014 fiscal year 

categorizes visitors into four age groups; 18-24; 25-44; 45-64, 65+. The chart 

below best demonstrates the similar percentages from the Met’s FY2014 

demographic summary and my interviewees.  

																																																								
88 Please note that interviewee was not questioned about gender. The gender of an 
interviewee was observed by me and may not reflect the interviewees’ gender 
identification.  
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Age 
Met 
% 

Interviewee 
% 

18-24 15 26 
25-44 30 26 
45-64 32 19 
65+ 23 26 

 
Table 4.2 Age/Demographic Comparison 

 
 
Regardless of gender, age or residence, most interviewees were highly educated. 

When I asked Q10 about profession, twelve (which is almost half) identified as 

being non-arts professionals, seven identified as retired professionals, five 

identified as college students, and three interviewees identified as being part of a 

secondary school group.   

 

Although purposive sampling was used in this study and therefore the aim was 

not to be representative of the Met Museums’ general audience, it is interesting 

that this sample is similar to the Met Museum’s demographic information.   

 

Key Findings   
 
The findings are based on the themes that emerged from data analysis and that 

were guided by the interview goals. These related themes were developed from 

coding and connecting concepts that were expressed in interviewees’ responses. 

Below is a list of the findings that are then discussed under each title respectively:  

 
1. Destination New Galleries 
2. Responses to Gallery and Art Object Organization and Interpretation 

Design 
3. Immersion in the Moroccan Court 
4. Desire for Different Types of Information in Written Interpretation and 

More Maps  
5. Interviewee Approaches to Experience: Written Interpretation and 

Wayfinding  
6. Interviewees and “Text Echo” 
7. Written Interpretation and Audience Reception Theory  
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8. Negotiated Readings and New Galleries objects and Interviewee 
Circumstance 

9. The New Galleries and Socio-Cultural Contexts 
10. Contemporary ‘Islamic’ Art 
11. Comparisons with Other Museums and Travel Experiences 

 
1. Destination New Galleries  
 
The motivations that were expressed by interviewees for visiting the New 

Galleries varied. However, almost one quarter (or six) of the interviewees 

responded that the New Galleries and/or their interest in Islamic art were the 

specific reasons for their visit to the Met Museum.89 Similarly, Flora, a retiree in 

her 70s, and Jim, 66, a local retiree, each mentioned that reading about the 

reopening of the New Galleries was a reason for their visits respectively.  

 

Interestingly, an additional two interviewees planned trips to New York City 

especially to see the New Galleries. Buck, 62, an Australian engineer, stated that 

the New Galleries was “one of the reasons that I came to New York City”. 

Similarly, Samir, 65, an international tourist and medical professional, 

acknowledged hearing about the New Galleries reinstallation and stated it as the 

reason for his visit to New York, “I heard about the reorganization and I wanted 

to come.” Totalled together, 10 of the 27 interviewees came speficially to see the 

New Galleries.  

 

This specificity is contrary to research by museums and learning professionals, 

where “research on American museum visitors show that most are only vaguely 

aware of what’s on display at the museum they visit” (Falk, 2009, p.24). Unlike 

this research, the New Galleries opening and admiration for Islamic art were 

important factors in the decision for some interviewees to visit the Met Museum 

and even to visit New York City in general. This is not entirely surprising as I 

approached interviewees because of their observed engagement in the New 

																																																								
89 The interviewees that state their love of Islamic art or specifically the New Galleries as 
the reason for their visit are: Gloria, Tim, Ruth, Sophie, Mildred and Jim.  
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Galleries. Additionally, about one quarter (or 7/27) interviewees were repeat 

visitors to the New Galleries since their reopening.90 

 

Outside of the New Galleries reopening, the motivations for visiting the New 

Galleries varied; five interviewees stated that the Met Museum was the general 

reason for their visit,91 including Kyle, a Musician from Brooklyn, New York, who 

was visiting the Met Museum as a thirtieth birthday present to himself. Mina, 30, 

a Banker and tourist from Texas, identified herself as Muslim as the reason for 

her visit. And finally, three interviewees identified as being part of a school group 

as the reason for their visit.92 Although most of these motivations could be 

classified within Falk’s “free-choice learning” model, where visitor motivations 

are diverse and identity-motivated (Falk, 2009, p.157-8).  

 

Overall, the New Galleries were a destination for nine or one-third of the 

interviewees, which is a very large number considering that other studies have 

found that most visitors are not motivated by the content of the museum to visit 

(Falk, 2011, p.319).  

 
2. Responses to Gallery and Art Object Organization and 
Interpretation Design  
 
This section and the following section (3. The Moroccan Court) discuss 

unsolicited and solicited interviewee responses to New Galleries interpretation 

design, organization, and spaces. Although design interpretation is largely 

understudied (Roberts, 2014), it greatly impacts museum visitor experiences and 

the memory of those experiences (Falk and Dierking 2000). Indeed, interviewees 

mentioned New Galleries interpretation design, including art object placement, 

																																																								
90 The interviewees who stated that they were repeat visitors to the New Galleries were: 
Sophie, Mona, Adam, Betty, Paula, Marilyn and Amy.  
91 The interviewees who stated the Met Museum was the reason for their visit are: Kyle, 
Mona, Deena, Lisa, and Amy. 
92 The interviewees that identified as being with a school group are: Adam, Anna and 
Chelsea		
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contextual interventions, immersive components and the Moroccan Court 

experience.  

 

Moreover, two interviewees remembered the 1975 Islamic Art Galleries display 

and organization with some detail. Both Samir and Susan, 69, a local retiree with 

a Master of Arts degree mentioned the organization of the 1975 Islamic Art 

Galleries. The memory of the 1975 Galleries seems particularly influential for 

Samir who frequently commented on the changes in display from the 1975 

Islamic Art Galleries to the New Galleries reinstallation. He exclaimed, “from 10 

years ago, I have a strikingly strong memory of the Shahnama.93  They have it 

scattered now. I think somehow it [the Shahnama] loses its impact, even though 

it is displayed better”. Samir noticed that the pages of the Shahnama, which was 

in the 1975 Galleries were displayed together, now in the New Galleries the 

Shahnama pages were “scattered”.94 The memory of Shahnama organization not 

only had meaningful impact on his previous visit ten years earlier, but also the 

visit he was experiencing when interviewed. Therefore, the object placement had 

meaning for Samir and museum visitors remember what they find meaningful 

(Falk 2009, p.137).  

 

Samir also commented on the chronological organization of the New Galleries, 

“what they’ve done, they’ve rearranged around periods of Islamic history, just 

after the Prophet’s time”. Furthermore, he identified the geographic organization 

of the New Galleries, “organized at the entrance, this way is the Arabic theatre, 

																																																								
93  Most likely Samir is discussing the Shahnama of Shah Tahmasp. or “Book of Kings” 
(Accession Number: 1970.301) by Abu’l Qasim Firdausi Tusi (935-1020) is an epic poem 
that narrates the history of ancient Iranian Kings. It was completed around 1010 AD and 
considered of great importance in Islamic art history and Iran 
(http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/shnm/hd_shnm.htm). However, the Shahnama 
is displayed together in the New Galleries. Samir could have been referring to the fact 
that all miniature paintings are not displayed together. 
94 It is unclear what Samir meant because the Shahnama pages are displayed together in 
the New Galleries. However, all the miniature paintings are not displayed together, 
which is most likely what Samir was referring to.  



	 166	

Persian theatre, Indian theatre95, Spanish theatre [as he motioned in various 

directions]. The organization of the New Galleries and art objects appears to be 

memorable and important for Samir.  

 

Similarly, Susan, like Samir, compared the 1975 Galleries to the reinstalled New 

Galleries. She stated, “They spent all this time renovating, but you don’t see the 

difference. I loved the room with the miniatures”. This statement is 

contradictory; as Susan said that she does not see any differences in the 2011 

reinstallation, but then states that she misses the miniature room of the 1975 

Galleries.96 Although Susan contradicts herself, it is clear through her comments 

on the placement of art objects that she, like Samir, has been making 

comparisons between her current experience in the reinstalled New Galleries and 

her memory of the 1975 Galleries. Indeed, Falk and Dierking (2000) argue that 

the strongest memory for many museum visitors is of the physical environment 

(quoted in Roberts, 2014, p.193).  

 

Like Samir and Susan, who compared the previous and current gallery 

organization and art object placement, Tim and Doris, a married couple from 

Portland, Oregon, in their 50s, and both Archeologists, also commented about art 

object placement. Tim stated, “The bowl as you come in really draws you in [to 

the New Galleries]”. The “bowl”,97 is placed at the main entryway in the New 

Galleries (Room 450), (Figure 3.6 on p.93). This image displays the placement of 

the bowl in the center of the main entryway to the New Galleries.  

 

The placement of this bowl in the Introduction Gallery (Room 450) is similar to 

the concept of gateway object98 developed and utilized in displays at the British 

Museum (BM). Although the “gateway object” concept is specific to the BM and 

																																																								
95 Although unclear, it appears that Samir uses the term “theatre” to describe different 
dynasties and cultures.  
96 The 1975 Islamic Galleries were known for the display of the miniature paintings.   
97 Object information: Bowl, Accession Number: 65.106.2, Nishapur, Iran, 10th Century, 
Earthenware. (http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/451802) 
98 The gateway object concept is discussed in Chapter 2, p.47-49.  
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based on extensive visitor research, it is meant to introduce visitors to the gallery, 

gallery message, and the other objects in the galleries (Francis et. al., 2011, p. 

156). While the bowl is placed literally in the entrance or gateway, the 

interpretation of the bowl99 does not introduce the visitor to the main messages 

of the New Galleries and therefore cannot be considered a “gateway object”.  

 

However, as discussed in Chapter 3,100 the bowl can be considered a “star object”, 

which is an art object that draws attention to itself through the “theatrical staging 

and framing arranged by the museum” (Wingfield, 2010, p.55). Theatrical 

staging, in this case, is the star pattern on the floor and the New Galleries 

entrance doorway frame, and its placement in the Introductory Gallery (Room 

450). As discussed earlier, the placement of this object in the Introductory 

Gallery also indicates its importance of this object that deserves attention.  

 

Another important concept that is defined through conspicuous placement, is the 

concept of “consecration”. This term is used by Whitehead (2012) to explain the 

importance of an art object can be interpreted from its placement and isolation 

within an exhibition (2012, p.27). A “consecrated” object is placed in a strategic 

and pronounced location to illustrate its high value to the visitor (Whitehead, 

2012, p.27). The strategic placement of the bowl greets visitors upon entering the 

New Galleries. It is framed by a doorway, isolated from other art objects and 

placed in the Introductory Gallery.  

 
All of the art objects in Gallery 450 are in fact “star objects” or “consecrated” as 

this gallery serves as an introduction to the New Galleries in general and all are 

important Islamic art objects in the Met Museum’s collection. This bowl is given 

																																																								
99 The label for this bowl reads: The calligraphic decoration on this bowl reads “Planning 
before work protects you from regret; prosperity and peace” but the shortening, bending 
and elongation of the letters has transformed the words into abstract motifs of 
tremendous power. With its monumental presence and the artful arrangement of its 
letter, in which vertical flourishes punctuate the horizontal flow of the words of rhythmic 
intervals, this bowl stands out among the many other inscribed ceramics of the same 
period.  
100 In Chapter 3, p.91-93.  
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particular importance as it is placed within the doorway arch and is one of the 

first art objects that a New Galleries visitor encounters. The art objects in Room 

450 have been presumably chosen to introduce and impress visitors with Islamic 

art masterpieces. 

 

Amy, 39, a local graphic designer, also commented about the placement of a star 

object in Room 450. She stated, “You can see the attention given by the curator, 

[like] the placement of the big Koran from India”.101 Interestingly, Amy identified 

a curator as being responsible for the placement of art objects and demonstrates 

awareness that the galleries have been designed. The New Galleries design was 

meaningful for Amy just as it was meaningful for other interviewees such as, Tim 

and Doris, Susan and Samir.  

 

Mildred, 69, a retired American tourist, discussed the placement of art objects in 

creating connections. She stated, “It’s fun to see the connections. You see the 

connection to other rooms. I just love Islamic art. This is a good way to display 

this art”. Although a vague statement, Mildred not only demonstrated an 

awareness that the New Galleries have been designed to create connections (by 

Haidar 2011) between objects and between New Galleries rooms, but also spoke 

about the New Galleries in a very positive way, using the adjective “fun” to 

describe her experience and “good” about the display. Mildred also stated, “The 

atmosphere is striking and very important. It gives a clear visual impression of 

Islamic art that the individual [visitor] feels the peacefulness”. Interestingly, 

Mildred revealed that she feels peaceful because of the atmosphere in the New 

Galleries. While Mildred did not elaborate about what “atmosphere” meant to 

her, it is clear that interpretation design is included in this.  

 

																																																								
101 Amy may have misidentified this object. The Department of Islamic art confirmed 
there were no Indian Korans on display in the New Galleries and she was probably 
speaking about the following object: Section from a non-illustrated manuscript, 
Accession Number: 21.26.12, present-day Uzbekistan, Samarqand, late 14th- early 15th 
century (before 1405), Ink, opaque watercolor, and gold on paper 
(http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/453987). 	
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Also responding to the art object display, Kyle had a negative reaction and stated,  

“I didn’t like the knife in the first room”. Remarkably, in a lecture at the Museum 

of Art and Design, Nevina Haidar mentioned that in a visitor survey that some 

visitors felt that the display was “sinister” because the mounts that hold the 

knives are invisible (January 2013).  

 

Comparably, Sophie, 20, a tourist, college student, and French National, 

commented on immersive components, “I like the fact the museum paid 

attention. On the floor there are the same shapes as the arches and doorways”. 

Although Sophie uses the anonymous “museum” to express an appreciation that 

“attention” was given to the design of New Galleries, she seemed to be aware that 

decisions have been made to increase the enjoyment and immersion of the New 

Galleries experience.  

 

Museum exhibition experiences are complex and have been explained with 

various models. As discussed earlier, Whitehead’s “interpretative registers” offers 

an interesting model to understand the exhibition environment (2012, p.xiii). 

According to Whitehead, there are three interpretative registers of a museum 

“temporal visit”. In descending importance: first the circumstantial register 

includes the circumstances of the visitor that can be highly influential because 

this register includes the emotions, current social situation, affective state, 

attitude and prior knowledge of the museum visitor (Whitehead, 2012, p.xiv).  

Importantly, the exhibition creators have the least (if any) control over this 

register. The second register is the environmental register which includes the 

environment of the exhibition like, “lighting, graphics, use of space, etc.” 

(Whitehead, 2012, p. xiii). Spatial and graphic interpretation is part of this 

register. Arguably, so are the visual aspects of written interpretation. However, 

Whitehead separates written interpretation as the entire third register, which he 

terms “textual register”.  

 

The importance of each is based on the inescapability of each register. The textual 

register is only experienced if a visitor chooses to experience/read this 
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interpretation, whereas every visitor experiences the exhibition environment. The 

visitor does not have a decision in experiencing the exhibition environment (and 

interpretation design). The circumstantial register is the least related to the 

physical experience of exhibition going, where emotional, physical, and social 

circumstances frame the entirety of the museum-going experience. Therefore, it 

is unsurprising the design interpretation in the New Galleries appears to be 

influential in these interviewees’ exhibition experience.  

 

These interviewees’ responses were unsolicited from various interview questions 

and demonstrate the sophistication of interviewees’ understanding that New 

Galleries have been designed to convey the importance of certain Islamic art 

objects, create connections and aesthetically appeal (or not) to visitors through 

immersive components. These interviewees responded to the organization, object 

placement and design of New Galleries, which influenced their experiences and 

possibly the meanings these interviewees made.  All of which are part of the 

design interpretation of the New Galleries. 

 

When I asked interviewees specifically about any differences in communication 

and feeling between the New Galleries and the rest of the Met Museum (in 

Q8102), numerous interviewee responses were similar to those of the unsolicited 

responses about design, organization and spaces. Below is a list of eighteen 

responses103 to mostly Q8, separated by three themes: responses that affirm 

differences based on interpretation designs, differences based on Islamic art 

object and vague responses that affirmed a difference.  

 
Reponses stating differences in communication/feeling based on 
interpretative design:  

 
Tim & Doris: It [the New Galleries] is smaller and more intimate.  

																																																								
102 Q8: Do the New Galleries feel or communicate differently from other galleries in the 
Met? a. If so, how?  
103 The nine responses that are not included in this list are for varying reasons, like some 
visitors spoke about their experiences at other cultural institutions, did not believe that 
the New Galleries communicate differently, and/or did not answer the question.   
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Sophie: I didn’t see it [immersive design] in the Greek [galleries]. Nor on the 
floor in European painting (gallery). [In other galleries] there is no attention 
paid to something that is not a work of art. 
Deena: [There is a] Different presentation. [The] Layout is quiet, [you] don’t 
feel bombarded. 
Lisa: Yes, for sure. [There is] a different atmosphere. I love the way it [the 
New Galleries] is set up and put together. 
Adam: For me, the ancient Greek Cypriot [exhibition] is very open and 
bright. [The New Galleries] are a reflection of the Islamic world; deep prayer, 
deep reflective calm. [It] Kinda fits the [New Galleries] exhibition as a whole, 
almost designed to be reflective. 
Marilyn: Yes, high ceilings- very good job. 
Marsha: [The New Galleries] Feels warmer- [maybe because of] the brown 
floor. 
Chelsea: [The New Galleries] Incorporates Islamic architecture. Makes you 
feel like you are in a palace.   
Jim: They have done a beautiful job of showing it [Islamic art]. I would say 
they try to challenge [the] history of a story. 

 
Responses indicating difference in communication/feeling because 
of Islamic art objects: 

 
Mina: Of course they [the New Galleries] are different. Picture and 
sculptures are prohibited. It is more about things, but there are some pictures. 
I love the doors. 
Sarah: Yeah, because it is a different character-Islamic. It is not like the 
Egyptian [exhibition]. It is presented very nice, these Islamic galleries.  
Susan: Yes, pieces [artwork] are smaller, more stuff exhibited. In the 
European galleries, the lighting is different, [here] it is more intimate. 
Kyle: No, not different […] [but] different objects. It [the New Galleries] feels 
set-up.   
Anna: Yeah, with the Islamic things, tiles on the floor and on the way [route 
through the galleries] 
Betty: Different energy, artifacts are colorful, color panels. 

 
Affirmative, but vague responses indicating a difference in 
communciation/feeling: 

 
Buck: [The New Galleries] are very different. [There is] A sophisticated 
touch to them. Different things from the Roman and Greek [exhibitions].  
Paula: Yes.  

 
Overall, these responses range from the very specfic to vague. The majority of 

interviewees (18/27) believed that the New Galleries felt and/or communicated 

differently from other galleries in the Met Museum. Nine interviewees responded 

to Q8 with their experience of the design and spaces of the New Galleries. Five 
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interviewees responded with their experience of Islamic art objects. And two 

interviewees believed that the New Galleries were different from other Met 

galleries, but were vague in their reasoning.  

 

Two of the above-listed interviewees expressed appreciation for exhibition 

through positive affirmations. Marilyn, a local retiree in her 60s, exclaimed, “very 

good job”. Lisa, 21, a Naval Officer, stated, “I love the way it is set up and put 

together. Similarly, Kyle also stated that the New Galleries felt “set-up”.  These 

interviewees’ responses could mean that they felt there was some purpose in the 

way in which the New Galleries were organized and arranged. Comparably, and 

although confusing in her wording, Sophie stated, “[In other galleries] There is 

no attention paid to something that is not a work of art”, meaning that in other 

Met Museum galleries, Sophie felt there was a lack of interpretation design or 

“attention paid” to design interpretation. Put simply, Sophie felt that attention 

was given to design interpretation in the New Galleries.  

 

Interestingly, two interviewees, Sophie and Adam, 16, a local high school student, 

made comparisons of the New Galleries to the ancient Greek and Roman and 

Greek Cypriot galleries, which are directly underneath and adjacent to the New 

Galleries respectively. Where Adam claimed that the Greek Cypriot galleries 

were “open and bright” and that the New Galleries were designed to be 

“reflection of the Islamic world, deep prayer. Deep reflective calm”. Sophie 

claimed, “I didn’t see it [immersive design] in the Greek galleries. Nor on the 

floor in European paintings gallery.” Like Sophie, Susan compares the New 

Galleries to the European galleries, except Susan stated that the “lighting is 

different”. Chelsea, 16, a local high school student, commented on the immersion 

in the New Galleries, “incorprates Islamic architecture. You feel like you are in a 

palace”. These comparisons demonstrate interviewee criticality and an awareness 

of difference in design interpretation. 

 

When questioned directly about communication and comparisons, many 

interviewees did not hesitate to voice their opinions and made comparisons to 
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other interpretation designs at the Met Museum. This demonstrates not only a 

criticality that is not often afforded to museum visitors, but also an awareness of 

how design interpretation can impact visitor experiences.  

 

3. Immersion in the Moroccan Court  
 
The Moroccan Court, as explained earlier, is an immersive room that was 

commissioned by the Department of Islamic Art. This room was commissioned to 

give visitors an experience of the space, architecture and the “living craft tradition 

in the Islamic world” (Haidar, 2012, p.13). Even though the Moroccan Court was 

not specified in any interview questions, eight, or nearly one-third of the 

interviewees mentioned the Moroccan Court positively,104  

 

Mina: I love the Spanish courtyard.  
Samir: The Nasrid courtyard [Moroccan Court] very nice […] lovely.  
Sophie: I wanted to see the Moroccan courtyard again.  
Amy: [I am] Interested in the aesthetic/the courtyard. Created the 
physical space. I love that about Islamic art […] This is immersive […] I 
prefer the immersive.  
Anna and Chelsea: They need more sitting areas and fountains.  
Mildred: I love all of it. Wonderful pool [Moroccan Court] 
Jim: This space right here [Moroccan Court]. Blows me away. The 
serenity. I love serene spaces. You feel the culture in this. More 
experiential. 

 
Anna, Chelsea and Flora all specifically mention the fountain/pool in the 

Moroccan Court. Because New Galleries visitors are able to see and hear the 

water moving in the fountain in the Moroccan Court, this may contribute to 

positive experiences because of “multi-sensory stimulation” where sight and 

sound appear to enhance the feeling of immersion (Bitgood, 2011, p.277). 

Interestingly, Jim mentioned “serenity” and the “feeling of culture” which could 

contribute to his positive experience because of an attribute of the “realism of the 

illusion” where illusions of time and place contribute to feelings of immersion 

(Bitgood, 2011, p.277). 

																																																								
104 Four of the interviewees (Mina, Samir, Sophie, Amy) were not interviewed in the 
Moroccan Court. Anna and Chelsea, Flora and Jim were all interviewed in the Moroccan 
court.  
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Although the Moroccan Court positively impacted some interviewee experiences, 

the courtyard was one of the most controversial and belittled topics in exhibition 

reviews of the New Galleries. In a 2014 article, Tim Stanley equated the 

Moroccan Court with “outdated modes” of display (2014, p.399). He wrote that 

the Moroccan Court “belongs to a world of architectural casts and electrotypes” 

(2014, p.399). In vogue in the middle nineteenth century, reproductions of 

original works of art, like electrotypes were, according to Henry Cole, (who was 

one of the first directors of the South Kensington Museum, which is now the 

V&A) “for the promotion of art” (Met Museum website, 2011). Once active 

collectors of replicas, museums began to stop collecting and even started 

deaccessioning electrotypes and replicas around the beginning of the twentieth 

century  (Met Museum website, 2011). The Moroccan Court was an original 

creation based on historical art and architectural production, it is not considered, 

nor does the Department of Islamic Art claim it to be, a replica of an existing 

courtyard. Rather, the Moroccan Court is an original production and meant to 

supply an authentic experience (Haidar, 2011), even though created for the 

experience and not for another purpose.  The court therefore cannot be a 

“replica” of an experience as claimed by Stanley (2014, p.399).  

 

The experience of design and immersion impacted interviewees experience in the 

New Galleries. Overall, numerous visitors expressed a positive experience in the 

New Galleries. Both unsolicited and solicited interviewee responses to 

interpretation design, spaces of the New Galleries were discussed in the past two 

sections. Additionally, some interviewees conveyed awareness that the New 

Galleries were planned to enhance visitor experiences, designed to express the 

importance of an art object or create connections through design interpretation 

and immersion. However, this awareness does not carry through to many 

interviewees’ responses regarding New Galleries written interpretation. 

 
4. Desires for Different Types of Information in Written 
Interpretation and More Maps  
 



	 175	

Q7105 specifically asked interviewees about written interpretation in the New 

Galleries.  Interviewee had varied response, however, many interviewees not only 

read the written interpretation, but also desired more and different types of 

written interpretation. For example, Chelsea, wanted more information about 

who owns or made the Islamic art objects, “I wanted more information. Who was 

it owned by or who made it?”  

 

Similarly, Flora mentioned that she wanted to know the original context of the 

minbar106 doors. She stated, “Sometimes it is confusing [the written 

interpretation]. Where was this [the minbar doors] exhibited? ” Flora, expresses 

confusion about not knowing where the minbar was exhibited presumably prior 

being exhibited at the Met Museum. Furthermore, Flora hoped that there would 

be larger texts because of problems with her eyesight. Both Chelsea and Flora 

expressed a desire for different types of interpretation than what is available in 

the New Galleries. Essentially, the type of information requested from these 

interviewees can be categorized by what Christopher Whitehead (2012, p.37) calls 

“process-based’ information”: 

Process based approaches […] [ask questions] literally about the process in 
which art is embedded: why was this object made; for whom; how was it 
paid for and by whom; what contract existed; what contingent historical 
circumstance existed; how was it displayed and viewed; how does all this 
relate to what it represents; how does it relate to societal concerns.  
 

Process-based approaches is one of two types of approaches to written 

interpretation that Whitehead discusses. The other interpretative approach is 

“product-based” interpretation which asks questions about:  

who the artist is; what are the visible characterisitcs of the work are in 
terms of technique and style; how they are different from those of the 
works of predecessors and other artists generally; or indeed from those 
manifest in other parts of the same artist’s ‘oeuvre’; how important this 
object is; and how important the artist is (2012, p.36-37) 
 

																																																								
105  Q7: I am really interested in communication in the museum. Do you read the text 
panels? Were there things that you learned in the text panels? 
106 Object information: Pair of Minbar Doors, Accession Number: 91.1.2064, Egypt, 
Cairo, Ca.1325-30, Wood, (http://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/444812). 
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As discussed earlier,107 the New Galleries written interpretation mostly employs a 

product-based interpretative approach which could be a reason why both Chelsea 

and Flora’s desired questions that could have been answered by employing a 

process-based approach. A process-based approach can make art more accessible 

to non-specialist audiences. Whitehead explains that an advantage of employing 

a process-based approach to interpretation is that this approach:  

removes art from the transcendental sphere which arguably works to 
exclude those visitors who have not internalized the kind of map of 
objective, stylistic, technical and educational relation which has structured 
most art historical study in the modern period and today  (2012, p.37). 

 
Therefore, process-based approaches are inclusive of diverse museum audience 

with varying levels of education and experience.  

 

Interestingly, Mildred responded to Q7 with an expressed desire for more 

“educational” information about rugs and more panels on various artistic 

mediums: 

I think they could have done a more educational thing about rugs, like the 
one about ceramics camouflaged on the wall. [They] could have more 
intermediate ones [panels] on rugs, mosaic, and glass (Mildred, 2014)”.  

 
The relayer panel in which Mildred is likely referring is about ceramic and titled: 

Ceramics in the Islamic World (Room 453). Intriguingly, Mildred also describes 

the relayer as “intermediate”, which indicates that she may have an awareness of 

the written interpretation hierarchy in the New Galleries, where (at the time of 

the interviews in 2014) the large gallery introduction panels explain the dynastic 

and historical information, the relayer adds media-specific and thematic 

information and art object labels, which discuss an individual art object. This 

supports the idea that the organization of written interpretation has the potential 

to influence the meanings visitors make.  

 

Mildred comments on the design of relayer panels and describes it as  

“camouflaged”. This is interesting because Mildred demonstrates an awareness of 

																																																								
107 In Chapter 3, p.128-141.  
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the written interpretation hierarchy and that the relayer panels are difficult to see 

(see Figure 3.20, p.136). Furthermore, Mildred’s response might be similar to 

Chelsea and Flora’s responses. While Chelsea and Flora wanted more 

information about ownership, Mildred wanted more media specific information. 

She not only wanted more “educational” information, she also asks for more 

“intermediate” written interpretation specific to Islamic art medias.  

 

Some interviewees wanted more art historical interpretation, interpretation in 

other languages and larger fonts. Susan stated, “The panels describe a scene.  I 

want stylistically more history and less about circumstances. I want more art 

history”. Like Mildred’s desire for more intermediate panels on Islamic art 

mediums, Susan desired more general stylistic and art historical information. She 

appears to be less interested in the “scenic” information in panels, which could be 

the information about dynasties and conquests in the text panels. Susan desires 

more art historical information.  

 

Alternatively, Sinan and Oleg, both in their early 30s and electrical engineers 

travelling together from Turkey, wanted audio guides in Turkish. They claimed 

that there was a lot of Turkish or Ottoman material and wanted an alternative to 

the language of interpretation available in the New Galleries. Three interviewees, 

Ruth, Sarah and Marilyn, all retirees, stated that there was too much text to read 

and that they only read some of the texts. However, they did not express a desire 

for there to be less written interpretation.  

 

Sinan, Oleg, Susan, Mildred, Chelsea, and Flora all desired different types of 

information.  Each categorized the type of information available and expressed a 

desire for different, other, or more information, like education, art historical, and 

what can be categorized as process-based information. Therefore six or (almost 

one quarter) interviewees wanted more (and not less) written interpretation. 

 
As discussed earlier, there are two types of graphics on the New Galleries panels, 

photographs of mostly internal and external architecture and geographic maps of 
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the regions/dynasties. The graphics are placed above the actual written title and 

written interpretation of the panel. Therefore, these graphics act as a type of 

headline to the entire gallery text panel. Although I did not specifically ask 

visitors about graphics in general or maps specifically, geographic maps were 

mentioned in some interviewee responses. Intriguingly, the photographs were 

not mentioned in interviewees’ responses.   

 

Gloria, 46, an American tourist and PhD professional, wanted more geographical 

maps, “I like that there are maps. Yes, I know where Persia is, but I want to know 

where it is today. Mildred also wanted more geographic maps. Like Gloria, she 

wanted to know about where a historicized place is today, “I would like more 

geographic maps, where exactly was Andalusia?” Interestingly, both Gloria and 

Mildred wanted geographic maps that displayed historicized places in a 

contemporary context.  

 

Gloria wanted more maps and did not mention through the course of the 

interview the desire for more or different types of written interpretation. 

However, Mildred was, as discussed earlier, very specific in her desire for 

“intermediate interpretation” and wanted more information on media-specific 

Islamic art medias like pottery, rugs, mosaics and glass. Therefore, Mildred was 

interested in various types of interpretation being present in the New Galleries 

whereas Gloria was only interested in more maps.  

 

Although maps in museums are understudied, they appear to have had an impact 

on the meanings that these interviewees made. Also, it is interesting that maps 

were mentioned without solicitation and could support the argument that maps 

are an important graphic in museums that can shape the meanings visitors make.  

 
5. Interviewee Approaches to Experiences of Written Interpretation 
and Wayfinding  
 
Three interviewees planned how to approach the written interpretation in the 

New Galleries. Kyle had a method for reading. He stated that when he is 
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attracted to an art object, he reads the texts about these objects,  “I don’t read 

them first. When I am drawn to things, I will read them […] Information context 

can change how you perceive visual objects”. It seems that Kyle did not want the 

written interpretation to shape his opinion or understanding of an art object. 

Kyle’s statement is similar to an interpretative theory concept explained by 

Ravelli, where “Text is a way of constructing a particular view of the world ” 

(2006, p.15). Similar to Kyle’s statement, Ravelli argues that interpretation can 

influence a particular view of a subject. Also in his response, Kyle alludes to the 

fact the he reads the written interpretation in art object labels and probably not 

necessarily text panels. 

 

Sophie also distinguished between text panels and labels, in her response to 

Q7,108,  “the small ones- yes. Large ones- not as much. I am most attracted to the 

object. I don’t look at the large panels”. Lisa responded in a similar way, stating 

that she read written interpretation “If interested in an object”. Both Sophie and 

Lisa’s responses work against Serrell (1996, p.33) and Ravelli (2006) in that the 

introductory texts and large panels are the most important in an exhibition. 

Furthermore, Francis, et.al. report about object-centered (gateway object) 

approach to interpretation employed at the British Museum (BM), where object 

labels are given priority over thematic text panels and supported by numerous 

BM visitor studies about written interpretation (2011, p.156). Even though these 

studies are specific to the BM, the Met Museum, like the BM, is a universal survey 

museum and, therefore, these findings may have particular relevance. Further 

supporting this differentiation, Stephen Bitgood argues that object labels are read 

more than gallery or room panels, “In study after study, graphic panels not 

associated with some three-dimensional objects receive very little attention” 

(2003, p.31). Kyle, Sophie and Lisa were all drawn to objects first and written 

interpretation as an afterthought. However, all were quite clear in their approach 

to written interpretation in relation in obtaining the experience they desire in the 

New Galleries.   
																																																								
108 Q7: I am really interested in communication in the museum. Do you read the text 
panels? Were there things that you learned in the text panels? 
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Similarly, three interviewees planned how they wanted to experience the Met 

Museum and the New Galleries.  Samir felt strongly that he did not want to get 

the audio guide after an internal debate. He decided against it, because he “felt 

held hostage with the audio guide” and that he “was more interested in reading”. 

Amy stated that she was chronologically experiencing the New Galleries and that 

she wanted to pick up where she left off from her last visit. Although she did not 

mention a wayfinding map specifically, Amy revealed that she planned a 

chronological path as an approach to her New Galleries and Met Museum visit.  

 

Comparable to his strategy in approaching written interpretation, Kyle said that 

he had “no expectations’ and that he “didn’t get a [wayfinding] map 

intentionally”. He went on to explain that he did not want to have a direction for 

his visit and did not want to know where he was going in the museum. Kyle’s 

comments could relate to a concept in map theory, where a map reader’s 

perceptions are constantly being moderated and negotiated by our experience of 

map-using (Dorling and Fairbairn, 1997, p.4). Presumably, in Kyle’s case, he did 

not use a map because he did not want a map to moderate or alter his experience 

of the Met Museum, which was similar to his approach to written interpretation 

and his desire to be drawn into an object first. Kyle was essentially acting as a 

flâneur, and presumably wanted to experience the museum phenomenologically 

without the planned experience. His decision to not take a map also could 

indicate that he had made a decision about his experience of the museum, which 

was without having a representation of the museum spaces.  

 

Some interviewees revealed that they had a planned approach when reading 

written interpretation and their experiences in the Met Museum. While some 

interviewees clearly had similar and consistent way of approaching written 

interpretation in museums, different approaches were employed for wayfinding. 

Planned approaches to written interpretation and to wayfinding demonstrate 

premeditation, which is probably reflective of previous museum experience. 
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These previous experiences mediate current museum experiences and are 

influential in visitor meaning-making (Falk, 2009, p.136-7).  

 
6. Interviewees and “Text Echo”  
 
Leaving aside approaches to the consumption of written interpretation and 

museum experiences, two different but related theoretical approaches are 

employed in the next two sections in order to unpack interviewee responses to 

written interpretation. The first theoretical approach to interviewees’ responses is 

the concept of “text echo” (McManus, 1989) which was developed through a 

particpant observation in the BM. The second theoretical approach is audience 

reception theory, which has frequently been used in understanding audience 

responses to moving images, like film and television. However, this approach has 

not been previously employed in the study of museums.   

  

Jim, Mina and Susan repeated or “echoed” the lack of figural images in Islamic 

art. This theme, as discussed earlier109 is present in at least two text panels. 

McManus (1989, p.175) uses the term “text echo” to describe the repetition of the 

language used in text panels by visitors and argues that the language employed in 

written interpretation, organizes and frames the understanding of an exhibition 

or art object for visitors, because the visitor discusses the objects or exhibition in 

the terms of the language and subjects of the written interpretation. Written 

interpretation, although provides insight, also has the potential to limit the 

understanding and meanings visitors make in museum exhibitions.  

 

Jim commented:  

[The] use of humans and animals and I see how that played out. Little 
human and animal figures. The art is more abstract, like the tiles we see 
here [Room 456]. More tiles. Persians explored with human figures 

 
Similarly, Mina, stated that “Picture and sculptures are prohibited [in Islam]”. 

And Susan stated that she is “fascinated by Islamic art. I think it is beautiful. Less 

human figures” The discussion of human and animal figures in Islamic art is 
																																																								
109 In Chapter 3, p.122-123.  
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present in at least two New Galleries text panels; the exhibition introduction text 

panel in (Room 450)110 and also in re-layer panel, titled: Images of Human and 

Animals in Islamic Art in (Room 451).111 

 

Because the theme of the ‘figural image’ is present in these prominent panels in 

the New Galleries, it is possible that these interviewee responses are echoing 

some of the ideas or messages in this exhibition. Nonetheless, the ‘figural image’ 

theme is presented in the New Galleries Met Museum space and repeated by 

these interviewees. As discussed earlier, is it not responsible for the Department 

of Islamic Art (and the Met Museum) to perpetuate this theme where an art 

historical discipline is defined by what it is not (does not contain figural imagery) 

and part of the discourse of “otherness” in Islamophobic media narratives.112  

 

Conversely, Buck echoes some of the information in an object label:  

 
Yes, fascinating labels. I am interested in the political stuff in the labels, 
which was useful. One label demonstrates political trade in Iran and 
China- very sophisticated courts and intriguing assassination power 
play.113  

 
Buck uses the ideas and language in the object label to respond to this interview 

question, thereby framing his understanding of the art object. The application of 

“text echo” as theoretical concept to better understand interviewee responses 

provides interesting insights into how visitors use written interpretation and 

supports the proposition put forth by McManus that language used in text panels 

frames visitors’ understanding and experience (1989).  

 
7. Written Interpretation and Audience Reception Theory  
 

																																																								
110 Discussed in Chapter 3, p.122-123.  
111 For a transcription of the full panel texts, see Appendix D.  
112 This has been made more prevalent because of the attacks on journalists and 
newspapers, such as the Charlie Hebdo attacks in 2015 and Danish newspaper Jyllands-
Posten controversy, which has been on-going since 2005.  
113 Buck is referring to content of a miniature painting in Room 462. 
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Another theoretical approach that can provide a deeper understanding of 

interviewee responses to Q7114 is audience reception analysis. Before discussing 

this approach, we can review some interviewee responses to Q7 about written 

interpretation in the New Galleries:  

 
Mina: In reading, I learned. It was a refresher. 
Amira: I learned a lot. 
Adam: I read the text panels to get the facts. Maybe not something 
objective, but romantic. Where we have come from, where we are, etc.  
Amy: Yes, I read them. Yes, I learn from them. 
Jim: Yes, I learn in the text panels. 
Deena: Yes, some new things and some refreshers. [Responding to Q5]:115 
The way it is presented is nice and accurate history. 

   
I used the word “learn” in Q7, and that is probably a reason as to why five 

interviewees also repeated “learning” in their response. At the same time, there is 

no indication that the authority of information presented in the text panels is 

questioned in these interviewee responses nor is there any indication in any 

interviewee responses that the messages in written interpretation are created by 

curators and exhibition teams and subjective. Although some interviewees want 

more or different types of interpretation, they do not question or criticize the 

written interpretation available.  

 

The lack of criticality demonstrated in interviewee responses can be further 

understood by employing audience reception analysis, first conceptualized by 

cultural theorist Stuart Hall (1990). This application allows us to deepen our 

understanding of interviewee response to Q7. Developed from literary theories, 

audience reception theory foregrounds the reader (or viewer) as interactive and 

integral in the creation of meaning. Generally, audience reception theory or 

reception theory studies have been undertaken in communications, cultural and 

media studies, including broadcasting and television shows (Nayar, 2008; Wood, 

2007), videotapes of terrorism (Huk, 2005) news media (Happer and Philo, 

																																																								
114 Q7: I am really interested in communication in the museum. Do you read the text 
panels? Were there things that you learned in the text panels? 
115 Q5: Were there any parts of the Islamic Art Galleries so far that you haven’t liked or 
did not find interesting?  
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2016;) film (Ayisi and Brylla, 2013; Omoera, 2014) and challenges to audience 

reception (Livingstone, 2004; Sherry, 2013) to name a few. 

 

Writing about the televisual discourse, Hall differentiates between the producer 

of a message, or the encoder and the receiver of a message, or the decoder. The 

encoder116 creates a message with certain intended meanings. The decoder (in 

this case, the museum visitor) is the receiver of a message. Hall identifies three 

positions that a decoder/museum visitor can occupy when interpreting a 

message: a decoding as intended by encoder (dominant-hegemonic), with a 

negotiated decoding or finally an oppositional decoding (1990). These three 

positions are explained below.  

 

The first position of Hall’s audience reception analysis is dominant-hegemonic, 

where the decoder decodes a message as intended by the encoder:  

The first hypothetical position is that of the dominant-hegemonic position. 
When the viewer takes the connoted meaning [… ]and decode(s) the 
message in terms of the reference code which has been encoded, we might 
say that the viewer is operating inside the dominant code (1990, p.101).  

 
In the dominant-hegemonic position, the viewer, or in this case the museum 

visitor, decodes messages as it had been intended by the encoders (the 

museum/exhibition creators).  The dominant position is the “preferred reading” 

(Hall, 1990, p.98) of a media text and “carries with it, the stamp of legitimacy- it 

appears coterminous with the ‘natural’, ‘inevitable’, ‘taken for granted’ about the 

social order” (Hall, 1990, p.102). Furthermore, this dominant-hegemonic 

position is similar to the illusion of objectivity in museums and museum texts.117 

Even without explicitly stating that the texts are accurate or objective, some 

interviewees did not question the authority of the written interpretation.   

 

																																																								
116 The encoder in this case is the museum and the numerous people involved in 
production of exhibition creation like curators, educators, researchers, graphic 
designers, etc.  
117 As discussed in: Coxall 2000; McManus 1991; Sandell 2007; and Whitehead 2011.  
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The second position is a “negotiated version”, where there is a ‘”mixture” of 

recognition and acceptance of the dominant position and at the same time  

“adaptive and oppositional elements” in decoding (Hall, 1990, p.102). This means 

that the viewer or visitor with a negotiated position does not completely accept a 

message the way the encoder intended. The third position is “oppositional”, 

where the viewer decodes a message contrary to the dominant code. With an 

oppositional decoding, there is the recognition and rejection of the dominant 

code (Hall, 1990, p.102 ) 

 

Similar to Hall, Louise Ravelli, in Museum Texts, discusses the work of Cultural 

Theorist, Anne Cranny-Francis (1992) to categorize “reading positions”. Like 

Hall, Cranny-Francis develops three reading positions, which are similar to 

Hall’s:  

A compliant position accepts the constructed textual reading position, and 
negotiates it.  
A tactical position is one which make an ‘opportunistic’ use of the text.   
A resistant position is one which rejects the position that is offered 
(Cranny-Francis, 1992, p.183 quoted in Ravelli, 2006, p.15).   

 
Cranny- Francis’s reading positions are very similar to Hall’s audience reception 

positions.  

 
When audience reception analysis is applied to interviewees’ responses that 

describe the written interpretation using words like, “facts”, “accurate”, and 

“refresher”, these interviewees may occupy a dominant- hegemonic (or 

compliant) position about the written interpretation. It appears that interviewees 

comply with the messages in New Galleries written interpretation without 

negotiation because the interviewees responses do not question, negotiate nor 

oppose this interpretation. Therefore, these responses to Q7 can be identified for 

the most part as “dominant-hegemonic” (Hall, 1990) or “compliant” (Ravelli, 

2006, p. 5, quoting Cranny-Francis 1992, p.183). An interviewee who “echoes 

text” could be labeled as having a “dominant-hegemonic” position if they adopt 

the overall point of view of the exhibition/texts.  
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It can be argued that these interviewees do not question the messages in the New 

Galleries texts through their repetition of “text echo” and through an uncritical 

acceptance. Besides wanting more information, the written interpretation is 

unchallenged and therefore accepted.  It can be further argued that these 

interviewees probably understand these texts in the ways intended by the 

encoders.  

 

This decoding is contrary to media studies of audience reception where the 

overriding audience reception position is “negotiated” in other media (Sandell, 

2007, p.89). Sandell, discusses the museum as a type of media, but also 

elucidates the exception of the museum from other types of media. In Sandell’s 

argument, the museum resides at the top of the media hierarchy and therefore is 

authoritative and more influential than other types of media (2007, p.174).  

 

Additionally, a dominant decoding is contrary to Eilean Hooper-Greenhill’s 

discussion about the change in the perception of museum visitors from passive 

absorbers to active interpreters, “there is a shift from thinking about visitors as 

an undifferentiated public to beginning to accept visitors as active interpreters 

and performers of meaning-making practices with complex cultural site” (2006, 

p.372). It appears that these interviewees did not perform individualized 

meaning-making in decoding written interpretation in the New Galleries.   

 

In summary of the interviewees’ responses to Q7, some interviewees wanted 

more and different types of information, some of which could be identified as 

Whitehead’s “process-based” information (2012), which includes information 

about the owners, contexts and purpose(s) of the art objects (2012, p.37).  

Additionally, some interviewees repeated or echoed information in text panels, 

especially the theme of figural images in Islamic art. Many interviewee responses 

suggest that they do not question the information in text panels and imply that 

interviewees believe that written interpretation are factual. In Hall’s audience 

reception analysis (1990), some interviewees have made a “dominant-

hegemonic” reading of museum texts. Lastly and very importantly, almost every 
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interviewee, when asked Q7 responded and had an opinion, which works against 

the idea that visitors do not read interpretative texts.118  

 
8. Negotiated Readings and New Galleries art objects and Interviewee 
Circumstance  
 
Thus far, the findings  are mostly interviewees’ responses to design interpretation 

and written interpretation. It is important to mention that numerous 

interviewees responded to interview questions with their experiences and love for 

Islamic art objects and media, especially in response to Q4.119 Five interviewees 

mentioned that they liked tiles/ceramics.120 Four interviewees liked 

tapestries/carpets121; two interviewees liked Korans122; two interviewees liked 

jewelry123 and two interviewees mentioned miniatures.124 Chelsea liked the 

“arches; Lisa liked the “armor”, and both Mildred and Betty, 20, a local student 

“loved all of it”.   

 

Alternatively, some interviewees responded to Q5125 with their dislike for certain 

Islamic art media. Two interviewed visitors mentioned that they did not like 

specific Islamic art media, Tim and Buck (respectively) did not like textiles, in 

particular, the carpets on display in the New Galleries. Paula, age 19, student, 

mentioned that she did not like “the Intro” but then did not elaborate as to 

exactly what she disliked. Sinan and Oleg wanted to see more Ottoman statues126 

and Adam wanted more “military aspects”.  

																																																								
118 It is important to reiterate that the interviewees were engaged with the exhibition 
and/or art objects and therefore demonstrated a greater interest than their peers 
(comparatively) in the New Galleries. Therefore, these interviewees represent a 
purposive sample of the visitor to the New Galleries.  
119 Q4: Were there any parts of the Islamic Art Galleries so far that you haven’t liked or 
did not find interesting?  
120  Marsha, Anna, Adam, Oleg and Gloria 
121 Mina, Sinan, Oleg, and Gloria  
122 Amira and Oleg 
123 Mona and Deena 
124 Kyle and Buck 
125 Q5: Were there any parts of the Islamic Art Galleries so far that you haven’t liked or 
did not find interesting?  
126 It is unclear what Sinan and Oleg meant. According to Stewart, the Department of 
Islamic Art does not have any Ottoman statues (8 December 2016).  
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Also in response to Q5, many interviewees commented on what Christopher 

Whitehead terms the “experiential” and “environmental registers” (2012, p. xiii-

xiv). These registers include the experience like the “absence of museum 

furniture” and/0r “experience of an awkward staircase” (2012, p.xiv).  Responses 

about these registers include Mildred, “It’s a long climb up the stairs” and 

Chelsea exclaimed, “They need more sitting areas and fountains”. These 

responses indicate that their respective experiences and meanings of the New 

Galleries are being affected by the lack of accommodation for visitors.  

 

Some interviewees referenced changes or additions to written interpretation. For 

instance, Jim stated, “Display less things and more discreet storyline to follow” 

and Mildred said, “Another text panel about the different kinds of pottery […] one 

tiny one [panel] doesn’t layout well”.  

 

When audience reception analysis is applied to these responses, they could be 

identified with the “negotiated” position, where there is a ‘”mixture” of 

recognition and acceptance of the dominant position and at the same time 

“adaptive and oppositional elements” in decoding (Hall, 1990, p.102). Tim, Buck, 

Paula, Sinan and Oleg do not appear to reject all of the New Galleries messages 

and feel comfortable in asserting their respective dislikes of certain Islamic art 

medias and desire for more of other medias. It is interesting that some 

interviewees responded to a dominant-hegemonic position of written 

interpretation in the New Galleries, but negotiated or felt comfortable in 

questioning the lack of some Islamic art medias and did not like the inclusion or 

pervasiveness of others. Further illustrating this point, is when asked about their 

dislikes (Q5), all interviewees mentioned Islamic art medias or circumstance and 

not written interpretation. In fact, negative responses were not voiced when 

interviewees were asked about written interpretation (Q7). These varied 

responses corroborate the idea that meanings can be made by museums visitors 

through their individual dislikes and circumstances.   

 



	 189	

9. The New Galleries and Social and Political Contexts  
 
Question 9 (Q9)127 inquires about the possible connections between negative and 

Islamophobic news media coverage of Islam/Muslim peoples and the 

interviewees’ experiences in the New Galleries. Due to the slippage in news 

media coverage between Islamic art exhibition and Islamic terrorism,128 I was 

interested to examine if interviewees made these connections to the broader 

social and political context.  

 

Interviewees’ responses ranged from a complete disassociation between the news 

media and Islamic art exhibition and disbelief that I asked this question. 

Additionally, some interviewees’ responses demonstrated a slippage between 

what has been called Islamic terrorism and Islamic art. This slippage was a part 

of the interviewees’ New Galleries experience. Betty stated that she did not make 

the connection between Islamic terrorism and experience of Islamic art in the 

New Galleries. She stated, “I didn’t think about it”. Similarly, Flora, when 

describing her experience, stated “Very much different”. Likewise, Gloria stated, 

“Disconnected from other media. Because the art is what Islam actually is”.  

 

Jim probably had the strongest adverse reaction to Q9, when he responded, “that 

is horrible. That is editorialization of the worst kind. To honor Islamic art and 

history [and compare] with an article of war [exasperated] I don’t like it.” Adam 

had a complex response that demonstrates an awareness or literacy about the 

negative news media, but then groups (presumably) Muslims together through 

the use of the pronoun “they”.  He responded:  

 
I know that it is just the media, the way they are portrayed. They live their 
lives. I don’t view them as totally disconnected […] Growing up Jewish, I 
don’t remind myself of what they have become. They are normal. This is a 
testament to what they were. 

 

																																																								
127 Q9: Do you know how sometimes Muslims or Islam are portrayed negatively in the 
news media, do you feel that the Islamic Art Galleries differ from the information from 
other media sources?  Are they completely disconnected?  
128 See Chapter 1, p.6-8. 	
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Adam’s response is somewhat contradictory, where he demonstrates an 

awareness of Islamophobic news media representation, but then groups Muslims 

together through the use of the pronoun “they” twice, which could indicate a 

difference between “us and them” and which could be indicative of an Orientalist 

theme. Adam’s response also does not demonstrate an awareness of the diversity 

of Muslim peoples. Additionally, it is unclear what Adam meant by statement, “I 

don’t remind myself of what they have become”. This derogatory statement could 

be classified as Islamophobic because, firstly, Adam groups all Muslims together 

into a singular group and through implication alludes to something negative that 

“they have become”. Adam does not demonstrate an awareness of diversity 

amongst Muslim peoples and even though he claims to be media literate, he 

advances some of the same ideas present in the news media.  

 

Furthermore, Adam’s response is reminiscent of the past glories of Islamic 

civilization theme (Winegar 2008). In his response, Adam states, “This is a 

testament to what they were” possibly implying that “they” (possibly meaning 

Muslims or Artists) are no longer producers of this art nor participants in artistic 

society. Similarly, Buck expressed some comments which could indicate a theme 

of past Islamic glory, stating, “The Islamic civilization is lost; lost sophistication 

and now backward and medieval. They were advancing. Britain was far behind at 

that time.” Buck’s response could also be identified as containing some 

Islamophobic elements because of the division Buck creates between 

civilizations129 (early Islamic civilizations and British), which implies a 

differentiation or separation between these civilizations. Also the derogatory 

“backward and medieval” comments are negative and indicative of Islamophobia 

language and ideas. Marilyn excitedly discussed the “book pages” and “warriors” 

but then also commented that they “were great people” [my emphasis].   

 

																																																								
129 This division echoes some concepts in Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations 
(1996) and the Remaking of World Order. New York: Simon & Shuster.  
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As discussed earlier, the “past glories of Islam” theme was developed by Jessica 

Winegar, in a article titled “The Humanity Game” (2008). She identifies the 

display of historical Middle Eastern Islamic art as one of three kinds of cultural 

production that are exhibited as “good art” with the dominant cultural framework 

in the United States (2008, p.662). However, Winegar argues that historical 

displays of Islamic or Middle Eastern art deny modernity to Muslims and the 

Middle East:   

Despite the good intentions of curators and their success in putting 
together displays of visually compelling objects, the insistent historical 
framework or the vast majority of exhibitions of Islamic art or art of 
ancient Middle Eastern civilizations effectively locks Middle 
Eastern/Muslim cultural production and artistic appreciation in the past. 
Given the fact that historical exhibitions very rarely include some 
contemporary component, viewers can come away with the impression 
that good Islamic art (or even Muslim artists) are things that existed only 
in the past, despite the fact that there are many contemporary artists from 
the Middle East who describe their work as “Islamic” and perceive it as 
part of that tradition (2008, p.663-4)  

 
The themes of the past glories of Islam and Islamic art appear to be present in 

these interviewees’ responses through the use of the past tense, in “what they 

were” or “they were great people”. There is no recognition from these 

interviewees that art is being produced currently, only the recognition of the past 

glory.   

 

Some interviewees, like Kyle, demonstrated an awareness about the politics 

surrounding the display of Islamic art,  “I never thought about it [the New 

Galleries] as political […] but I know it [the New Galleries] is newly installed 

because of political reasons”. Although Kyle’s statement may seem contradictory, 

it nonetheless demonstrates an awareness that the Met Museum is not exempt 

from the political sphere and some form of politics (cultural, institutional, etc.) 

have played a role in the reinstallation into the New Galleries. Although there 

does not seem to be a recognition that politics are present in interpretation and 

he incorrectly identifies the main motivation for reinstallation as politically 

motivated.  
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However, Susan, felt differently. Susan differentiates between the cultural and 

political realms. She responded, “they [the New Galleries] are different. They 

concentrate on the culture and not the politics. Similarly, Mildred stated: 

The atmosphere [of the Islamic Galleries] is striking and very important. 
It gives a clear visual impression of Islamic art that the individual feels the 
peacefulness. It is good for Americans to know, as Islam is associated with 
terror now.  

 
Mildred recognizes the news media bias and places the New Galleries as an 

alternative to the dominant cultural framework. The recognition of news media 

bias is important and demonstrates the engagement of the interviewee. The 

infusion of alterity given to Islamic art exhibition can be problematic as discussed 

by Winegar, because good-intentioned Islamic art exhibition creators often   

produce the same binaries that they are trying to work against (2008, p.663). 

 

Additionally, Marsha, a professional in her 60s stated that the New Galleries 

might be connected to news media representations of Islam. Marsha stated that 

the New Galleries were only “Somewhat disconnected, but you can’t help […] it is 

still there”. Her response suggests that her experience of the New Galleries was 

inescapable from Islamic terrorism. 

 

These responses, when compared to one another, are contrary and not easily 

categorized. In fact, many interviewess appeared to have an awareness of the 

Islamophobic messages in the news media, but then sometimes perpetuated 

these messages within the same response. Overall, the diversity and complexity of 

these interviewees’ responses are a testament to the diversity of experience in the 

New Galleries. 

 

10. Contemporary ‘Islamic’ Art  
 
Similar to Winegar’s (2008) discussion about the absence of contemporary art in 

Islamic art exhibition, some interviewees expressed the desire to relate their New 

Galleries experiences with the contemporary experiences and artwork. For 

example, Amy asked, “How is this [Islamic art] being expressed today?” Mina 
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specifically wanted to see the “calligraphy of Sadeq Khan”. And Deena, 24, a 

Biology student, expressed the desire to see the living traditions of Islamic art, 

“The Islamic art is culture for us. It is something currently happening like the 

making of the rugs”.  These interviewees expressed an interest in the inclusion of 

contemporary expressions of Islamic art in the New Galleries. Although not 

explicit, these interviewees could be commenting on the historicized collection 

and display of Islamic art in the New Galleries spaces. For these interviewees, the 

presence of contemporary artworks could have made the New Galleries more 

relatable. These responses also reveal that New Galleries may not have met their 

expectations for their visit.  

 

Additionally, like the negotiated position of some interviewees when asked about 

dislikes, these interviewees who question the exclusion of contemporary 

expressions of Islamic art appear to occupy a negotiated position in audience 

reception analysis where they feel comfortable expressing these observations 

and/or criticism when discussing Islamic art objects. Furthermore, these 

statements are not unrelated to the current academic debates in Islamic art 

history revolving around the inclusion, definitions, classifications and titling of 

contemporary Islamic art versus Middle Eastern versus Arab art (Shabout, 

2009).  

 
11. Comparisons with Other Museum and Travel Experiences 
 
Interviewee responses frequently included comparisons to experiences of other 

museums, Islamic art exhibition and travel. These responses were unsolicited by 

interview questions and consistent among many interviewees, which is 

unsurprising because visitors rely upon their prior experiences and knowledge to 

understand what they see and encounter in museums (Falk and Dierking, 2012, 

p.123).  

 

Interviewees’ experiences of the New Galleries were mediated by other and 

previous museum experiences and/or experience of Islamic art at other 

museums.  Indeed, nine (or one-third of interviewees detailed above) mentioned 
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previous experiences with Islamic art. Tim spoke about Doris Duke’s house and 

the Museum of Islamic Art in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Mina spoke about her 

experience in the Houston Museum of Fine Arts. Buck frequently responded to 

interview questions by discussing his experiences with Assyrian art at the British 

Museum. Ruth, a retired Israeli tourist, also spoke about her experience in the 

British Museum. Kyle brought up his experience at the Three Faiths exhibition at 

the New York Public Library. Samir spoke about his experiences at the Victoria & 

Albert Museum in London. Sophie explained her experience with Islamic art at 

the Louvre. Finally, Sinan and Oleg brought up the Topkapi Palace in Istanbul. 

These comparisons demonstrate a comparative criticality that is sometimes not 

afforded to museum visitors by exhibition creators and suggests that meanings 

can be made through comparisons with previous experiences. 

  

Previous travel was also frequently mentioned during interviews. Tim mentioned 

that he has travelled to Kuala Lumpur and Hawaii. Mildred spoke about her 

travel to India and Turkey. Jim indicated that he has been to the Middle East. 

Ruth spoke frequently about her travel to numerous Middle Eastern cities in 

Israel, Palestine, and Jordan. Lisa mentioned that she was supposed to travel to 

Israel.  

 

Museum visitors bring with them the knowledge of their prior experiences and 

use these experiences to frame their current one (Falk, 2009). Furthermore, 

according to John H. Falk:  

 
Research has revealed that what a visitor brings with him/her to the 
museum experience in the way of prior experience, knowledge, interest 
and social relationships profoundly influences what s/he actually does and 
thinks about within the museum (2009, p.318).130 

 
Additionally, according to Hooper-Greenhill:  
 

Meaning is produced by museum visitors from their own point of view, 
using whatever skills and knowledge they may have, according to the 

																																																								
130 Following Dierking, Elenborgen, Falk, 2004; Falk and Adelman, 2003; Falk and 
Dierking, 2000; Leinhardt and Knutson, 2004.  
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contingent demands of the moment and in response to the experience 
offered by the museum. (2000, p.5) 

 
Personal experiences of travel and Islamic art informed fifteen interviewee 

experiences of the New Galleries. This does not suggest that all visitors have a 

similar or homogenous experience, rather, the diverse experiences of 

interviewees informs and frames their individual experience of the New Galleries 

(Falk and Dierking, 2013, p.27). This finding supports existing research that 

argue visitors bring their own experiences to a museum and that museum-going 

happens in connection with many other types of media (Falk 2009; Falk and 

Dierking, 2013).  

 
Conversational Extras  
 
Many of the interviews turned into conversations during and after the interviews, 

where various topics were discussed but do not include Islamic art, museums, or 

anything museum related, which suggests that museum-going is not an isolated 

experience that is divorced from society or the remainder of any interviewee’s 

day. The leniency of semi-structured interviews allows for impromptu 

conversations that are off-topic from the interview questions and the interviewer 

has leniency to pursue conversations that emerge during an interview (Wooffitt 

and Widdicombe, 2006, p.29). 

  

I spoke with Tim and Doris about Seattle, food carts, and pre-Columbian art. 

Interestingly, Doris also made a suggestion for the display of miniatures 

paintings. She stated, “Why not magnify them [the miniatures] do a computer 

version- close up”.  Tim then made a suggestion about the display of two pieces of 

Pre-Columbian art at the Met Museum, where he hoped that the cylinder cases 

showed all of these objects. Doris also made a suggestion for the Charles James: 

Beyond Fashion temporary exhibition stating that she wanted to know when, 

where, and who wore the dresses on display.  

 

Buck told me about his travel through the Australian outback and how his wife is 

disabled and did not want to accompany him to the Met Museum. Susan and I 
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spoke about the change in academic education systems. Sinan and Oleg 

requested my recommendations for a jazz lounge, rooftop bar and directions to 

Columbia University. Kyle spoke about his birthday present to himself, which was 

a visit to the Met Museum. Samir, during the course of the interview, frequently 

spoke about the history of Islamic and European civilizations. Lisa divulged that 

she was meeting her boyfriend’s mother for the first time while in New York City 

and mentioned her love of San Diego. Adam self-identified as Jewish and 

mentioned that he had an Egyptian babysitter in his childhood. He also felt 

strong ties to his ethnic roots in Italy and Greece. Amy spoke about her emotional 

reaction to the carved wood chest, which looked very similar to a chest her 

mother owned.  These topics were important to visitors and to their experience in 

the New Galleries on that day.  Just as numerous visitors related their New 

Galleries experience to travel and other museum experiences, these interviewees 

responded to the New Galleries based on their current preoccupations and 

circumstances. As discussed earlier, Whitehead’s circumstantial register is most 

likely to influence visitor experience.  

 
Conclusions  
 
Overall, this summative evaluation resulted in the collection of detailed and 

intimate information about inteviewees’ New Galleries experiences. The data 

collected from these interviews is complicated and sometimes contradictory, and 

attests to the complexitiy of museum experiences. There are different ways to 

analyze the data collected from these interviews. The chapters in this thesis all 

scratch the surface and suggest the possibility for future work, especially in 

understanding visitor experiences of Islamic art exhibition in the United States.  

 

The findings are sometimes similar to existing visitor research and other times 

are not. In this study, unlike in other studies of museum visitor experience, the 

New Galleries were a premeditated destination for some interviewees. Some 

interviewees expressed awareness that the New Galleries have been designed and 

interpreted to display the importance and value of art objects, create connections 

and evoke emotions. However, the majority of interviewees did not question the 
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content of the written interpretation nor question the types of information 

presented, which in audience reception analysis is consistent with a dominant-

hegemonic reading. Some interviewees, however, wanted different types of 

interpretation, including process-based information (Whitehead 2012), which is 

more inclusive of non-specialist audiences. Sometimes a “text echo” (McManus, 

1989) was evident in interviewee responses, especially regarding the theme of the 

figural images in Islamic art. The presence of ‘text echo” in some interviewees’ 

responses in this study supports the claims of authoritativeness and influence of 

written interpretation.    

 

Some interviewees strategically planned their experience of the New Galleries 

and of written interpretation, which demonstrates premeditation about their 

visit. Both gallery and geographic maps were mentioned in unsolicited 

interviewee responses, which can bolster the claim that maps are an important 

meaning-making graphic in museums. Therefore, the New Galleries design, 

including architectural interventions and graphics and written interpretation 

were all important and influential in meaning-making for interviewees. Finally, 

interviewees relate their experience in the New Galleries to previous experiences 

in the Met Museum, museums generally and Islamic art exhibition. Museum- 

going is a complex event framed by circumstance, environment and 

interpretation (Whitehead, 2012). Overall, there are numerous influences in a 

museum visit, including design, immersion/architecture and written 

interpretation. 



	 198	

Chapter 5: Pearls on a String: Professional Practice and Critical 
Reflection  
 
Continuing the examination of interpretation in Islamic art exhibition, this 

chapter describes and reflects on my professional involvement in the processes of 

interpretation creation in the Pearls on a String: Artists, Patrons, and Poets in 

the Great Islamic Courts exhibition (Pearls) on view from 8 November 2015- 31 

January 2016 in the Walters Art Museum (WAM) in Baltimore, Maryland. Pearls 

on a String was an international temporary loan exhibition of Islamic art that 

consisted of three vignettes in which each foregrounded the biography of an 

important artistic protagonist and/or patron in the Mughal, Safavid, and 

Ottoman courts respectively.  

 

Utilizing a critical reflective method and based on the thesis research questions, 

the aims for this chapter are as follows: what is the process for creating design 

and written interpretation in an international temporary loan Islamic art 

exhibition; how can a critical reflection method be employed to understand this 

professional experience and the contributions that I made to the Pearls 

exhibition; and how does this knowledge inform and contribute to this research 

project?  

 

Focusing on these aims, this chapter is divided into the following sections: a brief 

history of the Walters Art Museum (WAM), the exhibition space, the WAM 

Islamic Art collection and the Pearls exhibition is outlined. Centering on my 

contribution to Pearls, I employed a critical reflection method to this experience. 

This chapter is then divided into two sections: the exhibition design creation 

process (including immersive components) and the written interpretation 

creation process. The reason for this separation is that these two processes were 

executed independently; exhibition design and immersive components planning 

took place with the entire Pearls exhibition team, while the process for the 

creation and editing of the written interpretation was executed by Amy Landau, 

Director of Curatorial Affairs and Curator of Islamic and South and Southeast 

Asian Art, Katherine Kasdorf, Wieler-Mellon Postdoctoral Curatorial Fellow, 
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Islamic and South and Southeast Asian Art, and myself. Finally, some 

conclusions are discussed which are based on the research questions for this 

chapter.  

 

This chapter triangulates the knowledge produced in this thesis by adding 

reflections of professional practice to the theoretical (Chapter 2), analytical 

(Chapter 3) and visitor research (Chapters 4 and 6) examination of interpretation 

in Islamic art exhibition. Together these distinctive types of data collection and 

analysis contribute to academic and professional knowledge about the theoretical 

application of interpretation creation, analysis, and visitor responses in an 

Islamic art exhibition.  

 
The Walters Art Museum  
 
The art collection at the Walters Art Museum was initially created by William 

Thompson Walters (1819-1894) and continued by his son, Henry Walters (1848-

1931). The Walters family was a prominent and wealthy family in Baltimore, 

Maryland. Making their money in wholesale liquor trade and railroads, William 

and Henry’s art collecting was initially motivated by the creation of a private 

collection that was occasionally opened to the public (WAM website, 2016). 

Henry Walters created a purpose-built palazzo-styled building in the early 1900s 

and occasionally invited the public to view the art collection during this time. 

Upon Henry’s death in 1931, he bequeathed the art collection to the public of 

Baltimore. The Walters Art Gallery (as it was formerly called) opened in 1934. 

 

The WAM is located in the affluent Mount Vernon neighborhood in Baltimore, 

Maryland. Today, the WAM is made up of a collection of three interconnected 

buildings. This includes the historical Walters home, which is now named the 

Charles Street Building, and the palazzo-styled building that was commissioned 

by Henry Walters (in the early 1900s). In 1974, a new building was commissioned 

called Centre Street building and added additional exhibition spaces that 

connected the Charles Street and palazzo-styled buildings. In 1998, the new 
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Centre Street building began a renovation because of insufficient air-handling 

systems. The renovated Centre Street Building opened in 2001.  

 

Coinciding with the opening of the renovated Centre Street Building, the former 

WAM Director, Gary Vikan, changed the name from The Walters Art Gallery to 

the Walters Art Museum to be consistent with current museological terminology 

(WAM website, 2016). On October 1, 2006, WAM became admission-free 

because of the efforts and initiative of Gary Vikan. Free admission is exceptional 

and uncommon in the United States.131  The Baltimore Museum of Art also 

became admission-free under the same city initiative. The City of Baltimore, 

Maryland, was one of the first cities in the USA to make its museums financially 

accessible to the general public.  WAM has an exceptional international 

reputation for their temporary exhibitions, important academic scholarship, and 

conservation. 

 
The Temporary Exhibition Space at WAM  
 
One of the exhibition spaces used for temporary exhibitions at WAM was created 

in the 1998-2001 renovation of the Centre Street Building. Originally this space 

was designed and used for storage. This space is labeled on the map (Figure 5.1, 

on p.204) as “Temporary Exhibitions” and wraps around the Graham 

Auditorium.  

 

Although some temporary exhibitions in this space could be entered/exited from 

either of the two entryways, the prescribed route through the exhibition space is 

clockwise as indicated by arrows on the map (Figure 5.1). The two entrances to 

this temporary exhibition space are adjacent to the information and ticketing 

area and the main entrance to WAM. Therefore exhibitions in this space are 

conspicuous and physically accessible to many visitors because of this prominent 

location. 

																																																								
131 With the exception of the Smithsonian National Museums. Additionally, admission 
pricing can be contentious in American museums.  
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The spaces of exhibitions are important because they can “potentialize the 

construction of different types of narratives” (Whitehead, 2009, p.27). Here, the 

space of the exhibition contributes to the construction of meaning/narratives that 

visitors could make. In the Pearls exhibition space, there were clearly marked 

entrance and exit signs and visitors were expected to experience this exhibition 

consecutively as a circuit and as intended by the exhibition creators. Museum 

guards promoted this circuited experience by approaching visitors who entered 

the exhibition through the exit. Visitors who entered the Pearls exhibition 

through the exit were asked to enter the Pearls exhibition through the intended 

entrance.   

 
Islamic World collection at WAM  
 
Although Pearls was a temporary exhibition, the WAM has a significant 

collection of important and valuable Islamic art objects. The largest part of the 

WAM Islamic art collection is ceramics. WAM also has the largest museum 

collection of Islamic bound manuscripts in the United States (Walters Art 

Museum website, 2016). The current Islamic art collection has about 1,200 

objects (Press Release, 24 July 2015). According to the WAM website, the Islamic 

art “reflects the cultural diversity and geographical range of Islamic culture” 

(Walters Art Museum website, 2016). In fact, some of the art (and star) objects on 

display in Pearls were from the WAM Islamic Art collection.  

 

Henry Walters (son of William) began collecting Islamic art objects in order to 

contextualize the Walters’ Orientalist paintings collection, which includes the 

master Jean-Leon Gerome amongst others (Simpson, 2000, p.94). Henry 

Walter’s collecting of Islamic Art was influenced by Dikran Garabed Kelekian, an 

important art dealer, who he met in the 1890s (Simpson, 2000, p.94). The 

WAM’s collection of Islamic art is essentially the same now as when Henry 

Walter bequeathed the Walters collection to the public of Baltimore in 1934 

(Simpson, 2000, p.93).  
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The Islamic art gallery is titled Islamic World and is located in the Centre Street 

Building. At WAM, there have been informal talks about reinstalling the Islamic 

World galleries, although a specific plan and timeline has not yet begun 

development. Pearls provided an opportunity to showcase prized and important 

Islamic art objects from the WAM collection that were not on display in the 

permanent galleries.  

 
Pearls on a String Beginnings  
 
The Pearls exhibition was conceived by Dr. Amy Landau during the completion 

of her doctoral thesis (2007). From 2007 until the Pearls opening, Landau 

developed the exhibition concepts and cultivated relationships for the loans from 

various prestigious international institutions which included the Chester Beatty 

Library, the Victoria and Albert Museum, the British Library, and the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art amongst others.   

 

Landau conceived Pearls as a temporary exhibition rooted in the metaphor of 

‘pearls on a string’ to express human connectivity and biography in Islamic 

courts. According to Landau, the metaphor of ‘pearls on a string’ is found in 

Turkish, Arabic, and Persian literature for “pieces of a collection”.  A concise 

description of this metaphor was available in the written interpretation: 

“Pearls on a String” is a Persian, Arabic, and Turkish metaphor to express 
connections between people, words on a page, or images in a book that 
when experienced together create a beautiful composite whole. This 
metaphor has inspired the title of the Walters’ exhibition, which celebrates 
human connections, especially between artists, patrons, and poets at the 
great Islamic courts of the early modern period (WAM, Pearls on a String, 
2015).132 
 

Originally envisioned as seven “vignettes” in seven different Islamic dynasties, 

Pearls on a String was planned as an exhibition that spanned various centuries, 

dynasties and themes. However, in the exhibition planning stages, a few major 

complications arose which influenced the content and subsequent planning of the 

																																																								
132  This description is in the “Pearls on a String” Title Wall panel. The full text of which 
is available in footnote 154 on p.248.  
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exhibition. The opening of Pearls was pushed back a year because of institutional 

politics at WAM, art object loan coordination, and leadership changes at the 

Museum of Islamic Art in Doha, Qatar. As a result of the delayed timeline, 

securing art objects for a seven-vignette exhibition was no longer possible. 

Consequently, Landau needed to reduce Pearls to three vignettes which 

foregrounded an important artistic protagonist and patron in the Mughal, 

Safavid, and Ottoman courts respectively. An additional consequence from the 

changes was that Pearls travelled to one additional venue, the Museum of Asian 

Art (MAA) in San Francisco, California, where Pearls was on view from 26 

February through 8 May 2016. Pearls was unable to travel as originally planned 

to both the Toledo Museum of Art (Ohio, USA) and the Museum of Islamic Art in 

Doha (Qatar) because of these above-referenced complications and change in 

exhibition timing.  

 

Pearls on a String was supported by a variety of federal funding bodies including 

National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), National Endowment for the 

Arts (NEA), and the Institute of Museums and Library Services. In total, Pearls 

on a String received a total of $400,000 (USD) from the National Endowment 

for the Humanities (NEH). Internally at WAM, Pearls was supported by Gary 

Vikan, Exhibition Endowment Fund, Ellen and Edward Bernard, Douglas and 

Tsognie Hamilton, the Herb Silverman Fund, and anonymous donors. The 

funding and donors were acknowledged on a separate panel in the introduction 

area of the exhibition.  

 
My Early Involvement in Pearls  
 
Almost two years before Pearls opened at WAM, Landau gave a presentation 

about the development of the exhibition at “The Politics of Displaying Islamic 

Art” conference (January 2013) at the Museum of Art and Design (MAD) in New 

York City. Landau explained the exhibition concept of personal narratives and 

relationships connected to the Islamic art objects. I approached Landau after the 

talk to explain my interest in Pearls as this approach to the presentation and  
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Figure 5.1 WAM First Floor Map (http://thewalters.org/visit/map.aspx 2016) 
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interpretation of Islamic art objects is very uncommon.133 After this brief 

conversation, Landau emailed me two relevant Pearls documents including the 

Exhibition Walkthrough and the National Endowment for the Humanities grant 

information. Landau provided this access so that I was able to familiarize myself 

with the general concepts and exhibition plans. 

 

In January 2014, I visited Baltimore and proposed my interest in being involved 

in the Pearls exhibition to Landau. Landau immediately agreed to my proposal. 

For the remainder of 2014, my involvement with Pearls was intermittent. Most of 

my work was reactive to requests from the curator. Some of this work involved 

potential titles and subtitles of the exhibition. Landau wanted to change the 

exhibition title to more accurately reflect the content of the exhibition instead of 

using the unfamiliar metaphor “pearls on a string”. Landau created an email 

network about this name change, which included Howard Kaplan, a Smithsonian 

employee, and Qamar Adamjee, Associate Curator of South Asian Art at the 

MAA. We sent frequent emails about this potential change. However, in the end, 

the exhibition title was kept and only the subtitle was changed.134   

 
Methods 
 
From the beginning of my participation in Pearls, I applied a critical reflective 

approach to the professional practice in the creation of interpretation design, 

interpretive components, and written interpretation in Pearls.  Generally, critical 

reflection or reflective practice is an overall process of learning through 

experience (Fook, 2011, p.56). Critical reflection can also be described as a 

“reasoning process to make meaning of an experience” that can be “descriptive, 

analytical and critical” (University of Tennessee website, 2016). Description, 

analysis and critical application in critical reflection can be defined as: 

 
1. Identifying the assumptions that underlie our thoughts and actions 

																																																								
133 One other temporary exhibition; Gifts of the Sultan: The Arts of Giving that the 
Islamic Court (2011) at LACMA, curated by Dr. Linda Komaroff, explored patronage in 
Islamic art practice and highlighted the connections between artist and royal patron.  
134 This is explored further in Part II: Written Interpretation on p.252-6 
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2. Assessing, analyzing and scrutinizing the validity of these assumptions in 
terms of how they relate to our “real-life experiences and our present 
context(s) 

3. Critically transforming these assumptions to become more inclusive and 
integrative, and using this newly-formed knowledge to more appropriately 
inform our future actions and practices  (Kenny, 2010, p.1). 

 
In the description process, the critical reflector describes the experience and 

answers questions like: Why and how did the experience happen? What factors 

contributed to the experience? In the analysis process, questions that can be 

asked are: What is the significance and new interpretation of the experience? 

What did you learn about yourself and others? Finally, in the critical reflection 

process, the questions that can be asked are: How will you use this experience to 

inform your research and your future? What is a result of this experience? 

(Kenny, 2010, p.2).  

 

Through reflection, a new awareness can emerge and can be used to devise new 

and better approaches to practice, which is called a “theory of practice” (Fook, 

2011, p. 56). The “theory of practice” links theoretical principles with possible 

actions (Fook, 2011, p.56).  

 

The description of assumptions, analysis of these assumptions, and results of the 

critical refection are discussed in the subsequent sections and conclusion of this 

chapter. The “theory of practice” that has been developed is specific to this 

experience and is also discussed in the conclusion of this chapter.   

 
Critical Reflection Description and Assumptions 
 
 
My participation in and contribution to the Pearls on a String exhibition 

happened because of the professional relationship that I developed with Landau 

as described earlier. It is because of this relationship that I felt comfortable to 

inquire with Landau about my participation in Pearls. Financially, generous 

support for travel to and from Baltimore, Maryland, was provided by the 

University of Westminster, which greatly reduced the personal cost associated 
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with this participation. Also, Landau and my professional relationship developed 

into a friendship. Landau generously opened her home to me to defray some of 

the costs associated with traveling to and from Baltimore.  

 

Various academic and organizational factors contributed to this professional 

experience. The academic factors that contributed to this experience were the 

study of new museology, interpretative theory, and experiences of and fieldwork 

on Islamic art exhibition which includes both permanent reinstallations and 

temporary exhibitions in the United States, the United Kingdom, Continental 

Europe, and Malaysia. This research and these experiences informed my 

participation in Pearls. The experience and knowledge gained visiting numerous 

Islamic art exhibitions in numerous countries, informed by perspectives and 

opinions on Pearls exhibition planning, were innumerable.  

 

Additionally, various organizational factors at WAM contributed to this 

experience.  While I was an integral part of the Pearls exhibition team with an 

opportunity to impact interpretative decisions in the Pearls exhibition, I was not 

a WAM employee. Therefore, sometimes I was subjected to an outsider or 

consultant status which sometimes worked in both my and the Pearls exhibition 

favor and is discussed later in this chapter. Moreover, I was unable to be in 

Baltimore for entire work weeks and, consequently, was unable to attend every 

Pearls exhibition team meeting physically. When possible, I would attend Pearls 

meetings electronically via Skype. My position on the Pearls exhibition team was 

initially complicated because my involvement was unannounced by Landau who 

felt it best to “keep me off the radar” due to the managerial turnover and 

infrastructural changes that were happening at WAM in 2015.    

 

An assumption that I unearthed as part of a critical reflection process was my 

naïve belief that curators were entirely responsible for exhibition design and 

written interpretation in museum exhibition. I was not aware of the extent of 

collaboration amongst departments that can exist during exhibition creation. An 
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exhibition team had a lot more responsibility regarding the creative and technical 

decisions than I envisioned before my involvement in Pearls.  

 

Furthermore, I was surprised that many professionals who worked in various 

capacities on the Pearls exhibition appeared not to be motivated by the ethical 

obligations and functions of the museum in society. These museum professionals 

appeared sometimes to be motivated by the same impetus I encountered in 

corporate institutions, like self-interest and organizational ladder climbing. 

Reflectively, the belief that museums would be void of these types of motivations 

was also very naïve of me. Before this experience, I believed that my corporate 

work experiences would not be very relevant in a museum setting.  

 
Analysis of Critical Reflection  
 
The significance of my reflection about my Pearls experiences is that this 

experience completely changed my opinion and understanding of exhibition 

creation processes. I learned that exhibitions and exhibition interpretation are 

not only the academic work of the curator, but influenced by a variety of 

institutional factors, like institutional politics and culture, personalities, 

attitudes, and personal/professional bias.  

 

Moreover, during my Pearls experience, the exhibition design was a collaborative 

process where members of the exhibition team were sometimes responsible for 

individual interpretation design and immersive components. In exhibition team 

meetings, Landau delegated various aspects of the exhibition planning and 

encouraged team members to take ownership. Ultimately Landau needed to 

agree with the direction and execution of an immersive component and/or 

design, but at the same time, Landau was open to suggestions on existing designs 

and design generally.  

 

I learned that the writing and editing of exhibition texts is a collaborative process. 

The written interpretation process was led by Landau and she created most of the 

draft written interpretation. However, both Kasdorf and myself read and 
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suggested revisions on numerous drafts.  This collaboration is demonstrated in 

the text writing review outline at WAM, where education, upper management, 

and curatorial departments each give their notes and recommendation on near-

final drafts of exhibition texts.135 There was no enforcement of these 

recommendations, however, and Landau was ultimately responsible for taking or 

leaving suggestions.  

 

I transferred my corporate experiences to navigate the dynamics of the Pearls 

exhibition team with sometimes competing opinions, personalities, work ethic, 

deadlines and motivations.  

 
Results of Critical Reflection  
 
Although separated out above, this critical reflection process was not linear. In 

fact, it was multidirectional and continuous throughout this experience. I kept a 

detailed journal and notes about exhibition team meetings, suggestions, and 

contributions. I referred back to these notes throughout the exhibition planning 

process. The “theory of practice” links theoretical principles with possible actions 

(Fook, 2011, p.56) and provided the theoretical basis for this undertaking. The 

theoretical principles were discussed in Chapter 2 and applied in Chapter 3 in the 

case study of New Galleries interpretation and Chapter 4 in the summative 

evaluation undertaking and data collection analysis and findings. The 

experiences on the Pearls exhibition team provided me an opportunity to link 

these theoretical and analytical experiences to the application of interpretation 

creation practice.  

 

The reflection on my participation and contribution(s) to the Pearls exhibition 

has transformed the assumptions that I identified. I have found that I am less 

judgmental and more sympathetic to interpretive choices in any museum 

exhibition because of my new awareness that interpretative decisions are often 

made collectively and, in many cases, may include compromise.  

																																																								
135 This process is detailed in Table 5.3 on p. 246.  
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Pearls Exhibition Team Weekly Meetings  
 
Because of my early involvement in Pearls (from 2014), I was capable of joining 

the exhibition team somewhat seamlessly. The principals of the Pearls exhibition 

team consisted of Landau, Kasdorf, the Interim Director of Education, Associate 

Exhibition Designer, Head of Graphic Design, and the Head of Exhibition 

Scheduling and Graphics. When necessary, an exhibition designer intern and 

education department staff members attended exhibition planning meetings 

along with facilities management and technology employees. Pearls exhibition 

team members each had individual and varying professional (and personal) 

investments in the exhibition and interpretation design. Personal and 

organizational politics were frequently a factor in exhibition team meetings. 

Sometimes these meetings were entirely collegial where all team principals got 

along well, while other times, meetings could become antagonistic and 

misunderstandings could be frequent.  

 

Pearls exhibition-planning meetings began weekly beginning April 2015. Prior to 

April 2015, the Pearls exhibition team had met sporadically. Initially, the design 

of the exhibition was paramount as this was the focus of most exhibition team 

meetings. Landau was responsible for the direction of the team meetings and, as 

discussed earlier, the assignment of tasks.  

 

Landau and I sometimes grappled with the seeming lack of initiative of some 

exhibition team members who needed additional oversight in order to complete 

their delegated tasks. Additionally, some team members took an exorbitant 

amount of time to complete their delegated tasks. Reflecting on these struggles, I 

suggested (to Landau) that I be used as a “foil” in exhibition meetings because 

there would be no internal repercussions for me due to my “outsider” status at 

WAM. This is discussed later in the written interpretation section (Part II). 

Furthermore, I sometimes used exhibition meetings as an opportunity to 

reasonably challenge Landau about design decisions that I did not agree with, 

like the use of color in Pearls (which is reviewed in the exhibition colors section 
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in this chapter). Further details are discussed in the respective sections that 

examine the interpretation design, immersive components, and written 

interpretation sections.  

 
Interpretative Foundations in Pearls on a String 
 
The interpretative foundation of Pearls was based in opposition to “typical” 

narratives present in many Islamic art exhibitions. Landau developed Pearls to 

“tell a different story” or show a different side of Islamic Art through biography 

and human connections. According to Whitehead, inclusion of historical culture 

is important in an intellectually responsible exhibition (2012, p.40).  

 

This is a very different approach from the common (or typical) practices of 

Islamic Art display, which usually frame and foreground stories of dynasty, 

conquest, chronology and Islamic art medium. Landau stated, “Pearls avoids… 

linear and teleological retelling of an ‘Islamic art history’” (Exhibition 

Walkthrough, p.1). Placing people at the center of the Islamic art exhibition and 

interpretations of it is a rarity. Even rarer is the use of profession/names in the 

titles of Islamic exhibitions. For example, two recent exhibition titles at the Met 

were titled: Sultans of the Deccan 1500-1700: Opulence and Fantasy (April 20- 

July 26, 2015) and Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the Seljugs (April 27- 

July 24, 2016). Dynastic frames are a traditional approach in interpreting Islamic 

art. Because Pearls was conceived with this alternative telling of Islamic art 

history, this is reflected in both the exhibition design, immersive components, 

and written interpretation. However, all exhibition planning and design is 

inherently discursive and a political construction (Whitehead, 2009, p.25). 

 

This avoidance of teleological retellings can be described as a reaction to the 

discursive universe(s) in which Islamic art exhibition exists in both sociocultural 

or political contexts and art historical contexts. Essentially, Pearls was an 

exhibition of alterity136 because Pearls foregrounds a protagonist and their 

																																																								
136 This is discussed in the exhibition context in the “biography panel” on p.245.  
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relationships within the general context of three Islamic courts. The three 

vignette titles were: Vignette 1, The Writer | Abu’l Fazl at the Mughal Court; 

Vignette 2, The Painter | Muhammad Zaman at the Safavid Court; and Vignette 

3, The Patron | Sultan Muhamad at the Ottoman Court.  These titles identified 

first the profession of the protagonist, then used the protagonist’s name, and 

finally identified the dynasty when they lived. This titling reversed the typical 

dynastic frames used in Islamic art exhibition.  

	

This biographical approach was a deliberate intervention by Landau to tell the 

social histories through people and their relationships, rather than perpetuate the 

teleological chronological and dynastic stories. Essentially, Pearls was conceived 

and executed through a “process-based” (Whitehead, 2012, P.36-7) approach and 

this process began with the inception of the exhibition concept. As discussed 

earlier, a process-based approach in written interpretation has the ablity to create 

more accessible connections for non-specialist audiences. Therefore, employing a 

process-based approach is inclusive of a diverse museum audience with varying 

levels of education and experience (Whitehead, 2012, p.37).  

 

Pearls was as much about the people and relationships that created and fostered 

artistic creation as about the spectacular exhibited art objects. Much of this was 

achieved through written interpretation, however, the exhibition design and 

immersive components unified the support of this interpretative foundation. 

Interpretation, including exhibition design, immersive components, and written 

interpretation were developed from the main messages in Pearls. They were:  

 
Individuals and their stories shaped culture of the Islamic world 
Compassion and tolerance toward other people and cultures 
Art of different cultures is interconnected 
Islamic art is more than just decoration 
Introduction to Islamic art and culture 
Preservation of history and culture is important 
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Learn that Islamic art includes figural representations (AF evaluation, p. 
46)137 

 
Landau steered the Pearls exhibition team so that the presentation of these main 

messages were present in each of the three vignettes. Each immersive component 

was developed by the Pearls exhibition team to promote and reinforce a coherent 

interpretive structure and offer an immersive experience that exhibited these 

messages in an effort to enhance visitor experience.  

 
PART I: Design Interpretation and Immersive Components 
Development  
 
Initially when the exhibition team began to meet weekly (in April 2015), the focus 

was on exhibition layout and design interpretation. The exhibition designer and 

Landau led the exhibition team on layout and design interpretation. Although I 

was asked for my input on this process, I played a marginal role because the 

layout of any (American) temporary loan exhibition is largely dependent on 

American Disability Association standards (ADA) and, in this case, was 

dependent too on the stipulations of the institutions that lent art objects for 

Pearls. For example, the Department of Islamic Art at the Met Museum’s loan 

stipulates that no art object shall be placed on external walls (internal Pearls 

document). This stipulation limited not only the available places for art objects, 

but also the layout of the exhibition because of the large number of external walls 

(see Figure 5.1). Both ADA standards and the navigation of loan agreements were 

outside of my areas of knowledge and, therefore, I focused on other parts of the 

exhibition planning process like art object placement, some immersive 

components, and the draft of the exhibition introduction text (discussed in PART 

II). At the same time, this experience produced an awareness that I previously 

did not have about the logistics and navigation of these important ADA standards 

and the stipulations of art object loans in temporary exhibitions.  

 

																																																								
137 AF is an abbreviation for Audience Focus, Inc., a museum evaluation-consulting firm.  
AF was retained by WAM to conduct evaluations in the Pearls exhibition. Further 
information about AF and the evaluation is available in Chapter 6, p.265.  
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The design interpretation strategy was rooted in the concepts discussed in the  

“Exhibition Walkthrough”, “Exhibition Narrative” documents, and in the main 

messages of Pearls. The “Exhibition Walkthrough” was the document submitted 

to the NEH in application for exhibition funding (which Pearls was granted). The 

walkthrough document outlined the foundational concepts in the exhibition.   

The “Exhibition Narrative” was a document that was produced by Landau to 

promote additional funding for Pearls from various donors. The main messages 

of Pearls were discussed earlier in this chapter. These messages were fully fleshed 

out by Landau for the museum evaluation firm, Audience Focus (AF). The 

messages used for the AF evaluation are the most concise and, therefore, are used 

in this chapter and Chapter 6.   

 

Here, design interpretation refers to the application of the overarching exhibition 

themes and the implementation of these themes in the exhibition design strategy. 

The elements of interpretation design that are discussed in this chapter are: art 

object placement, vignette nexus objects, and vignette accent colors. As discussed 

earlier,138 the term ‘immersive component’ is my categorization used to describe 

the design interpretation that have at least one immersive quality and are  

intended to contextualize art objects in an effort to enhance visitor experiences. 

The immersive components discussed in this chapter are: architectural scrims, 

seating (including the function of and design), music, and additional immersive 

components.139  

 
Art Object Placement 
 
The placement of art objects is important in exhibition planning because 

exhibition display is inherently discursive and a political construction 

(Whitehead, 2009, p.25). Landau planned and changed the placement of art 

objects in a collaborative (and continuous) process through August 2015 (which 

																																																								
138 In Chapter 3, p.100-101.  
139 The separation of design interpretation and immersive component is fundamentally 
artificial, as is the separation of written interpretation from both the above. This 
separation is artificial because all are experienced simultaneously by the museum 
visitors and concerned with the production of meaning.  
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was three months before Pearls opened in early November 2015). These changes 

in art object placement focused on general layout and the “nexus” object.140 

Landau requested the input from the entire exhibition team members and also 

worked directly with the exhibition designer to plan these placements. The 

placement of art objects, as discussed in previous chapters is an important 

component in design interpretation (Francis et. al., 2011; Stanley 2013; 

Whitehead, 2009, 2012). Art object placement contributes to the many ways that 

visitors can make meanings in museums.  

 

Landau and I partnered with the exhibition designer to develop “sightlines” in 

Pearls and hypothesized about the connections future visitors could make. 

“Sightlines” was the term to describe a line of vision of a visitor in the exhibition 

and which objects were visible from a position in the exhibition space that a 

visitor would likely occupy. Similar concepts were discussed in Chapter 2, like 

Whitehead’s term “field of vision”, where placement puts:  

discrete objects into physical, formal, and aesthetic relation to one another 
(and in relation to architectural space and decoration) through the notion 
of the dynamic field of vision, i.e., what the visitor sees with one gaze, and 
how this changes and diversifies through scanning with the eyes and 
moving (2009, p.30).  
 

Comparably, Ravelli uses the term “vectors” to describe the “linear alignment 

between components of a space, or between spaces, [that] realizes a connection 

between them” (2006, p.124). According to Ravelli, vectors are important 

because they create meaning through organization and interaction (2006, p.124).  

 

The relationships of art object, immersive components, and exhibition display 

was hypothesized continuously through the planning stages. Apart from team 

meetings, Landau and I discussed and anticipated the meaning visitors could 

make from sightlines or “field of vision” and the connections and visual proximity 

																																																								
140 The nexus object is explained in the next section. Briefly, it is part of an exhibition 
strategy which draws attention to an important object through exhibition design. It is 
similar to the “gateway object” concept where an important object is placed close to the 
entrance of a gallery (or exhibition) to act as a gateway to introduce visitors to the 
exhibition and exhibition messages (Francis et. al., 2011, p.156).	
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of art objects in each vignette. Cognizant of meanings that the placement of art 

object could make, Landau continuously changed the location of art objects in the 

architectural plan because she felt uncomfortable with the possible meanings that 

future visitors could make from these sightlines.   

 

For example, a lot of time was spent on the art objects close to the entrance of the 

entire Pearls exhibition. Landau went back and forth about which art objects she 

wanted the visitor to encounter upon entering the exhibition. Planning for the art 

objects in the entrance to the exhibition was really important for Landau because 

she wanted to impress upon the visitor the diversity and connections that Islam 

had with other religious traditions in Mughal India (in Vignette 1), like 

Hinduism, Jainism, and Buddhism. Hindu goddesses, Jain deities, and Buddhist 

objects were brought out of storage from the WAM collection or were loaned 

from various institutions to represent the visual culture of Mughal India during 

Emperor Akbar’s reign.  Two statues of Hindu deities141 were moved around in 

the art object placement plan from the beginning of the exhibition to later in 

Vignette 1. I advised Landau that the placement of the Hindu deities close to the 

introduction area would challenge visitors’ perceptions of Islamic Art and 

immediately introduce visitors to some of the main messages of Pearls, such as 

diversity and intercultural exchange. Ultimately, Landau decided that Hindu 

statues at the beginning of an Islamic art exhibition was too much of a scholarly 

risk. She expressed that she was concerned about the opinions of her peers and 

this concern influenced the art object placement plan. Landau decided on a safer 

placement. Interestingly, these statues were set against a wall that was painted 

with the vignette accent color, which not only provides context, but also signaled 

their importance to the visitor (this is discussed later in the next section) (Figures 

5.2 and 5.3).  

 

																																																								
141 See Figure 5.2 on p.218.  
Object Information: Sarasvati, 25.50, The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore museum 
purchase, 1969.  
Object Information:  Dancing Ganesha, 25.253, The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, gift 
of John and Berthe Ford, 2004.  
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Once there was a working exhibition layout plan in place, Landau, the exhibition 

designer, and I planned for spaces where the text panels would be located in 

proximity to the art objects and placement within each exhibition section. 

Importantly, the exhibition team was aware of these placeholders. Because Pearls 

was heavily interpreted (meaning six-seven thematic panels per vignette and also 

almost all of the art objects had a chat label)142 the planning and placement of 

written interpretation was very important and needed to be addressed early in 

the exhibition layout design.  

 

It was during these discussions that I explained, in an exhibition team meeting, 

that more visitors read object labels when the labels are placed in front of the 

object (Screven, 1992). I advocated for freestanding texts in front of objects, as 

this could mean that more visitors would read these labels and it would save wall 

space. However, Landau and the exhibition team did not agree with my 

suggestion. Therefore, freestanding object labels were only used for a few objects 

in the exhibition.  

 

Vignette Nexus Objects  
 

In the early planning stages of Pearls, Landau discussed art object placement in 

terms of the “nexus object”. Landau used this term in Pearls exhibition team 

meetings and literature, including the exhibition narrative, walkthrough and 

exhibition catalogue. The nexus object was similar to the “gateway object 

concept” employed at the British Museum (Francis et. al., 2011). In the “gateway 

object concept”, the object is placed close to the entrance of a gallery (or 

exhibition) to act as a gateway to introduce visitors to the exhibition and 

exhibition messages (Francis et. al., 2011, p.156). 

																																																								
142 For a more detailed explanation of the term “heavily interpreted”, see the Written 
Interpretation Hierarchy on p.245.  
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Figure 5.2 Vignette 1, Hindu Deities (Tobin, 2016) 

 
 

 
Figure 5.3 Vignette 1, Seating Design, Objects, Scrim and Hindu Deities (Tobin, 

2016) 
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Francis, Slack, and Edwards developed four qualities that a gateway object should 

possess: narrative relevance, importance, the object must be iconic and attractive 

(Francis et. al., 2011, p.156-7). Importantly, the interpretation of a gateway object 

also must introduce the key messages to the visitor in the gateway object label 

(Francis et. al., 2011, p.156).  

 
The nexus (or gateway) objects in Pearls were:  
 
Pearls Vignette  Nexus Object  
The Writer | Abu’l Fazl at the Mughal 
Court 
(Vignette 1) 

Abu’l Fazl Presenting the 
Akbarnama to Akbar, from the 
Akbarnama (Book of Akbar) 
IL.2015.13.1, Trustees of the Chester Beatty 
Library, Dublin (In 03.263b) 
 

The Painter | Muhammad Zaman at the 
Safavid Court 
(Vignette 2) 

The Return from the Flight into 
Egypt 
IL.2015.11.1, Harvard Art Museums/Arthur 
M. Sackler Museum, Cambridge, Mass., 
gift of John Goelet (1966.6) 
 

The Patron | Sultan Muhmud at the 
Ottoman Court 
(Vignette 3) 

Jeweled Gun of Sultan Mahmud I 
51.84, The Walters Art Museum, 
Baltimore, acquired by Henry Walters, 
1903 

Table 5.1 Vignette Nexus Object Table 
 
The nexus object in Vignette 1, “The Writer | Abu’l Fazl at the Mughal Court”, was: 

“Abu’l Fazl Presenting the Akbarnama to Akbar, from the Akbarnama (Book of 

Akbar)” (Figure 5.4). This object was used in the marketing (press release, 

website, and solicitation for donations) of Pearls and also on the cover of the 

exhibition catalogue (Figure 5.5). Thus, this object was not only a gateway, but 

also consecrated through the various actors, like marketing and web design 

departments contributing to the promotion of this object’s importance 

(Whitehead, 2012, p.27). 

 

For Landau, the pictorial content of this miniature illumination embodied many 

of the main messages of Pearls. This miniature depicts Abu’l Fazl presenting his 

book of history of the ruler Akbar in the Mughal court. This object depicts the 
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patronage, relationships, and connections around an artistic work in Mughal 

India.  

 

The nexus object in Vignette 2, “The Painter | Muhammad Zaman at the Safavid 

“Court was “The Return from the Flight into Egypt” by Muhammad Zaman. This 

painting was placed adjacent to the introduction panel. The written 

interpretation was a very long label with a reproduction of the image that 

influenced Zaman by famous Flemish painter, Peter Paul Rubens. The original 

title: Return from Egypt (Figure 5.6). This nexus object demonstrates the cultural 

connectedness of Safavid Iran to continental Europe and Iranian Christian 

communication.143 These connections are a main message of Pearls: “Art of 

different cultures is interconnected” (AF, 2016, p.46). 

 

The third nexus object in the third vignette: The Patron | Sultan Mahmud at the 

Ottoman Court, was the “Jeweled Gun of Sultan Mahmud I”. This nexus object 

was placed directly after an introduction section to the third vignette (Figure 5.7) 

This introduction section limited the view or sightline of the visitor. Once the 

introduction wall was circumvented by the visitor, the first object the visitor 

encountered was the “Jeweled Gun” nexus object (Figure 5.8).  

 

Interestingly, in each vignette, the nexus object placement was not formulaic, 

meaning the object did not occupy the same (or a similar) space nor have the 

same display design. Each nexus object was placed in a different place within the 

vignette, although always close to the vignette introduction and the case design 

was also different. Also, the nexus object was featured in the Gallery Guide (GG) 

and discussed later in Part II of this chapter.  

 
																																																								
143 The inclusion of European influence in written interpretation has previously been 
described (in Chapter 3, p.128-141) as undesirable in Islamic art exhibition because it has 
the potential to be experienced as Orientalist. However, the inclusion of European 
influence in this nexus object is an excellent example of when a process-based approach 
(Whitehead 2012) is adopted in written interpretation and therefore focuses on the 
people and circumstances of art production. The result in this case is the European 
inclusion is probably less likely to be experienced as Orientalist.  
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Exhibition Accent Colors 	
	
In an effort to supply a more immersive visual experience, the exhibition designer 

and I advocated for the use of accent colors on some exhibition walls in Pearls. 

The process in choosing the accent color demonstrates the collaborative efforts of 

the exhibition team to encourage Landau toward this type of design 

interpretation. Initially, Landau was opposed to the use of any color in art 

exhibitions because of the exhibition designer’s prior use of bold color in other 

WAM exhibitions. Landau felt that these colors distracted visitors from the 

objects and was essentially gaudy.  

 

Charlie Cosby, the Head of Creative at Farrow & Ball (a high-end paint company), 

agreed that colors should not be a distraction: “the best color choices enhance the 

art rather than detract from it” (Miller, 2016). Taking a different approach, art 

critic, Jonathan Jones for The Guardian in an article about the use of color in art 

exhibition, argues:  

Art is not interior decoration […] The best wall colour is drab- a dreary 
colour that the gallery-goer does not even notice. The colours you should 
remember are those of the paintings (21 October 2011).  
 

In fact, the use of color in exhibitions has provoked anxiety in curators for 

decades, “there is a long tradition of curators worrying about wall colors and 

textures” (Whitehead, 2009, p.28). Although I made clear to Landau my support 

of the use of bold colors, I used the exhibition meetings to use the exhibition team 

consensus to voice my opinions in the team-meeting forum. Furthermore, the 

exhibition designer and I knew Landau’s predisposition to white walls and we 

teamed up to advocate for bold colors in Pearls. Through numerous discussions, 

both with the exhibition team and between Landau and myself, Landau warmed 

to the idea of color.  
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Figure 5.4 Vignette 1, Nexus Object (center) detail below (Tobin, 2016) 

 
 

 
Figure 5.5 Pearls exhibition catalogue cover and Vignette 1 Nexus Object  

(https://thewalters.org/exhibitions/pearls-on-a-string/) 
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Figure 5.6 Vignette 2, Nexus Object (Tobin, 2016)  
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Figure 5.7 Vignette 3, Introduction Area (2016) 
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Figure 5.8 Vignette 3, Nexus Object (Tobin, 2016)  



	 226	

Once it was decided to use color, the process for each of the chosen colors was 

belabored by the exhibition team. Landau was more inclined toward lighter hues, 

like pastels. In an exhibition team meeting, I challenged Landau about pastels by 

stating, “If you are going to use color, then you need to use color. Having washed 

out or lighter colors defeats the purpose of using colors in the exhibition”. The 

exhibition team agreed, especially the exhibition designer. With Landau’s 

approval, Kasdorf researched appropriate colors. 

 

Based on Kasdorf’s research, the exhibition designer supplied color swatches of 

Benjamin Moore paints. The entire team voted and supported various colors and 

Landau gave the final approval. The paint colors that were chosen by the team 

and approved by Landau were, “Spiced pumpkin” for the first vignette, “Admiral 

blue” for the second vignette and “Calypso green’ for the third vignette. These 

three accent colors were conscientiously chosen to represent part of the visual 

culture of these respective dynasties.  

 

Color has become important in exhibition planning. Mostly concerned with 

accessibility and safety, the Smithsonian Guideline for Accessible Exhibition 

Design states, “Gallery colors (floors, walls, furniture) must create an 

environment that is clearly articulated, comfortable, and safe” (p.48). Other 

museums, like MoMA and the Rodin Museum in Paris had colors specifically 

crafted for temporary exhibition (Miller, 2016). At MoMA, for the Edgar Degas: 

A Strange New Beauty exhibition (26 March- 24 July 2016) colorists from 

Farrow & Ball, worked with MoMA curators to find the “perfect shade to pull out 

the inky blacks and charcoal grays in the works” (Miller, 2016). 

 

Although, these colors were used to enhance visual immersion (so that visitors 

could experience the color of dynasties and time periods of each vignette) the 

colors served other exhibition design functions. Such as the colors used to 

distinguish the three sections from one another and to signal a change in 

vignette. The accent colors were also employed to draw attention to important art 

objects (and not necessarily the nexus objects), represent the geographic space 
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that the dynasty occupied during that time period on the introduction text panel 

map (Figure 5.9), and as a border on each of the vignette introduction panels 

(Figure 5.10). These accent colors promoted coherency and familiarity because 

they are employed in consistent ways throughout the exhibition.  

 

Immersive Components 
 
Immersion was considered integral to the experience that Landau hoped to create 

for visitors. Landau began the development of immersive components in the 

exhibition development stages that were then discussed and refined with the 

exhibition team. The immersive experiences aimed to enhance and engage 

visitors through varying types of immersion and participation that contribute to 

positive experiences (Bitgood, 2011, p.277).  As discussed in Chapter 3,144 

immersion in the exhibition of Islamic art has an early history that is rooted in 

Orientalist exhibition (Kive, 2015; Troelenberg, 2012).  Cognizant of this history, 

Landau wanted the immersive experiences to be “tasteful” and not repeat the 

same Orientalist trappings of exhibitions that recreated bazaars and Arabian 

Nights themes prior to the 1910 Munich exhibition (Kive, 2015, p.40). The 

immersive components that were developed and realized in Pearls included 

architectural scrims, seating design, and the inclusion of music; each of which are 

discussed in the subsequent sections.  

 

Architectural Scrims  
 
The strategy to include architecture in Pearls was developed early in the 

exhibition planning process and explained in funding requests. The “Exhibition 

Walkthrough” states:  

Architectural references anchor the visitor in the place and time of each 
vignette. Since art from the Islamic world is largely utilitarian, references 
to domestic and religious building prompt him/her to imagine the 
displayed objects in their original built environment (Exhibition 
Walkthrough).  

 

																																																								
144 Discussed in Chapter 3, p.77-79.  
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Figure 5.9 Pearls Exhibition Introduction Panel with accent colors (2016) 
 

 
 

Figure 5.10 Vignette 3, Introduction Panel with accent color trim (Tobin, 2016) 
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Furthermore, in the “Exhibition Narrative” document, Landau explains that ideas 

for architectural references: 

Were inspired by the new galleries at the Victoria and Albert Museum 
(Islamic Middle East: The Jameel Gallery) and the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art (Art of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia, and Later South 
Asia).  
 

Landau’s statement is evidence of the dialogue and exchange that exists between 

curating museum exhibitions and especially amongst curators within the same 

art historical field. Moreover, the inclusion of architectural reference contribute 

to the interpretative coherence, Landau explained:  

In the Walter’s exhibition, not only will historical objects and architectural 
documentation situate the visitor in time and place as s/he journeys 
through the rooms; they also underscore the central issue of patronage: 
each of the exhibition’s patron-protagonist is linked to an architectural 
complex they commissioned (Exhibition Walkthrough).  
 

Indeed, Landau planned for the “architectural references” to root the visitor in 

the historical time and place and also create connections to the patronage of each 

vignette protagonist respectively (which is explicitly expressed in written 

interpretation and discussed later in the chapter).  

 

While Landau developed the concepts for architectural references early in the 

planning process, the form and placement of the architectural references was 

developed in exhibition team meetings. In these meetings, the architectural 

references were initially conceived as large-scale photographs that would hang 

from the ceiling. However through numerous discussions, the form for the 

references developed into hanging scrims.145 Interestingly, Landau and Kasdorf 

relied on personal and professional contacts to acquire the high-resolution 

photographs to create the scrims. Therefore, ultimately, the architecture was 

representative of the art historical period with connections to the vignette 

protagonist, but were also subject to the availability of high resolution 

photographs from personal contacts. This combination of strategy, that included 

art historical research design interpretation, aimed at visitor immersion and 

																																																								
145 See Figures 5.3, 5.11, 5.12, 5.13. 
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engagement and interpretative coherence, combined with real-world limitations 

(like professional contacts and photographic image quality), is testament to the 

complexity and compromise of museum exhibition creation.  

 

Once the form of hanging scrims and photographic images were decided, the 

exhibition team was unanimous in agreement that the scrims should be black and 

white (on a greyscale) in order to not add too much color to the exhibition and 

not to overshadow the exhibition accent colors discussed earlier.  

 

Almost a ghostly presence, the scrims added the experiences of architectural 

place to the three vignettes (Figures 5.3, 5.11, 5.12, 5.13). The placement of the 

scrims divided the gallery spaces, but also created an immersive experience of 

architecture. The effects of the scrims allow for the continuation (and 

connections) of sightlines (transparency) and light (translucency) throughout the 

exhibition. In fact, as discussed earlier, the hanging scrims were integral to the 

development of sightlines in Pearls. Indeed, the scrims had the potential for 

visitors to create connections by their placement in each vignette and through the 

proximity to the surrounding art objects. For example, the architectural scrim in 

the first vignette146 was placed close to the Hindu deities147 that allowed for the 

connections between art objects that are considered Islamic, Mughal architecture 

(the scrim), and Hindu deities that are considered Indian or religious Hindu art.  

Each of the three scrims were interpreted on a text panel adjacent to the scrim. 

Therefore, the representation of architecture became an object that was 

interpreted in the Pearls exhibition space.  

 

Seating 

																																																								
146This architectural scrim is a photograph of: Diwan Al Khas in Fathepur Sikri.  
147 Object Information: Sarasvati, 25.50, The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, museum 
purchase, 1969. 
Object Information:  Dancing Ganesha, 25.253, The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, gift 
of John and Berthe Ford, 2004. 
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Seating, like the architectural references, were planned early in the exhibition 

development. Landau explains that:    

places of repose throughout the exhibition offer visitors the ability to 
linger, read, look, and compare, as they access layers of information about 
the objects and people encountered (Exhibition Walkthrough). 
 

Landau envisioned resting places in the exhibition spaces that not only offer a 

utilitarian function, but offer access to additional different (and additional) types 

of information about art objects. This is uncommon in exhibition planning as 

Elizabeth Guffey, in an article that focuses on available seating in museums, 

explains that seating is often an “afterthought” (2015, p.62). Furthermore,  

seating in museum exhibition is often met with curatorial resistance because it 

can interfere with the display of art objects (Leahy, 2012, p.92). 

 

This was not the case in Pearls where the experiences and comfort of exhibition 

visitors was taken into consideration in early planning stages. In fact, the seating 

in Pearls was not only a place to rest, but also offered another layer of 

interpretation (through the availability of placards that were housed in the 

seating and discussed later in the Chapter). Cognizant that seating can influence 

what art objects are viewed at length (Guffey, 2015, p.63), the exhibition team 

(led by Landau) positioned the seating in the exhibition in front of important art 

objects for ease of extended viewing.  

 

In addition to the resting function and part of interpretation strategy, the seating 

design in Pearls was used as an opportunity to create a unique immersive 

experience in the exhibition. Early in the exhibition planning meetings, Landau 

requested that the graphic designer begin to develop three pattern designs (one 

per vignette).  Landau instructed that each seating design be based on a historical 

pattern from each respective dynasty (and time period). These historical patterns 

were reinterpreted by the Graphic Designer to create a contemporary 

interpretation of historical pattern that supplies an immersive experience for 

Pearls visitors  (see Figures 5.14, 5.15, and 5.16).  
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5.11 Diwan Al Khas in Fathepur Sikri, Vignette 1 (Tobin, 2016) 
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Figure 5.12 Hasht Bihisht Palace, Vignette 2 (Tobin, 2016)  
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Figure 5.13 Tophane Fountain Scrim, Vignette 3 (Tobin, 2016)  
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Figure 5.14 Vignette 1 Seating cushion design (Biehler, 2015) 

 

 

 

Figure 5.15 Vignette 2 Seating cushion design (Biehler, 2015)
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Figure 5.16 Vignette 3 Seating cushion design (Biehler, 2015) 

 

 

 

Figure 5.17 Tansen Listening Station with visitors (2016) 
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Once the graphic designer had some draft designs, the entire exhibition team was 

involved with the decisions relating to the design direction including, the 

historical pattern reference, the size of graphics, and the colors used. From the 

beginning of planning, it was decided by Landau, with the agreement of the 

exhibition team that colors of each design were to be close to the same hue of the 

vignette accent color, which supports cohesive design interpretation. 

 
Music 
 
Two of the three sections in Pearls exhibited music, which is indicative of this 

contemporary trend to include music and sounds and other sensory experiences 

in museum exhibition.  Aligned with main messages of Pearls, music provided an 

alternative sensory experience of the culture of Mughal India (Vignette 1) and 

Ottoman Turkey (Vignette 3). 

 

In Vignette 1 there was a listening station, where Kasdorf researched 

compositions from the famous musician, Tansen, who lived during Akbar and 

Abu Faz’l’s time. This station consists of hand-held audio phones where the 

visitor could listen to five Tansen compositions. The exhibition team assisted in 

the research with the headphone design. The team decided against traditional 

headphones because of reasons of hygiene. It was believed that visitors needing 

to place a headset on top of his or her head and over the ears could deter visitors 

from use. Additionally, headphones can also isolate visitors (Alison Duke quoted 

in Sharp, 2013).  The listening handsets were hand-held, like a phone receiver, 

and visitors could hold them to their ears (Figure 5.17).  

 

The Tansen listening station was a type of interactive auditory immersion, but 

also an interactive experience, where the visitor needed to pick up the handset to 

hear the music. The listener could then skip through the five musical clips 

researched by Kasdorf or listen to them all in order. The length of each of the five 

clips was displayed along with instructions to skipping ahead to different sound 

clips. This not only instructed visitors, but also managed expectation. Seating was 

made available for visitor comfort at the listening station.  
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The second and final experience of music was in Vignette 3. Playing from a 

speaker close to the vignette entrance, the song titled “Segah peshrev” was 

created by Sultan Mahmud’s court musician, Kemani Hizir Agha. The recording 

played in Pearls was performed by the group Lalezar (Traditional Crossroads, 

2001). This song is mostly instrumental and featured traditional Ottoman 

instruments. All Pearls visitors experienced this song because it was ambient, 

unlike the interactive Tansen listening station. Therefore, Pearls visitors did not 

make the decision to listen to the music in Vignette 3.  

 

Musical performances are often part of the public/education programming of an 

exhibition or even of permanent galleries. As mentioned earlier, the Department 

of Islamic Art at the Met Museum often had live music in the galleries, mostly 

located in the Moroccan Court.148 Music in museum exhibition can engage 

visitors through immersive experience (Sharp, 2013, p.24) and can promote 

social inclusion (Leonard, 2010).  

 

The availability and presence of these two sound experiences in Pearls is a 

testament to the inclusive and immersive approaches in Pearls. It demonstrates 

Landau’s and the exhibition team’s commitment to enhancing experience for all 

visitors and in support of the cohesive design interpretation through various 

immersive experiences.  

 
Additional Immersive Components  
 
I was not involved in the creation of three additional immersive components, 

which were: the education station: book making tools and materials; the digital 

interactive Piri map display; and the video of “the gun”.  Although I did not 

contribute to the development of these immersive components, they contributed 

to the Pearls interpretative strategy, provided different types of participatory 

experiences, and enhanced visitors’ experiences (visitor responses are discussed 

in the next chapter).  
																																																								
148 Although this series, sponsored by the Department of Islamic Art at the Met Museum, 
finished without plans for continuance.   
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Briefly, the Education Department at WAM was responsible for the bookmaking 

station and the creation of an interactive digital station. The education station 

provided an opportunity to touch the tools and material used in the making of 

books in Mughal India. There are emotional health benefits (Chaterjee, 2008, 

p.2) and rewarding “emotional consequence” (McGlone, 2008, p.43) that are 

associated with touch.  

 

The digital interactive displayed maps of the famous cartographer, Piri, directly 

adjacent to the digital display, was the actual book with the illustrated maps 

created by Piri; thereby offering an authentic and digitally enhanced experience.   

The display was conspicuous because a small screen was enclosed by a very large 

encasement. It was unclear why this encasement was needed as presumably the 

digital images could have been displayed on a small interface such as an Apple 

iPad, which is very common in museum exhibitions. Additionally, the technology 

at this interactive station simply did not work. The user was unable to scroll 

through the maps efficiently nor move from one map to another. This may have 

been the least successful immersive component in Pearls, because of its 

inefficient use of technology and space.  

 

Lastly, the video of “the gun”149 was created by the curatorial team at the Asian 

Art Museum in San Francisco.150 This video was on display in the third vignette of 

the Pearls exhibition and placed a few feet away from the nexus object. The video 

displayed the hidden compartments of the gun, which was addressed in the art 

object label.  

 

Through careful planning and collaboration, Landau led the exhibition team 

through the development and implementation of design interpretation that was 

																																																								
149 Object information below. Video available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 
UW2IDIDfHKY. 
150 Even though this object is part of the WAM collection. Object 51.84, The Walters Art 
Museum, Baltimore, acquired by Henry Walters, 1903. 
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unified in the promotion of the Pearls’ main messages. Each design and 

immersive component contributed to and supported the cohesion of the 

exhibition experience. The nexus object embodied the main messages and were 

supported and explained in the written interpretation. Art objects and scrims 

placement promoted connective sightlines. And immersive components, like 

accent colors, seating design, and music provided visual and auditory immersive 

experiences that enhanced visitor experience. This unified approach could have 

contributed to the popularity of the exhibition and enhanced visitors’ experience, 

which is discussed in the next chapter.  
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PART II: Written Interpretation  
 
Like the design interpretation, the creation of written interpretation in Pearls 

was guided by the same exhibition messages. However, the process of creating 

the written interpretation for Pearls was independent from exhibition design 

process. In fact, there was a much smaller group of people involved in the written 

interpretation process, only Landau, Kasdorf and myself.  Generally, my role on 

the written interpretation team was to provide guidance and feedback on 

exhibition themes, word choice, design, to act as an advocate for the non-

specialist audience, to edit drafts for consistency and readability, and 

(sometimes) to create drafts of written interpretation.  

 

This section focuses on the most significant contributions that I made to the 

written interpretation in Pearls, which were: collaborating on the exhibition title, 

exhibition introduction text creation and editing, and vignette introduction panel 

design. Cognizant of the frequent presence of Orientalism themes (like the 

nominalization of important contribution or European legitimization of Islamic 

art objects) in Islamic art exhibition, my goal was to identify the use of language 

and themes that could be read as Orientalist in the Pearls written interpretation 

and suggest elimination of a topic (when necessary) or a change in language.  

  

Although I was involved in most aspects of the written interpretation editing, 

these contributions that are discussed are the most significant. However, before 

the discussion of my contributions, it is important to reference two WAM 

institutional documents that guided the written interpretation creation and final 

editing (respectively) and how the creation and editing of written interpretation 

was organized in-between the inception and guidelines.  

 

Two WAM documents guided written interpretation writing and editing. The 

“WAM General Guidelines for Didactics” document outlines the general purposes 

of written interpretation and then summarizes the WAM “didactic levels” (or text 

hierarchy) with recommended minimum and maximum word count(s). This 
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document is about two and a half pages. Internally at WAM, written 

interpretation is termed “didactics”. The “WAM General Guidelines for Didactics” 

states the purposes of didactics are to:  

provide our visitors with an intelligent and accessible narrative story for 
appreciating and understanding the history of art as presented through the 
collection of the Walters Art Museum. They should guide the visitor to and 
through effective seeing and invite the visitor to a closer engagement with 
works of art on his/her own terms. Didactics should provide both context- 
about a culture, period, place, or theme- and content- about style, 
iconography, function, technique, meaning, etc. Installation didactics are 
vehicles for instruction, enlightenment, and enjoyment. They should 
simultaneously teach and entertain (November 2013).  
 

According to WAM, exhibition didactics are for a lot of different purposes like 

instruction, enlightenment, enjoyment, guidance, teaching and entertainment. 

These purposes indicate the complexity and sometimes competing purposes of 

creating written interpretation. Additionally, the “WAM General Guidelines for 

Didactics” outlines three types of hierarchical didactic texts: room texts, group or 

case texts, and individual labels:  

 

There are three general levels of installation didactics to be read: 
 

• Room texts, usually to be placed on a wall near the entrance to the space: 
200–250 words 

These texts are intended to introduce the visitor to the overall substance of 
the world from which the works of art on view in a room/area come, 
including the general historical/cultural background or story and point or 
significance of the works of art as representative of a cultural or artistic 
entity. 

 
• Group or case texts, usually placed inside (on label rail) or next to a case or 

some other grouping of objects: 100–200 words 
Such texts are intended to explain the object grouping, and, like the room 
or area texts, to provide historical/cultural background and the point or 
significance of the objects as a group. 

 
• Individual labels, generally placed within a case, on the base or pedestal of a 

free-standing object, or next to a framed work hanging on the wall: 60–80 
words (not including identification information) 

Such texts explain/discuss a single work of art, focusing most frequently on 
one significant aspect of the work that visitors could not infer from the 
identification information: style, subject matter, function, technique, 
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significance of artist or patron, pertinent research issues, etc. Individual 
texts also invite visual exploration and help visitors understand how the 
work of art fits into the gallery story. In addition, they include identifying 
information as follows: 

Title and date of work (when known, using ca. for circa and hyphen 
[or n-dash] between multiple years) 
Name of artist and dates (as relevant) 
Place of origin (country or region, city) and date if not given in first 
line 
Medium 

Accessions number; acquisition information/provenance (credit 
line) 
(General Guidelines for Didactics, 2013, p.1-2) 

 
These guidelines supplied useful standards to begin the creation of the written 

interpretation. The guideline word counts were not “enforced” by WAM 

management and were largely left up to the discretion of Landau.  

 

Having familiarized myself with the didactic guideline document in the early 

stages of written interpretation planning, I created a hierarchy table (Table 5.2 ) 

based on the “WAM General Guidelines” and the types (or levels) of texts that are 

specific to the Pearls exhibition.  

 

Table 5.2 Pearls Text Hierarchy 

Pearls Text  Quantity  
WAM General 
Guideline Word Count  

Pearls Introduction Panel 1 200-250 
Pearls Title Wall 
Interpretation 1 60-80 
Biography Panel 1 100-200 
Vignette Intro 3 (1 per vignette)  200-250  

Section Panels (thematic) 
5-7 per vignette (Varies 
per vignette)  100-200 

Object Labels  89 60-80 

Placards  
6 total (at least one per 
vignette) N/A 

Gallery Guide  

1 pamphlet. Available to 
visitors in places in the 
exhibition. Five 
thousand were printed 
and WAM ran out in 
early January 2016  N/A 
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I shared this chart with Landau and Kasdorf in order to promote consistency in 

the exhibition text writing and word count. The Pearls text hierarchy is a type of 

organization that creates meaning (Ravelli, 2006) and will be discussed in the 

next section. Additionally, the large amount of written interpretation in Pearls 

will also be discussed later in the chapter.  

 

The second WAM document that governed written interpretation processes was 

the “Pearls Review Process for Didactics” (Table 5.3). The process was created to 

ensure all WAM stakeholders and Executives have had the opportunity to review 

the exhibition texts before finalization and printing for the exhibition. This 

process allowed for a timely back and forth between Landau and other 

stakeholders, like the Head of Curatorial (Rob), Interim Head of Education 

(Amanda), Editor and Manager of Curatorial Publications (Charles), Head of 

Exhibition Scheduling and Graphics (Susan) and the Executive Director (Julia 

Marciari-Alexander or “JMA” on Table 5.3). This process was managed by the 

Exhibition Project Manager.151 Both Amanda and Susan, were part of the 

exhibition team meetings.  

 

I was not involved in these final stages of editing. As discussed earlier, my role on 

the written interpretation team was to provide guidance and feedback on 

exhibition themes, word choice, design, advocate for the non-specialist audience, 

edit vignette drafts for consistency and readability and (sometimes) create drafts 

of written interpretation. This was mostly at the beginning and middle stages of 

the written interpretation creation process.  

 

The guidelines and processes that were in place at WAM were for the inception of 

Pearls exhibition texts and the final stages of editing. Therefore, everything in- 

between was left to the curator and written interpretation team.  

 

																																																								
151 Interestingly, (due to internal politics) the Exhibition Project Manager was not part of 
exhibition team meetings and she and I had very little contact with one another. 
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Although I made many attempts to systemize the “in-between”, which was the 

bulk of the creation and editing of the Pearls texts, we (the written interpretation 

team) were for the most part unable to keep to any of the deadlines that we set up 

for ourselves. Therefore, my role on the written interpretation team (after the 

exhibition title change and vignette introduction design discussed later) was 

largely responsive to Landau’s needs and schedule, although sometimes Kasdorf 

requested my assistance as well.  

 
 
Pearls Introduction Texts and Written interpretation Hierarchy 
 
As discussed earlier, Pearls could be described as “heavily interpreted” because of 

the large amount of written interpretation in the exhibition. Pearls visitors were 

introduced to the exhibition through three introduction texts in three different 

locations. The largest introduction text was the title wall (labeled “Title Wall” in 

Figure 5.18). The Pearls exhibition title was made into a work of art by Sara 

Shahabi, a local artist commissioned by Landau (and WAM).152  

 

This is testament to the importance of an exhibition title and through this 

inclusion Landau inserted Pearls into the growing debates concerning the 

contemporary art being produced in and by artists of Middle Eastern or Arab 

decent and their diasporas, artists from these geographies that identify with 

nation (and prefer to be identified as such), or identify as being part of the 

Islamic art historical tradition. As previously discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, one 

of the current debates in Islamic art history is the inclusion of modern and 

contemporary artworks in the category of Islamic art. Islamic art traditionally 

cuts off in the middle to late 19th century because of the collectors and early  

 
 
 

																																																								
152 Landau originally commissioned Mohamed Zakariya; a very famous calligrapher for 
the title wall. However, in an effort to engage a younger generation, Landau proposed a 
partnership between Zakariya and Shahabi. Although, unclear of the exact 
circumstances, Zakariya graciously bowed out of the process and Shahabi took on the 
project individually.  
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Table 5.3 Pearls Review Process for Didactics 

 
 
 
 
 

Due$Date$to$Whom What

7/24/2015,"Amy"&"Amanda"

send"to"Susan
Amy"&"Amanda"send"first"draft"of"didactics"(label"copy"&"educational"material)"to"Susan.""This"is"15"weeks"before"the"opening.

Susan"standardizes"formatting"as"necessary"(3"days).

7/28/2015,"Susan"sends"to"
Amanda"and""the"Reader"

Susan"forwards"didactics"to"Amanda"and"the"curatorial"reader"(designated"by"Chief"Curator)"for"review.""They"have"2"weeks"to"

review.""Readers"should"coordinate"with"each"other"to"work"from"the"same"copy,"so"that"the"final"single"copy"contains"both"sets"

of"edits."

8/11/15,"Amanda"and""the"

Reader""send"to"Susan
Amanda"and""the"Reader""return"the"edits"of"the"didactics"to"Susan.

8/11/15,"Susan"sends"to"Amy
Susan"sends"the"didactics"to"Amy,"who"reviews"the"sugested"changes"and"forwards"a"clean"copy"to"Susan"(Amy"has"2"weeks"to"do"

so).

8/25/15,"Amy"sends"to"Susan Amy"returns"a"clean"copy"to"Susan.

8/25/15,"Susan"sends"to"
Charles"Dibble"

Susan"gives"Charles"Dibble"the"copy"for"editing.""Charles"has"two"weeks"to"edit"the"copy.

9/8/2015,"Charles"sends"the"
copy"to"Susan

Charles"sends"the"copy"to"Susan.

9/8/2015,"Susan"sends"to"Amy Susan"gives"Amy"the"edited"copy","she"has"one"week"to"make"changes.

9/15/2015,"Amy"gives"Susan
Amy"gives"Susan"the"didactics"to"review"and"proof.""They""work"together"to"go"over"any"outstanding"questions.""Susan"will"enter"

all"final"changes"into"what"becomes"the"penultimate"copy.

9/22/2015,"Susan"gives"to"Rob"
&"JMA

Susan"sends"the"pentultimate"copy"of"the"didactics"for"approval"to"Rob"&"JMA"(3"days"for"review).

9/25/2015,"Rob"&"JMA"return"

to"Susan
Rob"&"JMA"return"to"Susan"the"pentultimate"didactics.

9/25/15,"Susan"shares"with"
Amy

Susan"gives"the"final"text"to"Amy"to"address"Rob"&"JMA's"issues,"if"necessary."(Amy"has"3"days"to"address"outstanding"issues"with"

Susan).

9/30/15 Didactics"finalized.

9/30/15 Production"of"didactics,"labels,"educational"materials"begins"(5O1/2"weeks"before"opening"of"exhibition).

Pearls'Review'Process'for'Didactics,'6.17.15
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curators of the Islamic art history field felt that art was becoming too influenced 

by the exposure to Western art traditions due to colonialism and imperialism. 

 

Therefore, historically, Islamic art collections at major institutions “end” or they 

have stopped collecting after this time period. However, a few Islamic art 

curators have challenged this, such as Linda Komaroff at the Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art (LACMA) and Venetia Porter at the British Museum (and others 

like Widjan Ali 1997, etc.). On the other side, Nada Shabout argues that modern 

contemporary art from these regions and diasporas, should be labeled as “Arab” 

because modern art from these regions broke with a pure Islamic aesthetic and 

many artists included pre-Islamic influences, breaking with the tradition of 

Islamic art (2009).   

 

Whether wittingly or not, through the title wall commission and inclusion, 

Landau inserts Pearls into these debates, seemingly in agreement with the 

continuation and naming of contemporary art as “Islamic”.  Regardless of these 

debates, the Pearls exhibition title was made into an art object and was 

interpreted by an object label directly to the left of the exhibition title wall (Figure 

5.18).153  

 

																																																								
153	“Pearls on a String” (Reshte-ye Gohar) 
     Sara Shahabi 
     Iranian (b. 1982), 2015  
“Pearls on a String” is a Persian, Arabic, and Turkish metaphor to express connections 
between people, words on a page, or images in a book that when experienced together 
create a beautiful composite whole. This metaphor has inspired the title of the Walters’ 
exhibition, which celebrates human connections, especially between artists, patrons, and 
poets at the great Islamic courts of the early modern period. 

The Walters commissioned artist Sara Shahabi, a graduate of the Maryland 
Institute College of Art, for a contemporary look at the biographical themes of Pearls on 
a String: Artists, Patrons, and Poets at the Great Islamic Courts. Sara has created a 
large-scale sculptural interpretation of the exhibition title in Persian (reshte-ye gohar), 
on which she has painted words that for her evoke humanity, such as compassion, love, 
fear, envy, life, and death. 
Mirror and spray paint 
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Like the title wall, the exhibition introduction text panel was also outside of the 

Pearls exhibition space in the foyer area. It was placed in the corridor leading to 

the exhibition space (labeled “Intro Panel” in Figure 5.19). The written 

interpretation team spent much time considering the placement of the 

introduction panel. It was finally decided that it be placed outside of the 

exhibition space because of the small amount of space available in the exhibition 

and the large numbers of objects (120) and large amount of written 

interpretation. Consequently, the visitor was introduced to the exhibition and 

contemporary interpretation (title wall) before entering the Pearls exhibition 

spaces.  

 

The third introduction text was the biography panel, titled “A Biographical 

Lens”154 (labeled “Bio Panel” in Figure 5.19). This panel introduced the visitor to 

the main biographical theme of the Pearls. In early written interpretation drafts, 

the biography panel was part of the introduction panel, but the written 

interpretation team decided to create a separate panel to address this concept in 

order not to overburden the visitor/reader with information. The biography panel 

was located close to the entrance of the exhibition and within the exhibition 

space. 

  

Also in the exhibition space and close to the biography panel was the Vignette 1 

introduction panel (V1 Intro in Figure 5.21). There were three vignettes and 

																																																								
154 A Biographical Lens 
This exhibition presents Islamic art through a biographical lens. Islamic traditions 
maintain that people may be known through their words, drawings, and painted images. 
The notion that art is imprinted with human “traces” (asar, which also translates as 
“footprints,” “vestiges,” or “relics”) is embedded in the words of the 16th-century Persian 
artist and writer Dust Muhammad:  

Our works point to us, so gaze after us at our works. 
Biographical narratives are often absent from presentations of Islamic art. Yet from the 
inception of Islam in the 7th century, representations of the past have relied heavily on 
accounts about individuals, their innovations, and their social connections. Biography 
characterizes writing in all branches of the humanities, from the collection of sayings and 
practices of the prophet Muhammad, to technical treatises, to the accounts of exemplary 
cultural figures, including poets, calligraphers, and painters. Pearls on a String honors 
this biographical tradition. 
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consequently three vignette introduction panels. The design of the introduction 

panel is discussed later in the chapter as one of the significant contributions that 

I made to the written interpretation in Pearls. Each vignette introduction panel 

had a title and subtitle, divided by a vertical line. Each title was the profession of 

the protagonist and the subtitle included the protagonist’s name, consistent with 

the biographical lens of the exhibition:  

The Writer | Abu’l Fazl at the Mughal Court 
The Painter | Muhammad Zaman at the Safavid Court 
The Patron | Sultan Muhamad at the Ottoman Court 
 

This formula provided consistency and familiarity with most likely unfamiliar 

circumstances, names, and dynasties. 

 

Each of the vignette panels introduced the reader/visitor to the protagonist, the 

personality and relationships of this protagonist and the dynasty/court and 

century, which is difficult to achieve in 200-250 words.  

 

Around five to seven section panels introduced visitors to some of the themes in 

the exhibition and places/relationships (amongst others) specific to that dynasty 

or social circumstance. Some examples of panel titles are: 

Section 1.4b: Places Behind the Translations 
Section 2.4: International Isfahan 
Section 3.3: The Pleasure and Prestige of Writing 

 
Pearls displayed about 120 art objects. Eighty-nine of those objects had a chat 

label that discussed the specific qualities and importance of that object; that is 

almost 75% of individual objects had individual interpretation.  

 

Additionally, in an effort to provide deeper information, Landau developed 

placards and a Gallery Guide. Placards were made available in attachments to the 

seating. Each placard was titled with: “Want to Learn More? and subtitled with 
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Figure 5.18 Pearls Title Wall (2016) 
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Figure 5.19 WAM First Floor Map with Introduction Texts 
(https://thewalters.org/assets/img/map.pdf, 2017) 
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the content on the placard.  I suggested the phrase “Want to Learn More?” and 

the application of this phrase in all of the placards. It is important to be 

consistent in the creation of interpretation and especially when adding an 

additional and optional layer of written interpretation. I was not, however, 

involved in the research or writing of the placards. 

 

The Gallery Guide (GG) was a 7-page double-sided booklet. It was organized 

around the vignettes. Featured in the GG was an overview of each vignette, the 

seating design patterns with reference to the textile that the Pearls pattern was 

inspired by an image of the nexus object with object tombstone information.155  

 

Exhibition Title 
 
As mentioned earlier, collaborating on the exhibition title development was my 

first assignment in Pearls. In 2014 (more than a year before weekly exhibition 

team meetings), Landau requested (via email) that I collaborate on an alternative 

exhibition title for the Pearls exhibition. Landau sent an email to myself and to a 

group of people, which included Howard Kaplan, a museum writer at the Freer | 

Sackler (Smithsonian Institution) and Qamar Adamjee, Associate Curator of 

South Asian Art at the AAM, requesting to brainstorm exhibition title changes. 

Numerous conversations revolved around the Pearls title name change, some of 

which is discussed below and is testament to the importance of an exhibition 

title. In fact, an exhibition title is a prominent feature of exhibitions because it 

can set the entire tone of the exhibition communication strategy (Lazzeretti, 

2016, p. 151). Unlike exhibition title processes at the British Museum and the Met 

																																																								
155 I was asked by Landau and the Interim Head of Education to develop some ideas for 
the GG. Initially, my idea was to tell stories of the people (the exhibition team) behind 
the exhibition through narrative and interviews about their contributions to Pearls. I felt 
that this was a good way to discuss the people of the Pearls exhibition and bridge some 
of the biographical themes into the contemporary.  Landau felt this idea was too self-
serving (for the exhibition team). In an attempt to reassure her, I mentioned that the 
recognition, signature and even pictures of curatorial teams was common practice in 
museums like the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool, UK and the Museum of Fine Arts in 
Boston, Massachusetts. There was some resonance of this in the inclusion of the seating 
pattern design in the final GG. 
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Museum that involve various museum departments, including communications 

and marketing and specifically at the BM, interpretation (interviews with David 

Francis and Courtney Stewart respectively), the Pearls title was left entirely up to 

the discretion of Landau.  

 

Landau conceived the Pearls exhibition title as a main title and subtitle, 

separated by a colon. The “protocol of the colon” is a two-part structural formula 

in exhibition title that has increased in popularity since the 1980s (Lazzeretti, 

2016, p.158-9). This two-part formula is usually “a sexy hook followed by a color 

and a fuller explication” (Landi, 2013, quoted in Lazzeretti, 2016, p. 158). 

Additionally, the two-part titles are characterized by an “intentional asymmetry” 

in the length of each part. The Pearls exhibition title change followed this 

formula.  

 

One of the first working subtitles for this exhibition was “Pearls on a String: 

Artist and Patron in the Islamic World”. I did not believe this title was 

representative of the entire exhibition because of the singular “Artist and Patron” 

which did not indicate that numerous protagonists were going to be represented 

in the exhibition. More importantly, the employment of the term “world” 

suggests a difference that could have implications in exhibitions of Islamic art. 

Below is an excerpt from an email that I sent to Landau regarding the use of  

“world” in the Pearls exhibition title:  

Using "world" in reference to Islam and/or Islamic art, although it is 
accepted by many Islamic art historians, may however promote the idea of 
separateness or otherness (like Orientalism and/or Islamophobia) as it 
may promote the idea that the Islamic "world" is separate from (and 
consequently not a part of) a Western/European/White 
/American/Christian /Jewish world, which is exactly the opposite of what 
this exhibition will do. There is no “Arts from the Buddhist World” or 
something similar (23 January 2014).   

 
One of the definitions of the word “world” is “another planet like the earth” 

(Webster’s Online dictionary, 2015). As discussed earlier,156 if the term or 

																																																								
156 In Chapter 3, p.86-88.  
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identifier “Islamic world” or “Muslim world” is used in the framing of an 

exhibition of Islamic art objects, this has the potential to reinforce differences 

between the place in which the exhibition exists and the “world of Islam” or 

“Islamic art”. The world of Islamic art is then decidedly through implication, not 

part of the American or European worlds (these terms are of course not used 

frequently). These tensions have been discussed in the renaming of the Met 

Museum’s New Galleries, which now uses a geographic name. Also discussed 

earlier is that historically at the Met, the opening of the first galleries dedicated to  

“Islamic Art” moved away from a common (at the time) title  “Arab” because at 

the time, “Arab” was the politicized term and not “Islam”. 

 

In an email dated 9 March 2014, I offered the following titles, based on a 

conversation with Landau regarding the “before the colon” title: 

Adamiyat157: Relationships in the Arts of Islam 
Adamiyat- Humanity in the Arts of Islam  
Adamiyat: People in the Arts of Islam 
Adamiyat: Love in the Arts of Islam 
 

Frequently, I did not receive a response from Landau or the team assembled and 

charged with generating title changes. A few months later, the entire title had 

changed again to a focus on the messages and stories of Islamic art. In an email 

on 29 April 2014, I wrote:  

I like the 'Story' and "Messages" component, because that is what the 
exhibition will do.  
 
Stories and Messages in Islamic Art (too literal?) 
Stories of Message in Islamic Art (too wordy?) 
Islamic Art: Original Text Messages (too playful? and possibly not true) 

																																																								
157 According to Landau, “adab” is one of the richest and aesthetically most provocative 
words in Arabic, Persian, Urdu and Turkish. In all of these languages with slight 
variations in pronunciation and connotations, it suggests a commanding allusion to 
proper etiquette, finesse, flair, grace or the art of living gracefully- and grace that extends 
from the way you speak and think to the manner in which you clothe and carry yourself- 
to the disposition of your character and culture. Adab at the same time categorically 
relates to literature - literature as the summation of all linguistic arts that are beautifully 
made and make for an equally beautiful living - an art that informs a literature ad that 
becomes a testimony of your having achieved a living grace. Adab is apt for the literary 
disposition of the writing we call literature because it embraces life and letters, body and 
book, manners and matters, society and solicitude, wish and will, code and character. 
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The above may not be perfect, but I like the concept behind them. When 
you get into [concepts of] storytelling- it might get into power or 
knowledge dynamics and questions as to who (the 
museum/the institutions/the Westerner) is telling the stories about 
Islamic art (the East/is this Orientalism? etc.) maybe I am over thinking 
here […]. 
 

The italicized notes are my criticism of the title in the hope of spurring discussion 

and in order to open the discussion to criticism.  This email discussion continued 

through the Spring of 2014 and then again in August 2014. At this point, the 

exhibition title had been changed to: “Traces of the Poet, Artist, and Patron in the 

Age of Great Islamic Empires”. Landau hoped to indicate in the exhibition title 

the “traces of humanity” that can be experienced in Islamic Art.  

 

Eventually, the title reversed back to the original before the colon Pearls on a 

String and the subtitle was changed again to Pearls on a String: Art in the Age of 

Great Islamic Empires. Although verbose, this title followed the two-part 

formula and asymmetry of parts (Lazzeretti, 2016, p.158-9). However, this title 

did not indicate that biography would be foregrounded because of the lack of 

people in the title. Ultimately, the subtitle was changed again to the used: Artists, 

Patrons, and Poets of the Great Islamic Courts in Summer 2015. 

 

As previously discussed, the title is very important to the framing of any 

exhibition. It is usually the first interpretative frame a visitor encounters and 

therefore has the potential to influence the meanings exhibition visitors make. 

Also, the title is important because it is used in exhibition reviews, marketing and 

promotional materials.  This is especially true in the case of Pearls, which 

mounted an argument about the traditional displays of Islamic Art.  

 

As mentioned earlier, an anonymous source at the Met Museum explained that 

the curators and curatorial departments there do not have control over the title of 

the exhibition. The exhibition title is generated by the marketing department and 

the curatorial departments must agree with the title, which is very unlike the 
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independent and autonomous creation and changes of the Pearls title at the 

WAM. 

 
Pearls Exhibition Introduction Panel  
 
The creation and editing of the Introduction panel was continuous throughout 

the exhibition planning process and written interpretation creation processes. 

However, I began drafting the introduction panel in early Spring 2015 at 

Landau’s request. This early version was used as a starting point for exhibition 

introduction. Writing an exhibition introduction is an incredibly laborious 

process. In September 2015, Landau and I sat together to write the introduction 

panel to the entire exhibition and for over three hours we labored over what was 

most important to have in the exhibition introduction panel and at the end of the 

meeting, we had only covered the first two sentences of the introduction panel.  

 

The placement of the introduction panel is important. As mentioned earlier, the 

visitor was introduced to Pearls in the transitory space close to the museum 

entrances and probably encountered the title wall before the exhibition and the 

introduction panel. Interestingly, the introduction panel for Pearls was in a 

public space of the museum and outside of Pearls exhibition. Before the visitor is 

exposed to the content of the exhibition, the visitor is introduced to the ideas of 

the exhibition and is prepared. As discussed earlier, the foyer can be considered a 

preparation space that aligns with the content of the museum and exhibition 

(MacLeod et. al., 2015, p.332). Pearls used the foyer space to introduce the visitor 

to the exhibition title and content in the introduction panel. The introduction 

panels interacts with the transitory and introductory space of the museum and 

are not necessarily in close proximity to the Pearls exhibition content.   

 

Landau felt strongly about the placement of the introduction panel as she was 

concerned about visitor flow. She did not want the visitor to linger close to the 

entrance and the first section of the exhibition and because of the narrow and 

serpentine space of the exhibition. This was a very real possibility. Indeed, Serrell 

warns, “If the entryway is crowded, visitors will not want to stop traffic flow into 
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the exhibition” (1996, p.22). Furthermore, Ravelli discusses the exhibition entry 

as a form of control; “Organizationally, the primary function of the entry is to 

control, or at least to initiate, the pathway of the visit” (2006, p.120). Landau 

incorporated these ideas to control the congregation of visitors outside of the 

serpentine space.  

 

The introductory panel has three different sections: the title of the exhibition, 

which is in bold at the top of the panel, the written information about the 

exhibition, and finally a map at the end of the panel (Figure 5.9 on page 228). The 

title font was created by the graphic designer on the exhibition team. In the 

Pearls team meetings, the graphic designer insisted on developing a font with 

numerous serifs for the exhibition, which was inspired by the Disney film, 

Aladdin. Besides this Orientalist approach, this newly-created, serif-laden font 

was an unfamiliar style due to its recent creation and was not the right fit for the 

exhibition content. In exhibitions, “typography affects both the mood and the 

message” (Serrell, 1996, p.189). Landau and I both felt strongly that the newly 

developed font style was not right for Pearls, which already had a lot of text and 

unfamiliar people, places and art objects. I argued that the font should not be 

unfamiliar to the audience. It was here that I suggested to Landau that I be used 

as a “foil”. Because Landau had already expressed disinterest in other exhibition 

designs by this graphic designer, Landau did not want to further alienate her. I 

suggested that I would lead the opposition for this font. In a team meeting, I 

suggested that a font should not become “an object” in an exhibition with many 

objects and many foreign things. The graphic designer did not understand my 

point and a compromise was reached where the newly developed font would be 

used for the titles in the introduction panel and vignette introduction panels.  

 

Another section of the exhibition introduction panel is the map that represents 

the geographic spaces that are represented in each of the vignettes. The borders 

of contemporary nations are present. Cities that are pertinent to the vignette 

stories are identified by their geographic location on the map. Consistently, the 

cities are mentioned in the second paragraph of the introduction panel. A silence 
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(Harley, 2001) on this map were the names of contemporary nations, even 

though the contemporary borders were present.  

 

Importantly, the panel map displays the same exhibition colors that are 

consistent in each vignette to display the geographical regions ruled at the time of 

each of the represented empire. The use of these colors not only supports the 

interpretative unification, but also indicate the subjectivity of the map. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, maps are perceived to be objective because of the 

separation between the intentions of the map creator and the map users 

(Andrews, 2001; Harley, 2001). Theorists Dorling and Fairbairn offer an 

alternative explanation of the perceived objectivity of maps;  they argue that 

maps appear to be objective because of their perceived scientific nature (1997, 

p.4). This scientific view also promotes a neutral and impersonal view of the 

world, removing subjectivity from spatial representation (Dorling and Fairbairn, 

1997, p.4).  

 

The intentions of the map creator, in this case the WAM and Pearls exhibition 

team, are clear from the color coding; this map was made for the exhibition to 

orient the visitor to the areas and cities of the exhibition. Because of the use of the 

exhibition colors, this map relinquishes its subjectivity to the exhibition visitor.  

 

The text in the exhibition introduction panel is formatted in two columns and 

reads:  

 
Pearls on a String: Artists, Patrons, and Poets at the Great 
Islamic Courts 
 
The Mughal, Safavid, and Ottoman courts flourished from the 16th to the 
18th century. At the heart of these great Muslim courts shone individuals: 
artists, patrons, and poets who created some of the most important works of 
Islamic art and literature known to us today. 

The aim of this exhibition is to invoke stories about people by 
focusing on three individuals: the 16th-century writer Abu’l Fazl in Fatehpur 
Sikri, the 17th-century painter Muhammad Zaman in Isfahan, and the 18th-
century patron Sultan Mahmud I in Istanbul. Their life stories reveal a deep 
curiosity about a world that was quickly changing through the global 
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movement of people, ideas, and technologies. By the written word, the 
painted image, or the ingeniously engineered object, each protagonist 
endeavored to understand new ideas and perspectives. Each embodied the 
spirit of his time. 

Through human imagination and collaboration, these three 
protagonists had a dramatic impact on the arts. Focusing on specific people 
linked together as pearls on a string, we highlight both individual initiative 
and human relationships in creating masterful works of art. 

 
Although Landau and I spent hours on the first few sentences of this introduction 

panel, ultimately this work was not directly reflected in the final introduction 

panel. I found that often hours or days of work would be utilized and is testament 

to the complexity and collaboration of written interpretation creation. 

 

The Vignette Introduction Panels  

In May 2015, before an exhibition team meeting, I met with Landau to discuss my 

ideas for the vignette introduction panels. I suggested an “information map” 

design for the three vignette introduction panels. “Information maps” are: 

 
Print labels that are visually coded to identify different categories of 
information and their logical structure. Finding information in expository 
text may require considerable time and effort. Visually coding categories of 
text makes it easier to find particular kinds of information in coded text. 
Information maps assume that, as the time needed to access desired 
labeled information is reduced, visitors are more likely to use the labels 
(Screven, 1992, p.196). 

 
I suggested the information maps format because of the large amount of 

information that Landau wanted to convey to the reader/visitor. Additionally, 

Landau and I were operating under the assumption that most visitors would not 

have a familiarity with the time period, protagonist, nor art history of the 

vignettes. Therefore, the information in these panels would not only be a large 

amount but also foreign to visitors.  

 

The information map design provided a structure to disseminate this 

information. I first hand-drew my design idea and, shortly thereafter, created an 

electronic version (Figure 5.20).  
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Objects text!text!text!text!text!text!text!text!text!text!!
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text!text!text!text!text!text!text!text!text!text!!
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   Figure 5.20 Information Map Design (based on Screven 1992, p.196-198) 
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Figure 5.21 Vignette 1 introduction panel (Tobin, 2016)  
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This information map provided a three-paragraph structure so that the 

visitor/reader would be able to identify which part of the introduction 

information they found interesting in each vignette. Although, in the final edits, 

the idea, objects, and people did not remain in the same order and was not 

divided by a vertical line.  

 

However, the title of the vignette was separated by a vertical line, which was a 

remnant from the information map design: 

The Writer | Abu’l Fazl at the Mughal Court 
The Painter| Muhammad Zaman at the Safavid Court 
The Patron| Sultan Mahmud at the Ottoman Court  
 

Each vignette introduction text is structured using the same information map 

design and word structure: the <protagonist profession> |<protagonist name> 

“at the”< dynastic court>. The text of the panel then follows the same structure: 

the function and relationship of the protagonist profession, who he 

was/personality traits, and what is in the contribution of this person that is 

available in the gallery spaces. (See Figure 5.21 for an image of Vignette 1 

introduction panel. See Figure. 5.6, p.223 for Vignette 2 introduction panel. See 

figure 5.10, p.228 for Vignette 3 introduction panel).  

 

Conclusions 

In reflection, my professional experience in Pearls on String was not only hugely 

rewarding, but transformative for me as a museologist and researcher. This 

professional experience allowed me to utilize my doctoral research in museology, 

interpretative theory and field visits to numerous museums to collaborate on 

exhibition/interpretative strategies and written interpretation. Experiencing this 

research put to work in the Pearls exhibition was humbling as well as rewarding.  

Landau’s immense generosity in allowing me to participate in this exhibition 

permitted me to acquire an “insider” perspective of exhibition creation. This 

perspective dispelled the assumptions that I previously held about both 

exhibition/interpretative strategy and in my exhibition analysis.   
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Some of these dispelled assumptions revolved around the authority/autonomy of 

the curator and motivations of museum professionals. Initially, I was surprised 

by the amount of collaboration and compromise throughout the exhibition 

creation processes. Reflecting on this surprise, I unearthed the assumption that I 

held in that curator’s possessed autonomous power in exhibition creation. This 

may be the case with some curators and some institutions, but not at WAM. Each 

museum has its own set of processes and procedures (and checks) that must be 

followed.  

 

Moreover, I learned that some of the professional dynamics in a museum (non-

profit setting) are similar to some of the motivations of corporate professionals, 

such as self-interest. I found this surprising because I had previously believed, 

naïvely so, that museum professionals were motivated simply by ideology and 

creating responsible and inclusive exhibitions and that an exhibition should be 

analyzed through this lens. However, through this experience, I learned that 

institutional politics and personalities can cause conflict and effect work ethic 

amid a team.  

 

I employed many of the skills that I acquired in my previous corporate positions. 

These skills required humility and the ability to let hard work go unnoticed and 

unused. For example, some of the work that I spent hours developing, writing, 

and editing in written interpretation was not utilized; like my work on the Gallery 

Guide.  

 

Through this experience, I am more committed to the belief that within a 

museum there should be a separation of curatorial, education, and interpretation 

departments. When interpretation is nested into either of these larger 

departments, there is the possibility of competing outcomes. Although numerous 

job descriptions in interpretation call for some art historical experience or 

knowledge, I found in my experience in Pearls that this would have worked to a 

disadvantage. Being an outsider to WAM and, generally to art history, and 
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possessing the confidence to advise on interpretation, while pursuing a degree, 

worked to my and to Pearls’ advantage.  
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Chapter 6: Summative Interviews in the Pearls on a String: Artists, 
Poets, and Patron at the Great Islamic Courts Exhibition  
 
 
This chapter reports the goals, development, methods and key findings of 

summative visitor evaluations in the Pearls on a String (Pearls) exhibition that I 

conducted in December 2015. These key findings are enhanced by an evaluation 

report conducted by Audience Focus Inc. (AF), a museum evaluation consulting 

firm in Baltimore, Maryland, that “supports museums, cultural organizations, 

and other free-choice learning environments in the development and evaluation 

of unique, life-enriching experiences for a variety of audiences” 

(http://www.audiencefocus.com/us/).158  

 

The conception and execution of the Pearls interviews was informed by my 

experience conducting interviews in the New Galleries at the Met Museum. This 

summative evaluation contributes to an understanding of how visitors use, make 

meanings and experience the Pearls exhibition and interpretation.  

 
Goals  
 
The goals of the Pearls visitor interviews were to: gather information about 

visitors’ experiences and the meanings these visitors make in Pearls. Specifically, 

these goals include: to better understand visitor experience; understand how 

visitors make meanings of museum interpretation; and to understand if visitors 

make connections between Pearls interpretation, and other experiences of 

Islamic art, the religion of Islam, travel to Islamic places and/or contact with 

Muslim peoples. Additionally, these goals are very similar to the goals of the 

visitor evaluations in the New Galleries and are based on the thesis research 

questions.  

 
 

																																																								
158 I requested access to the AF evaluation report and this access was kindly granted by 
Amanda Kodeck, Ruth R. Mader Director of Education and Public Programs, Walters Art 
Museum.  
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Planning and Development of Visitor Interviews  
 
At the beginning of my participation in Pearls, I hoped to interview visitors, 

although I did not make this known until the majority of the interpretation 

writing and editing was complete. I approached Landau with this request and 

received informal approval to conduct interviews in Pearls. However, the 

approval for these evaluations required permission from the Interim Head of 

Education. The Interim Head of Education expressed that approval to conduct 

visitor interviews was contingent on the questions that I planned to ask visitors. I 

submitted these interview questions via email, and the Interim Director approved 

the interview questions without any recommended changes. I communicated that 

I hoped to interview 15-25 visitors, which was also accepted by the Interim 

Director.  

 
Methods 
 
Like the visitor interview goals, the methods employed to conduct the summative 

visitor evaluation in Pearls were almost identical to the interview methods in the 

New Galleries.159 A brief review of these methods and an examination of 

variations for the Pearls evaluations are discussed in the following sections.  

 

Appropriate (and various) qualitative methods were employed to identify visitors 

for the engaged visitors160 sample, conduct interviews, and sort the data acquired 

from the summative visitor evaluations. Broken into the below sections, the table 

below (Table 6.1) displays components161 of the Pearls summative visitor 

interviews alongside the employed qualitative method. Importantly, these 

components are all part of qualitative interviewing.  The component titles in the 

table below structures the remaining discussions in the methods sections.162  

 

																																																								
159 Please see Chapter 4, p.148-160 to review these methods.  
160 Engaged visitors is my term used to describe visitor behavior that demonstrates 
engagement in the exhibition and exhibition interpretation.  
161 Components is my term used to indicate that although sectioned-out in the above 
table these components are part of the qualitative semi-structured interviewing.  
162	The table below is identical to Table 4.1 on p.149.	
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Summative Visitor Interview Component Qualitative Method  

Interviewee Sample Selection  
Purposive Sampling and 
Participant Observation 

Visitor Interviews Semi-Structured Interviews  
Transcription, Sorting & Coding of 
Concepts/Themes  Data Analysis  

Comparison, Summarization and Evaluation  
Findings and Conclusions 
Reporting  

 
Table 6.1 Methods Table 

 
 
Interviewee Sample Selection  
 
The selection of interviewees was conducted through a purposive sampling 

approach, which allows the researcher to focus on a study population that best 

answers the research questions (Robinson, 2013, p.25;  Rai and Thapa, 2016, 

p.6). This non-random sampling relies on the judgment of the researcher and 

allows the deliberate focus on the characteristics of a study population that best 

answer the interview questions (Tongco, 2007, p.147). Therefore, the 

interviewees were not representative of the general audience at WAM. The 

characteristics most desirable in the study population were visitors who 

demonstrated “engaged behavior” which means visitors who were observed as 

having an interest in the content (art, interpretation, experience) of the Pearls 

exhibition.  

 

Similar to methods in the New Galleries evaluation, a four-point purposive 

sampling approach was employed to establish the sampling inclusion criteria 

(sample universe), choose a sample size, create a sample strategy and for 

sourcing the engaged visitor sample (Robinson, 2013, p.26). 

 

Comparable to the New Galleries evaluation at the Met museum, the inclusion 

criterion incorporates the identification of “engaged behavior” of Pearls visitors. 

Significant amounts of time were relative and comparative to the other visitors in 

Pearls at the time of interviewing, but were often longer than three minutes at 
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any particular art object and three to seven minutes in any vignette. Engaged 

visitors demonstrated an interest in Pearls exhibition content including art, 

written interpretation, and design interpretation. Visitors who did not exhibit 

this behavior were thereby excluded from the study. 

 

As discussed earlier, I proposed the sample size of 15-25 interviewees, which was 

accepted by Interim Director of Education. The sample size was limited by the 

time in Baltimore (3 days) and the practical considerations of travel and expense 

to Baltimore, Maryland, while conducting the interviews. Additionally, the AF 

evaluation was being conducted at the same time that I was interviewing visitors 

and extra consideration was taken in order to not overwhelm visitors with an 

institutional presence in the Pearls exhibition spaces.  

 

The sample strategy was conducted through convenience sampling, which is the 

identification of the potential participants within close proximity and who may 

have a willingness to participate in the study (Robinson, 2013, p.32).  

 

In order to identify Pearls visitors that met the inclusion criteria, I employed 

participant observation, which is a naturalistic data-gathering technique 

employed before conducting interviews (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.26). While 

observing visitors in Pearls, I was seated, which I believe allowed me to have a 

minimal presence in the galleries, which also can be part of the participant 

observation technique (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.26).  

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, ample seating was available throughout the 

Pearls exhibition. However, I conducted all of the eighteen visitor interviews at 

the conclusion of the Pearls exhibition in the third vignette: The Patron: 

Mahmud I at the Ottoman Court. The “X’ on the map (Figure 6.1) indicates my 

relative interview position in the Pearls exhibition. This position was chosen 

because it was at the end of the prescribed circuit route through the temporary 

exhibition space indicated by the black arrows in Figure 6.1. Therefore, when I 

approached potential interviewees, they had been through the majority of the 
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Pearls exhibition. I conducted interviews with eighteen visitors on three 

consecutive days: December 2-4, 2015. The interview questions were a structured 

set of open-ended or semi-structured questions:163 

 
1. How did you hear about this exhibition? 

a. Where have you come from today?  
2. Have you visited the Walters before?  

a. If yes, when was your last visit? 
3. What were your expectations of the Pearls on a String exhibition?  

a. How does your experience today compare with what you 
expected?  

4. What will you tell your friends about the Pearls on a String exhibition?  
5. What is your favorite part of the exhibition? 

a. Were there any parts of the Pearls on a String exhibition so far 
that you haven’t liked or did not find interesting?  

6. What messages do you feel Pearls on a String communicates? [If they 
were struggling with the question, I asked:] Are there messages in the 
overall exhibition or in the labels? 

7. Does the Pearls on a String exhibition feel or communicate differently 
from other galleries in the Walters? If so, how? 

8. You know how sometimes the news media portrays Islam or Muslims 
in singular way, was that on your mind as you were walking through 
the galleries? Were you making connections or is this a different 
representation?  

9. What did you know about Islamic Art/Islamic cultures before you 
came?  

10. Visitor Background/Demographic Information 
a. May I ask approximately how old you are?  

 
 
Conducting the Interviews  
 
The order of the questions is important and the arrangement of general and 

broad questions initially in a question sequence can allow the interviewee to feel  

unrestricted (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.136). As with the interview questions in 

the New Galleries, the questions narrow in focus and increase in complexity 

through Question 9 (Q9). Question 10 (Q10) inquires about demographic 

information in order to signal the end of the interview.  

 
																																																								
163	Please refer to Chapter 4, p.153 for a discussion of open-ended questions and 
qualitative interviewing methods.  
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Figure 6.1 WAM First Floor Map (http://thewalters.org/visit/map.aspx 2016)  
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Question 1 (Q1) inquires where or if the interviewee heard about the Pearls 

exhibition before their visit. The second part of the question asks where the 

visitor is from, in order to obtain the area of residence of interviewees. Question 2  

(Q2) is aimed at understanding the familiarization and frequency of previous 

interviewee visits to WAM.  

 

Question 3 (Q3) inquires about the expectations of the interviewee for the Pearls 

exhibition and to inquire if those expectations were met. Question 4 (Q4) 

questions what part of Pearls was most appreciated by the interviewee and most 

likely to be communicated to a friend about the exhibition. Question 5 (Q5) and  

5a) are aimed to ascertain the likes and dislikes of the interviewee in Pearls 

respectively. Question 6 (Q6) inquires specifically about the communication of 

“messages” in Pearls.  

 

Question 7 (Q7) inquires about any perceived difference in communication 

between Pearls and other galleries in WAM. Question 8 (Q8) aims to determine if 

the interviewee connected one-sided or negative news media coverage of 

Islam/Muslim peoples with experiences in the Pearls exhibition. In situ, I 

changed Q8 to be more conversational.164  

 

Question 9 (Q9) aims to obtain an understanding about the knowledge and 

experiences the interviewee had with Islamic art. The museum visitor always 

brings his or her own personal experiences to an exhibition (Falk, 2009; 

Whitehead, 2012).  

 

Question 10 (Q10) had two parts and inquires about indicative interviewee 

demographic information. This question was asked for general reference and 

																																																								
164 The original Q8: How or does the information presented in Pearls on a String differ 
from information from other media sources about Islamic art?  
Although the original question could be considered less leading, the first three 
interviewees had a difficult time answering this question and requested further 
explanation.  



	 272	

later when sorting and coding data to determine if the interviewees were similar 

to the Met Museum’s demographic summary, which is discussed later. This 

question signaled the end of the interview and the change in question content 

often provided a good transition into the conclusion of the interview.  

 
Data Analysis  
 
Data analysis begins at the same time as collecting data (Rasmussen et. al., 2006, 

p.110).  Through coding, I identified emergent concepts and themes and coded 

them while conducting interviews with interviewees.165 Using the grounded 

theory approach, the concepts and themes emerged without reference to the 

literature (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p. 2014). Directly following a completed 

interview, I reviewed my transcription in order to flesh out my simultaneous 

written transcription. Once all the interviews were complete, I typed a transcript 

of these interviews in order to have an electronic version. I continued to code 

concepts and develop themes in the electronic transcript and through findings 

reporting.  

 

The themes that I developed are discussed in the Key Findings section (on p. 275-

297) of this chapter. Some of the themes that are discussed are questions that I 

explicitly asked about, such as the “messages” in Pearls (Q6) and other concepts 

and themes emerged that were unsolicited and organically arose from 

interviewee responses.  

 
Limitations 
 
The limitations of this study include a small sample number, limiting inclusion 

criteria, and short data collection period (three days). Qualitative interviewing 

explores the details of complex experiences (Rubin and Rubin, 2012, p.3-4) and is 

not interested in quantitative data collection and analysis. Therefore, I make no 

claim to statistical significance.   

																																																								
165 For a review of concepts, themes and codes, see Chapter 4, p.159-160 in the Data 
Analysis section.  
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The goals of this study are to obtain insights about a very specific sample of 

engaged visitors’ experiences and the meaning these engaged visitors make. 

Additionally, because I alone conducted the interviews, I focused on a single or 

pair of interviewees, which in turn prohibited me from interviewing other 

engaged visitors in Pearls at the same time.  

 
Comparing Evaluations and Demographics  
 
The inclusion of the findings from the AF evaluation report enriches and 

contextualizes this research study. The summative evaluations that I have 

conducted are a very specific, non-random sample, which is especially focused on 

obtaining information on visitor experiences and specifically experiences of 

interpretation, whereas the AF evaluation is broader in scope and in number of 

participants. The AF evaluation supplies a comparison to the summative 

evaluations methods and findings that are discussed in the chapter. 

 

WAM employed Audience Focus (AF) to design, train employees and analyze 

summative visitor evaluations in Pearls.166 The AF evaluation study cost ten 

thousand dollars. AF employees trained WAM staff to conduct the evaluations. 

Six WAM staff members conducted the evaluations between 30 December 2015 

and 31 January 2016 (AF, 2016, p.9). AF designed the summative evaluation with 

a mixed-method design to conduct the evaluation which included “Timing and 

tracking in each of the three gallery spaces and lobby entrance167 and interview & 

survey intercepts at the end of the exhibition” (AF, 2016, p.7). The principal 

questions in AF evaluation were:  

1. Who came to the exhibition and why?  
2. How did visitors engage with the exhibition?  
3. How did specific content and design decisions influence how visitors  
experienced the exhibition? (2015, p.6).  

																																																								
166 The term “participants” will be used for visitors interviewed by Audience Focus (AF) 
to avoid confusion. 
167 Timing and tracking is systematic observations of museum visitors (Yalowitz and 
Bronnenkant, 2009, p.47) used for tracking where visitors go and what visitors do inside 
of an exhibition (Yalowitz and Bronnenkant, 2009, p.48). 
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4. How were visitors impacted as a result of their experience in the 
exhibition?  
 

One hundred and three Pearls visitors participated in the AF evaluation, thirty of 

whom were tracked and interviewed, forty-nine were interviewed only and 

twenty-four were tracked only (Audience Focus, 2016, p.10). Therefore, the total 

number of visitors that were interviewed in the AF evaluation was seventy-nine, 

which is much larger than the eighteen interviews that I conducted.  

 

In total, 16,421 visitors came to Pearls (AF, 2106, p. 12). When compared to other 

temporary exhibition numbers during the same relative time period and space, is 

slightly above average (Marino, 2016).  In my evaluation most (16 or 88%) of the 

interviewees were from Baltimore city and county and/or the state of Maryland 

and Washington DC. The two exceptions were: Tony, 33, an Engineer, who came 

to Pearls from Huntsville, Alabama, on a business trip and Marci travelled from 

Maine. None of the interviewees were international. In the AF evaluation, 87% of 

evaluation participants were local including Maryland, Virginia and Washington 

DC (2016, p.14), which is similar to my interviewee sample. The AF evaluation 

report does not specify international visitors.  

 

The majority of interviewees were female (11 or 61%) and the remaining were 

male (7 or 39%). This is similar to the AF’s demographic where 65% of 

participants were female and 35% were male.  

 

The AF demographic summary categorizes visitors into three age groups: 29 and 

under; 30-59; 60+. The below chart demonstrates the comparison from the AF 

demographic summary and my interviewees.  

 
Age WAM/AF % Interviewee % 
29 and under 17 22 
30-59 39 22 
60+ 44 56 

 
Table 6.2 Age/Demographic Comparison 
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Irrespective of gender, age, or residence, most interviewees were highly educated.  

When I asked profession in Q10,168 eight interviewees identified as retired or 

retired professional and seven interviewees identified as professionals, totaling 

fifteen interviewees. Outside of the retired and professional categories, two 

interviewees identified as college students: Rufus, 19, from the Maryland 

Institute College of Art, and Joy, 19, from the United States Naval Academy 

respectively. Rufus and Joy visited Pearls as part of their coursework and/or 

extra credit. One interviewee, Jamal, responded that his profession is a diesel 

mechanic.  

 
Key Findings  
 
The findings from visitor interviews that I conducted are based on themes which 

were created from coding concepts. The concepts that emerged were from data 

analysis that was guided by the interview goals. Below is a list of key findings that 

are then discussed under each key finding title respectively. Furthermore, data 

and key findings from the AF evaluation are also discussed when enriching this 

discussion.    

1. Destination Pearls on a String  
2. Responses to Interpretation Design   
3. Responses to Art Objects 
4. Pearls Main Messages and “Text Echo”  
5. Interpretations and Audience Reception Theory 
6. Interviewee’s Recommendations and Institutional Response  
7. Pearls and the Broader Political and Social Contexts 
8. Comparisons with Other Museums and Travel Experiences 

 
1. Destination Pearls on a String  
 
Four interviewees stated that they visited the Pearls exhibition because of a 

general trip to WAM including Mark, 31, an artist and bartender who stated that 

he “stumbled” upon Pearls. However, the majority of interviewees (15 or 83%) 

came specifically to see Pearls. Marci, 62, a retired teacher, drove from Maine 

especially to experience the Pearls exhibition after reading an article in Saudi 
																																																								
168   Visitor Background/Demographic Information 

a. May I ask approximately how old you are?  
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Aramco magazine. The 83% that specifically came to see Pearls is higher than the 

AF evaluation percentage of 68% of participants that stated “That seeing Pearls 

was part of the reason they visited The Walters that day” (AF, 2016, p.18). Like 

the Met Museum’s New Galleries, it appears that Pearls was a premeditated 

destination for numerous interviewees.  

 

Furthermore, five interviewees (of the 15 that came specifically to see Pearls) 

mentioned that they were either already on their second visit or planned to return 

to see the exhibition again. John, 62, an Art Appraiser, was on his second visit 

and mentioned that he returned to see the remainder of the exhibition. Sarah, 28, 

who works in the Coast Guard, also came back to Pearls because she wanted to 

show her father the exhibition. Jamal, a diesel mechanic who specifically came to 

see “the gun”, was already on his second visit when I interviewed him and 

planned to come to Pearls again. Rufus mentioned that he would bring his art 

school friends to see Pearls. Jean, 70s, a Retired Realtor stated, “This is not a 

show for one visit. There is so much to take in”. These interviewees’ responses are 

contrary to evaluations in museums and with professional educators who state 

that American museum visitors are hardly aware of what is on display at the 

museum they visit (Falk, 2009, p.24). Unlike this research, Pearls was an 

important factor in the decision for these interviewees to visit WAM.  

 

It appears that the marketing campaign for the Pearls exhibition was successful 

because interviewees cited a variety of media sources in hearing about the 

exhibition including Saudi Aramco magazine, the Baltimore Sun newspaper, 

WYPR, a NPR affiliated station (where the curator gave an interview), the banner 

on the outside of the WAM building, and a WAM front desk recommendation. 

The AF evaluation reports that about 75% of participants “heard about Pearls 

prior to arriving at the Museum” (2016, p.20).  

 
2. Responses to Interpretation Design 
  
Many interviewees responded positively to various immersive components in 

Pearls. These components provided types of immersion that include auditory, 
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tactile and visual experiences that were created to enhance visitor engagement. 

As previously discussed, interpretation design is part of the experiential register 

of visitor experience and influential because it is experienced by all exhibition 

visitors (Whitehead, 2012, p.xiii-xiv). The previous chapter examined the 

interpretative components that were created as a type of alternative to traditional 

written interpretations and offered opportunities for interaction and 

participation. The immersive components and designs that were mentioned in 

interviewees’ responses were: the Tansen listening station, papermaking 

techniques at the education station, the video of the gun and the cushion/seating 

design.  

 

Although the Tansen music is an art object, it was also a type of auditory 

immersion to the sounds of Akbar’s Mughal dynasty. Additionally, this listening 

station also provided an interactive experience, where the visitor chose to 

participate by picking up the handheld device to hear Tansen’s compositions. As 

discussed in the previous chapter, sounds in museum exhibition can promote 

engagement (Sharp, 2013) and social inclusion (Leonard, 2010). Jean explained 

her emotional reaction to the Tansen station. She responded that she was moved 

to tears when listening to Tansen at the listening station because the Tansen 

music reminded her of a great friend and former college roommate from Pakistan 

who recently had passed away. Jean explained that her deceased friend explained 

the rhythms and style of Tansen’s music to her.  

 

Mary, 55, an advocate for victims of domestic violence stated that, “The music 

station was unexpected” and then continued to explain that both she and her son 

interacted with the music station. She liked that some songs clips were longer 

than others. Although two interviewees mentioned the listening station in this 

evaluation, the AF evaluation provides a broader picture of use. The AF report 

states that 28% of tracked participants made extensive use of the Tansen audio 

station with an additional 15% making cursory/moderate use (2016, p.33). In 

total, over half of the tracked participants in the AF evaluation stopped at the 

Tansen listening station (AF, 2016; Marino, 2016).  
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Mary, who was excited about the Tansen listening station, was also excited about 

the papermaking techniques at the education station titled: Book making and 

Tools & materials. Mary exclaimed in an excited tone “You can feel the paper!” 

Although the education station did not allow visitors to touch the actual objects, 

WAM commissioned conservationists to create paper samples so that visitors 

were able to feel the paper. Therefore the education station provided a tactile 

experience for Pearls visitors.  

  

Regarding visual experiences, three interviewees, Janice, 64, a retired 

Pediatrician; Jean and Flo, 70, a retired Psychologist, all mentioned that they 

liked the video of the gun, which provided an alternative interpretative 

experience to the gun and written interpretation that was present in the object 

case. The gun and the video of the gun are further explained in the next section of 

this chapter.  

 

Flo was interested in the seating design, “I am noticing the stools. It is too 

unusual. It fits in beautifully. Wonderful touch. I have looked at every single one”. 

In response, I explained to Flo how the seating was designed and she appeared to 

have more of an appreciation of the seating by smiling and looking at the seating 

in Vignette 3, where we were interacting. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

the seating was designed by the exhibition graphic designer and in collaboration 

with the Pearls exhibition team to mirror the colors and textile patterns of the 

respective dynasties and centuries in each of the three sections. Flo appreciated 

the seating design where the seating was used to support the coherency of the 

visual experience and unity in interpretation.  

 

As discussed earlier, seating in museums is often an afterthought in exhibition 

design (Guffey, 2015, p.62). Pearls was an exception to this statement, where 

seating design and placement was meticulously planned. Interestingly, 

interviewees did not mention the utility of the available seating. This is especially 
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interesting because the AF evaluation reports that almost half (or 54%) of the 

tracked participants used the seating (2016, p.43) in Pearls. 

 

Also, interestingly, none of the interviewees’ responses include comments about 

the ambient music, the hanging scrims, nor the exhibition accent colors. The 

ambient music, scrims, and accent color could be considered part of the 

exhibition “architecture” and offer less opportunities for visitor participation and 

therefore could have been less memorable for these interviewees. This, in some 

ways could be less impactful on the meanings these interviewees made in Pearls.   

 

Nevertheless, it is clear that the Tansen listening station, bookmaking station and 

seating design positively influenced some interviewees’ experiences of Pearls. In 

fact, the AF evaluation report supports this claim where 35% of participants 

mentioned “how the design influenced the way they experienced the exhibition” 

(2016, p.44). The interviewees responded to these immersive components and 

design without solicitation. However, more interviewees responded to interview 

questions with their “love” or interest in particular art objects/mediums which is 

discussed in the next section.  

 
3. Responses to Art Objects  
 
Like the immersive components, the experience and placement of certain art 

objects appears to have impacted or influenced all of the eighteen interviewees’ 

experiences of Pearls. All of the eighteen interviewees responded to various 

interview questions by mentioning at least one specific art object and/or a 

preferred art medium present in the Pearls exhibition. Consequently, the 

experience of these art objects appears to be very influential in meaning making 

for these interviewees. Half of interviewees mentioned “the gun” and a third of 

interviewees mentioned Christian art objects in their responses to various 

interview questions. The gun and some Christian objects (mentioned in 

interviewees’ responses) could be considered and “consecrated” and/or “star 

objects”, where through exhibition design, the importance of an object was 
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visually and spatially identified. As discussed earlier, consecration is the 

situational process in which: 

high value is conferred upon an object through the combined 
interpretative acts of producers past and present, ranging from art 
historians who have upheld a tradition of writing and talking about the 
paramount importance […] to the curator involved in the presentation 
(Whitehead, 2012, p.27)  
 

The “high value” is created through spatial location of an art object in an 

exhibition, including:  

culminative space within the sequence of objects, its relative isolation, the 
furniture and scenography involved in its presentation and its situation 
within the spatial context of the individual room in which it is located 
(Whitehead, 2012, p.27)  

 
Similar to consecration, the spatial relationship of other art object placement, a 

“star object”, is an art object in an exhibition that draws attention to itself 

through the “theatrical staging and framing arranged by the museum” 

(Wingfield, 2010, p.55). A “star object” is also experienced in “isolation” (Stanley, 

2013, p.397). This description of a “star object” is dependent on object placement 

and isolation like the definition of consecration.  

 

Interestingly in Pearls, most of the star objects were consecrated by being placed 

in the beginning of each vignette, where the exhibition accent colors signaled this 

change. As discussed earlier, the idea behind this object placement is that these 

coordinated changes between vignettes (signaled by accent color) would revive 

and engage visitors early in each vignette.  

 

“The Gun” (Jeweled Gun of Sultan Mahmoud I)169 

In addition to half of the interviewees who mentioned “the gun” and a third of 

interviewees who mentioned Christian objects, four interviewees mentioned that 

																																																								
169 Object information: Jeweled Gun of Sultan Mahmoud I, Accession Number 51. 84, 
Turkey (Ottoman), AH 1145/AD 1732-1733, Steel. (http://art.thewalters.org/detail  
/22655/rifle/).  
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they liked the illuminated manuscripts miniatures (mostly present in the 

beginning of the first vignette. 

 
“The gun” (Figure 6.2) was the most frequently mentioned art object in 

interviewees’ responses. Located at the beginning of the third Vignette: The 

Patron | Sultan Mahmud at the Ottoman Court, nine (or half) interviewees 

mentioned “the gun” specifically. Including Jamal, 38, a diesel mechanic, who 

stated that the gun was the only reason for his visits to the Pearls exhibition. Six 

of the nine interviewees that mentioned “the gun” in their responses also said 

that “the gun” was their favorite thing in Pearls overall. The data from the AF 

evaluation supports this finding, by recording that 85% of tracked visitors 

stopped at the gun (AF, 2016; Marino, 2016). This made the gun the most 

popular art object in Pearls.  

 

Figure 6.3 displays the placement of the gun in the actual space of the exhibition 

and Figure 6.4 identifies the placement of the gun, marked by an “X” within the 

represented temporary exhibition space at WAM.  “The gun” was “consecrated” 

by its placement with the third and final Pearls’ vignette, although it is a type of 

reverse consecration because the gun was placed at the beginning of the vignette.  

Although the spaces in the Pearls exhibition were small, the gun was isolated 

because it was the only object in the glass case and other objects were not placed 

in the near vicinity. In fact, because of its placement, Pearls visitors needed to 

circumvent the gun to continue with the reminder of the exhibition.  

 
Supporting the consecration was both the written interpretation and video 

interpretation of “the gun”. The written interpretation tells the legend of the gun, 

which was recorded by famed antiquities dealer, Robert S. Pardo. The book 

where Pardo recorded the legend was also on display. Therefore, a section panel  

and four case labels interpreted this object in writing.  

 

As mentioned earlier, some interviewees mentioned both the gun and the video 

interpretation of the gun. The video of the gun displayed moving images of a 
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visual exploration of the secret compartments in the gun. Janice stated that “the 

gun and the video are great”. Like Janice, Flo also mentioned that one of her 

favorite things was the video of “the gun”. Jean stated that she was very 

impressed with the “story of the gun”. For Janice, Flo and Jean, interpretation of 

“the gun” was seemingly influential in their Pearls experience. In fact, in the AF 

evaluation 76% of tracked participants stopped at the video of the gun (Marino, 

2016). 

 

Outside of consecration and star objects status, “the gun” was a magnificent 

object, because it was inlaid with thousands of jewels and had numerous secret 

compartments. Therefore, the qualities of the art object, the object placement, 

and written and video interpretation of “the gun” worked together to inform 

visitors that this was an important object in Pearls.  

 

Six (or one third) of interviewees mentioned the presence of Christian art objects 

in Pearls in positive ways. Most of the Christian objects in Pearls were present in 

the second vignette: The Painter | Muhammad Zaman at the Safavid Court and 

like “the gun” these objects were located at the beginning of the second vignette. 

As discussed earlier, the exhibition accent colors and introductory panel signaled 

a change in vignette and subsequently a change in dynasty and time period to 

Pearls visitors. Objects that were placed close to the beginning of the exhibition 

received more attention, so it was a type of consecration, but reversed.   

 
Christian Art Objects  
 

The interviewees that mentioned Christian or biblical objects or the 

interpretation of these objects in some of their responses respectively. Like Sarah, 

28, an US Coast Guard employee, mentions “biblical things” in the Persian 

Empire. Marci liked the crystal Jesus”.170 Gail, 51, a real estate accountant, 

																																																								
170 Object information: Christ Child India (Goa) 16th century, 42.360. 
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Figure 6.2 Jeweled Gun of Sultan Mahmud I 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6.3 Jeweled Gun of Sultan Mahmud I in Pearls exhibition 
 (http://art.thewalters.org/detail/22655/rifle/) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6.4 Location of “the gun”, WAM First Floor Map 
(http://thewalters.org/visit/map.aspx 2016) 

x	
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commented on the “picture of Mary and Jesus”171 and spoke about her experience 

of going to a Catholic school. Earl, 68, a retiree from Newspaper industry, 

brought up the relationship between Armenia and the Iranian empire by stating, 

“That it gives a good insight to the culture of Iran and their values. That they have 

a Christian connection and the involvement of Armenia”. Lastly, Janice stated: 

This exhibition is more than just Islam, but also mentioned Christianity. 
Focused on art, not so much the religion. More than all-Islam, all-Muslim. 
Just nice. 

 
It is interesting that Janice mentions both religions, but then states that the 

exhibition is about art and not religion. Importantly, Janice and these 

interviewees identified tolerance and multiculturalism as the main messages of 

Pearls (AF, 2016, p.47). Some of the main messages of Pearls were present, 

firstly in the inclusion of these Christian art objects (in an Islamic art exhibition), 

but also the written interpretation of these art objects. These responses could 

indicate that enthusiasm for Christian art could be because museum visitors 

often seek connections to objects and exhibitions that they have previous 

experiences of and these past experiences influence their current ones (Falk, 

2009, p.318). The importance endowed to “the gun” and the biblical/Christian 

art objects were communicated in written interpretation and through 

consecration and star object placement.  

 

Because of the consistency of interviewees’ who mentioned both “the gun” and 

Christian/biblical objects, it is likely that the intent of the reversed consecration 

had the intended effect on these visitors. Contrarily, some interviewees felt that 

the Christian/biblical objects did not belong in Pearls, which is discussed in Key 

Finding section 5 of this chapter.  

 
4. Pearls Main Messages and Text Echo 
 
Some interviewees expressed the intended messages that were present in the 

written interpretation, which can be identified as “text echo” (McManus, 1989). 

As discussed earlier, text echo is a concept developed by Paulette McManus to 
																																																								
171 Object information: The Return of the Flight into Egypt, Isfahan, 1689, IL.2015.11.1. 
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describe the museum visitors’ verbal repetition of the language present in 

museum texts in conversation with other companion visitors. Because these 

visitors discussed the exhibition and objects in the same language present in the 

text panels, McManus argues that not only do museum visitors read written 

interpretation, but also these texts influence visitors’ experiences (McManus, 

1989, p.174).  

 

Mary, visiting WAM with her two sons, was very conscious that there were 

messages in Pearls. She responded, “There are messages in everything. How it is 

displayed and how it is presented”. Other interviewees were more specific and 

mentioned multiculturalism, intercultural understanding, religious tolerance and 

interconnectedness. Flo mentioned that there was “More to Islam than you might 

think. Inclusiveness and Islam is not a new religion. Broadminded inclusion of 

culture and understanding”. Tony states “The first area explains the multicultural 

court and influence in the pairings”. Bill, 64, a retiree, states “They were a 

cosmopolitan group of people, sophisticated with international flavor. Earl 

mentioned the Christian connections and Armenian involvement in Iran.  

 

This argument about the presence of text echo in these interviewees’ responses is 

also enriched by the AF evaluation which reports that 91% of their participants 

were able to describe a main message172 in the Pearls exhibition (AF, 2016, p.46). 

Additionally, the AF evaluation reports that most tracked participants (96%) read 

at least one of the larger text panels (2016, p.40). In fact, on average, participants 

were observed reading eight text panels (AF, 2016, p.40). Additionally 98% were 

observed reading object labels and on average participants read twenty-four 

object labels (AF, 2016, p.14). The indication that text echo is present through the 

repetition of Pearls main messages could also indicate in audience reception 

																																																								
172 As discussed in Chapter 5. the main messages of Pearls were defined by WAM staff 
members as: Compassion/ Tolerance to toward other people and cultures; Art of 
different cultures is interconnected; Islamic art is more than just decoration; 
Introduction Islamic art & culture. Preservation of history and culture is important; 
Individuals and their stories shaped culture of Islamic world; and learned that Islamic 
art includes figural representations (AF, 2016, p.47). 
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theory, a dominant hegemonic position. This is discussed further in the next 

section.  

 
5. Pearls Interpretations and Audience Reception Theory  
 
As discussed in Chapter 4, audience reception theory can provide a deeper 

understanding of interviewees’ responses to written interpretation Q6, 173 but also 

in this case, responses to the inclusion of art objects that are usually not included 

in Islamic art exhibition. As examined in Chapter 4, audience reception analysis 

was developed from literary theories, where the reader (or viewer) is active 

member in the creation of meaning. Separating out the producer or “encoder” 

and receiver/decoder, Stuart Hall (1990) identifies three positions that a decoder 

can occupy when consuming a media text: dominant-hegemonic, negotiated, and 

oppositional.174 The dominant position is the “preferred reading” (Hall, 1990, 

p.98) of a media text and “carries with it, the “stamp of legitimacy- it appears 

coterminous with the ‘natural’, ‘inevitable’, ‘taken for granted’ about the social 

order” (Hall, 1990, p.102). As discussed in the last section, this dominant-

hegemonic position was occupied by a few Pearls interviewees. Furthermore, this 

position is in line with the illusion of objectivity in museums and museum 

texts.175  

 

A “negotiated” postion is where there is a ‘”mixture” of recognition and 

acceptance of the dominant position, and at the same time,  “adaptive and 

oppositional elements” in decoding (Hall, 1990, p.102). Meaning, that the 

viewer/visitor with a negotiated position does not completely accept a message 

the way the encoder (exhibition creator) intended. The third position is 

“oppositional”, where the viewer decodes a message contrary to the dominant 

code. With an oppositional decoding, there is the recognition and rejection of the 

dominant code (Hall, 1990, p.102) 

																																																								
173 What messages do you feel Pearls on a String communicates? (If they were struggling 
with the question) Are there messages in the overall exhibition or in the labels? 
174 Please see Chapter 4, p. 182 for a discussion of these audience analysis positions.  
175 As discussed in: Coxall 2000; McManus 1991; Sandell 2007; and Whitehead 2011.  
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Mixed Positions: Interviewee Responses to Written Interpretation  
 
As previously discussed, many interviewees when asked Q6176 responded with the 

echoing or repetition of Pearls main messages, which can indicate a dominant-

hegemonic reading. In addition to this echoing of main message, some 

interviewees responded that the written interpretation was factual and historical. 

Like Sarah, who stated that the messages in the museum were “factual 

information”. Similarly, Earl stated that there were “messages in the text panels 

that give the history and the background”.  

 

These statements could indicate that these interviewees believe that written 

interpretation to be objective/neutral and fact-based. These statements can be 

attributed to subscribe to the dominant-hegemonic position, because these 

interviewees’ decoded the written interpretation with the “stamp of legitimacy- it 

appears coterminous with the ‘natural’, ‘inevitable’, ‘taken for granted’ about the 

social order” (Hall, 1990, p.102).177 

 

Contradictorily, Betty, a retired IT worker in her late 60s, states that “the Pearls 

on a String title seems contrived but I have not read all the labels”. Similarly, 

Bob, 65, an Attorney, also did not condone the title and metaphor of “pearls on a 

string”, but admittedly said shortly thereafter, “I do very little reading” and “I 

make my own interpretation”. Additionally, Bob also mentioned that the 

combination of Turkey, India and Persia was “a little weird”. Similarly, Sarah, in 

response to Q5a178, which inquired about any dislikes, stated “[Pearls is] wall of 

text-ish”. A lot of written interpretation.”  

 

																																																								
176 Q6: What messages do you feel Pearls on a String communicates? (If they were 
struggling with the question) Are there messages in the overall exhibition or in the 
labels? 
177  Please note that I did not use the work “learn” in a question about written 
interpretation, interviewee did not use the word “learn” in their responses. Conversely, 
visitors used the word “messages” in responses.  
178 Q5a: Were there any parts of the Pearls on a String exhibition so far that you haven’t 
liked or did not find interesting? 
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Like the negotiated reading of the Pearls on a String title, some interviewees’ 

responses to the inclusion of Christian/Biblical objects in Vignette 2 and 

European wares in Vignette 3, may indicate that some interviewees had a 

“negotiated” response to these types of art object inclusion.   

 
Negotiated Positions: Interviewee Responses to Christian/Biblical 
Objects179  
 
As mentioned earlier, six (or one third of interviewees) mentioned the inclusion 

of Christian art objects in a positive way and seemed to ascribe to a dominant- 

hegemonic position, meaning these interviewees experienced the inclusion of 

these objects as the creators (Landau and the Pearls exhibition team) intended. 

However, two interviewees were skeptical of these inclusions. Ruth, 76, a retiree, 

states that the Christian images were “a bit of a stretch”. Similarly, and contrary 

to her previous comment, Janice stated, in response to a question about what she 

didn’t like about the exhibition, “The Christian Armenian art- I don’t think that 

needed to be included”. Janice questioned the appropriateness of the art objects 

in Pearls.  

 

The skepticism or negotiation may be indicative of negotiated position of the 

Pearls experience and interpretation. As previously discussed, interpretation is 

inclusive of the art objects categorization (Whitehead, 2012, p.xii). The reasons 

for this negotiation by these two interviewees could be numerous, however, three 

reasons are discussed below.  

 

Previous experiences and expectations of an Islamic art exhibiton could also be 

influencing these interviewees’ responses. Because all of the exhibition objects 

did not fit within a Islamic art category, could have been the reasons why this 

inclusion was not accepted. Furthermore, the polemic position that Pearls 

exhibits could be a reason why these interviewees felt comfortable to express 

																																																								
179 Landau’s reasons for the inclusion of Christian Armenian art is that it had a large 
impact on the visual culture of eighteenth century Safavid Iran. Many Iranian 
inhabitants of major historical cities would have been familiar with this art. It was part of 
the visual culture of this place and time period. 
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criticism of these inclusions.  It could be because Pearls does not ascribe to the 

usual chronological and dynastic exhibition of Islamic art. Interpretation in 

Pearls does not speak with this authority in its written interpretation nor through 

its objects. The exhibition was created to display it’s subjectivity and promotes 

biography as a frame or lens to experience this exhibition.  

 
Negotiated Positions: Interviewee Responses to European Art Objects  
 
Similarly, two interviewees had negotiated readings of the inclusion of European 

art objects in the third vignette: The Patron: Sultan Mahmud at the Ottoman 

Court. Toward the conclusion of the third vignette (and the exhibition), a case of 

European wares, which was specifically included in Pearls by Landau to include 

representation of women in the exhibition and as a reference to the visual and 

material cultures of the eighteenth century Ottoman Turkey. Figure 6.5 displays 

an image of the European wares case at a distance and in the context of the third 

vignette. It should be noted that this was in close proximity to where I conducted 

all of the visitor interviews. 

 

Two interviewees appeared to dislike the inclusion of European wares. Bob, 65, 

an Attorney stated, “I really like the European wares, but it seems like an 

afterthought. It is not coherent with the exhibition”. Betty, a retired IT worker in 

her late 60s, was uninterested in the European objects and like Bob also 

commented it felt like an “afterthought”. She responded, “I am least interested in 

the European ware. It feels like an afterthought”. Although differing interests in 

the European wares, both Bob and Betty used the phrase “afterthought” to 

describe the inclusion of European art objects in Pearls. These interviewees’ 

responses question the inclusion of these art objects in the exhibition, which 

could be analyzed as a negotiated reading of this part of the Pearls exhibition.  
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Figure 6.5 European Wares in Vignette 3, Pearls on a String 
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This negotiation could have been provoked not only by the expectations of the 

types of art objects present in an exhibition of Islamic art, but also because these 

art objects did not fit into these categorizations of Islamic art. Often art object 

inclusion is not perceived to be part of interpretation. A useful concept that can 

be employed here to better understand these interviewees’ responses is the 

articulation of differentiation. When discussing the cultural cartography of the 

museum experience, Christopher Whitehead explains that the act of 

differentiation exhibits, reinforces and produces existing art historical 

classification canons (2012, p.24-5). In fact, “differentiation is implicit in the way 

in which classificatory structures are developed and embodied” (2012, p.24). 

 

Interestingly, the visitor/reader who could have been perplexed by this inclusion, 

could have found an answer in the written interpretation. In a label titled:    

“Furnishing the Palaces with European Luxury Goods”, Landau describes the 

connections between the Ottoman Empire and the consumption of European 

luxury wares by imperial harem women. Additionally, Landau also explained that 

European wares were highly sought after at this time and for the royalty and 

nobility of eighteenth century Ottoman Turkey, these wares would have been an 

indication of wealth and social status.  

 
6. Interviewee Recommendations and Institutional Response  
 
Some interviewees felt comfortable recommending changes to certain 

components of Pearls and more general ideas about Baltimore museums. This is 

further evidence of a negotiated reading of Pearls by these interviewees. 

Although unsolicited, these interviewees shared their recommendations to 

presumably better future Pearls and Baltimore museum visitors’ experiences. 

Bob also made a point to recommend that Baltimore museums should coordinate 

exhibitions together. His reason for this recommendation is because he felt that 

“maybe people would fly to see two exhibits and maybe visitors would like to see 

the museums are working together. Maybe even people would come from New 

York to see it”. It is interesting that Bob questioned the inclusion of European 
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wares (in previous section) and also made a general recommendation for 

Baltimore museums.  

 

Bob’s wife, Samantha, recommended some changes to Pearls to better facilitate 

visitor experiences. Although I did not interview Bob and Samantha together, 

Samantha, entered and exited Bob’s interview during the time of interviewing. 

First, Samantha suggested that magnifying glasses be placed at the entrance and 

have a drop off at the exit and that the lighting needed to be brighter in the first 

two sections. Samantha also pointed out that direction of the gun in the video 

does not match the direction that the gun is placed in the exhibition and that this 

was disorienting. Finally, Samantha stated that the catalogue was “awful” because 

the photos were “too small” and it did not include her favorite artworks.  

 

John, like Samantha, recommended making changes in Pearls displays. John was 

annoyed at the display cases because there were many illuminations that he could 

not “get close to” due to his short focal length disability. He suggested that the 

display cases be “lowered by eight inches”. John claimed that “this was not only 

for my benefit” because he “sees the clientele” which, at the time of this interview, 

there were many retirees and elderly people. 

 

These interviewees’ recommendations are evidence of deep engagement with 

Pearls because these interviewees were not simply complaining about their 

Pearls or Baltimore’s Museum experiences, but also thought about what could 

make their experiences better. Although not always helpful as some 

recommendations were critical of things that could not be changed, such as 

Samantha’s suggestion for changes in the exhibition catalogue and John’s height 

of display cases, maybe the interviewees’ simply wanted to voice their displeasure 

in hopes of changes to future exhibitions at WAM.  

 

The negotiation by these interviewees could be a testament to the idea that the 

temporary exhibitions, unlike the perception of permanent galleries, can have a 

specific set of thematic messages which can be identified by visitors. In the case 
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of Pearls, which had an overt biographical frame of Islamic art exhibition and 

which was introduced to Pearls visitors at the beginning of the exhibition in the 

biography panel, reinforced in written interpretation throughout the exhibition, 

and in the marketing of Pearls. The temporary exhibition and the presence of 

process-based information may allow this type of negotiated engagement with 

Pearls.   

 

Additionally, these interviewees’ observations and suggestions served as a type of 

remedial evaluation. Remedial evaluation takes place once an exhibition is open 

and is useful for troubleshooting potential problems and making simple 

improvements that can enhance visitor experiences (Diamond et. al., 2009, p.4). 

The remedial evaluation(s) were performed by both these interviewees, which is 

unusual as remedial evaluation is usually undertaken by museum employees 

(Diamond et. al., 2009, p.4). These recommendations and evaluation are 

evidence of deep engagement with the exhibition. When possible, I relayed these 

recommendations to the Pearls exhibition team, in particular to Landau and the 

Interim Head of Education. They responded to these recommendations and 

observations and made changes to the exhibition when possible. These changes 

included the addition of magnifying glasses that were placed in various locations 

in Pearls and for visitor use. In fact, the AF evaluation reports that 37% of visitors 

made use of the magnifying glasses (2106, p.39). This was very responsive of 

Landau and the Interim Head of Education and which is a testament to the 

inclusive and responsive institutional culture at WAM.  

 

Overall, there was a mix of interviewees’ audience reception theory positions.  

Some interviewees exhibited a dominant-hegemonic position of Pearls 

interpretation while other interviewees demonstrated a negotiated reading of 

Pearls evident from inquiries of written interpretation including the exhibition 

title, the questioning of the inclusion of certain art objects, and because of the 

recommendations that some interviewees expressed. They challenged the 

authority of the museum.  
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7. Pearls and the Broader Political and Social Contexts180   
 
As discussed earlier, Pearls is an exhibition that was created in response to 

negative media stereotypes of Islam and Muslim peoples, but also a response to 

teleological (chronological or dynastic) Islamic art exhibitions through the 

employment of a biographical frame to the Pearls exhibition of Islamic art. This 

position was expressed not only in marketing, but also in the written 

interpretation present in the Pearls exhibition. Q8181 specifically inquired about 

possible connections between negative media framing of Islam and Muslim 

peoples and Pearls. However, the below responses were unsolicited and were 

expressed by interviewees before Q8 was asked:  

Ruth: Islam is more pertinent to today’s political situation.  
John: Pearls is a better role model than religious fundamentalism.  
Flo: There is more to Islam than you might think. Inclusiveness. Islam is 
not a new religion-[it has] been around. Broadminded inclusion of culture 
and understanding. This is not what we are told.  
Paty: I like the focus on Islam in the exhibition especially with all this 
stuff going and the negative stereotypes.  
Janice: Well it takes the politics out of it. Especially what has been 
happening. I was asking myself, do I want to see the exhibition? But it 
takes your mind off the politics because it has become tarnished.  

 
These five interviewees made connections between the Pearls exhibition, current 

events and broader social and political contexts surrounding the display of 

Islamic art before they were asked Q8. These responses affirm the belief that 

Pearls was experienced by these interviewees through the frame of, or in 

comparison with these contexts. Similarly, when I asked Q8, numerous 

interviewees’ responses affirmed that their Pearls experiences were mediated by 

these contexts. Below is a list of fifteen responses, separated by three themes: 

Responses that affirm that the negative or singular portrayal of 
Islam or Muslim peoples in the news media:  

																																																								
180 The timing of these interviews corresponded with two violent attacks by terrorists 
labeled as “Islamic” or “Islamic terrorism”. The Paris attacks happened two weeks prior 
on 13 November and then the mass shooting in San Bernardino, California on 2 
December 2015 which was my first day of interviewing in the Pearls.   
181 Q8: You know how sometimes the news media portrays Islam or Muslims in a 
singular way, was that on your mind as you were walking through the galleries? Were 
you making connections or is this a different representation?  
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Marci: Yes, because of the negative stereotypes. The American people 
don’t have exposure to Middle Eastern or Arab culture.  
John: Yes it does. The media is doing a disservice. And it is going to cause 
deaths  
Sarah: Yes, I made the connection. People forget long excellent history 
because of what is happening now. But they had scientific advances.  
Paty: Yes, it was on my mind going through the exhibition. People don't 
think too much about art and maybe they don't have the right idea and 
they are not the negative stereotypes.  
Tony: Sure it came up. Part of it is that I am not familiar with the religion. 
The first area explains the multicultural court and influence in the 
pairings. How far the influence of Islam in India goes. There is a gap 
between the British and the Portuguese empires. Interesting.  
Janice: Yes, it took my mind off of it. There is so much talk about 
Muslims and hate.  
Jean: Museum destruction is on my mind. You need a balance of good 
and bad in media reporting.  
Betty: I was wondering if this exhibition is a deliberate intervention. Yeah 
it is a nice way to show the civilization.  
 
Responses that affirm a difference between the messages in 
Pearls and the messages of Islam or Muslim peoples in other 
media sources:  
 
Gail: Yes, very much different. 
Flo: Yes, different. Pearls is a good way to say it.  
Earl: Different than other media sources. It was on my mind for 2 or 3 
minutes.  
Rufus: Places like this, that show the Muslim world, promote public 
awareness in light of recent events and [the belief] that Islam is backward, 
people don’t know the history behind it. Ottoman empires dissolved after 
WW1 and the British mandate of Palestine. This kind of thing [Pearls] 
even if it is Orientalist, shows the Muslim world is just as developed and 
exquisite as European culture. Makes you realize they [presumably 
Muslims] are people too.  
Joy: Pearls shows a different side of the faith. People don’t know the 
history. Where else in the world Islam is. Show a different side of the 
religion and all-encompassing picture.  
Ruth: Not sure. We only get the bad stuff. We don’t get these aspects of  
Islam.  
 
Response that do not confirm a connection between Pearls and 
other media sources:  
 
Mary: No, not at all. Pearls is very light. Not dark and deep.  
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Mary’s response initially expresses that Pearls and the news media are not 

connected. She then compares the lightness of Pearls to the presumably “dark 

and deep” new media depictions. It is through this comparison that Mary 

expresses these connections exist even though contradictory to her initial 

response.  

 

Some of the interviewees’ responses echo some of the main messages in Pearls. 

Like Betty responded to Q8 by wondering if Pearls was a deliberate intervention 

to combat negative stereotypes, which could be in some ways. Betty appears to be 

echoing the use of biography present in Pearls written interpretation and 

especially the biography panel.  

 

These three themes indicate that many interviewees experience Pearls in 

relationship to other media sources and believe that Pearls is different from these 

media sources. Seemingly, even though Pearls is an exhibition that mounts a 

polemic narrative, many (if not all) of these interviewees experienced Pearls 

through a comparison with the broader social and political context. For these 

interviewees, it is possible that these previous experiences with Islam, is the 

media experience of Islam and not a personal experience of Islam and Muslim 

peoples. There is an absence of first-hand experience expressed in these 

responses.182  

 
8. Comparisons with Other Museums and Travel Experiences  
 
Responding to a wide range of questions, interviewees frequently made 

connections between their experience of Pearls and WAM to other museum 

experiences, Islamic art exhibition and travel. These responses were unsolicited 

in interview questions and consistent. As with interviews in the New Galleries, 

this is unsurprising because visitors rely on their previous experiences and 

																																																								
182 The one exception to the statement is from an interview with Janice who spoke about 
her experience with the Muslim community in Baltimore, and stated that “there is a need 
for more exposure of Americans and Muslims”.  
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knowledge to mediate their encounter in museum exhibition (Falk and Dierking, 

2012, p.123).  

 

Marci mentioned her experience of Madrid museums.  John stated that “I am a 

New Yorker and used to go to the Met on a weekly basis”. Similarly, Rufus stated 

the Pearls “feels a lot like the Met”. Sarah states the Walters is comparatively “on 

par with other museums’. Tony compared Pearls to exhibition in London 

museums, “I hadn’t seen anything like this exhibition, even in London and 

considering the British Empire”. Joy compared her experiences at Pearls with her 

experience at the Vatican museums: “I am thinking about that artwork. I haven’t 

seen anything like it. It [Pearls] is a hidden gem”. Joy also mentioned that it was 

a family vacation. Specifically regarding the exhibition of Islamic art exhibition, 

Jean compares the WAM with the collection she has seen in Fort Worth, Texas, 

where she states that “there is not that much there”. The Walters is one of the 

best”. Flo mentioned that she has not seen other Islamic art exhibitions in D.C.  

 

Previous travel was sometimes mentioned during interviews.  Betty mentioned 

that she had just returned from a trip to Turkey. Ruth mentioned a missed 

opportunity to go to Istanbul and expressed contentment that she was able to see 

artwork from Turkey. Bob mentioned “travel” in answer to previous experience of 

Islamic art. Marci mentioned her travel to Madrid and Spain in reference to 

Pearls.   

 

Personal experiences of travel and Islamic art and other museums informed ten 

interviewee experiences of the Pearls. This does not suggest that all visitors have 

a similar or standard experience. Rather, the diverse experiences of interviewees 

informs and frames their individual experience of the Pearls (Falk and Dierking, 

2013, p.27). This finding supports existing research that argues visitors bring 

their own experiences to a museum and that museum-going happens in 

connection with many other types of media (Falk, 2009; Falk and Dierking, 2013; 

Hooper-Greenhill, 2000).  
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Conclusions  
 
This summative evaluation resulted in the collection of data about eighteen 

interviewees’ experiences. Generally, the data collected from these interviewees is 

complicated and supports the research on the complexity of the museum going 

experience. These findings are sometimes supported from the findings and data 

collected from the AF evaluation report which enriches and contextualizes this 

summative evaluation. Overall, I have found that numerous interviewee 

responses responded that Pearls had met or exceeded their expectations which is 

also confirmed in the AF evaluation report (2016, p.65).  

 

Interviewees made meanings from experiences of design interpretation, 

immersive components, and art object placement such as the experience of 

consecrated nexus and star art objects. Many interviewees expressed appreciation 

for various immersive components where there were opportunities for 

participation like the Tansen listening station and the education station. The 

seating cushion designs were commented on by an interviewee which supports 

the importance of visitor-centered design in exhibition experience. All eighteen 

interviewees responded to various interview questions with their appreciation of 

at least one specific art object present in Pearls. “The gun” was the most 

frequently mentioned art object in interviewees’ responses.  

 

Some interviewees repeated the main messages of Pearls “text echo” (McManus, 

1989) in their responses and the expression that written interpretation is history 

and “fact-based”. However, some negotiation seems to take place sometimes of 

the written interpretation, including the Pearls on a String title by interviewees. 

Which could be because Pearls’ written interpretation allowed for the subjectivity 

of exhibition and in presentation of information. This may be because of the 

obvious thematic interpretative approaches in Pearls. Additionally, none of the 

interviewees expressed desires for different types of information in written 
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interpretation (beside the Pearls exhibition title), which could be a testament to 

the process-based and biographical approach of the exhibition.   

 

However, numerous interviewees responded to the inclusion of Christian/biblical 

objects and European wares with a negotiated position. Interestingly, it seems 

that these interviewees preferred the rigidity of art historical categories when 

attending Pearls, which was marketed as an Islamic art exhibition. Previous 

experiences could have framed interviewees’ Pearls experiences and expectation 

of types of art objects present in Pearls. Some skepticism may have resulted in 

negotiated readings on the Pearls exhibition title, and the inclusion of 

Christian/Biblical art objects and European wares.  

 

Interestingly, these interviewees challenged the inclusion of these art objects, 

which is very different from interviewees’ responses in the Met Museum’s New 

Galleries. This negotiation could be attributed to the themed temporary 

exhibition or the biographic lens, which makes an argument about the use and 

lack of biography in other Islamic art exhibitions and recognizes that Pearls does 

not occur in isolation of the broader social and political contexts. Many of the 

interviewees’ experiences in Pearls seem to have been mediated by these broader 

contexts. Unsurprisingly, interviewees related Pearls to previous experiences of 

other museums, Islamic art exhibition and travel.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions  
 
 
The exhibition of Islamic art in the United States (and Europe) has greatly 

increased since the 11 September 2001 terror attacks (McWilliams 2012; Pinna 

2013; Winegar 2008). The term ‘exhibition’ is inclusive of both reinstallations of 

permanent collections and temporary exhibitions. Even though exhibitions of 

Islamic art are not particularly about the religion of Islam, oftentimes, Islamic art 

exhibitions are equated with Islam, terrorism, and/or Orientalist sentiments. 

“Building bridges” (Flood 2007; Winegar 2008) is a phrase that is frequently 

used to describe the desired effect that Islamic art exhibition can have between 

the “East and West”. However, this conflation is problematic not only because it 

“bears little relationship” to historical precedents in Islamic art scholarship and 

collection (Grabar, 2012), but also because it can become the only framework that 

the Islamic art exhibition can be experienced and understood (Winegar, 2008). 

Although some Islamic art historians lament this equation (Flood, 2007; Grabar, 

2012) others, like Amy Landau, recognize it and work against it in the creation of 

interpretation in Islamic art exhibition in the Pearls on a String exhibition.  

 

Interpretation is important because it reveals the communication agenda of the 

exhibition creators and institution (Ravelli, 2006, p. 3). There has been an 

increase in the study of both written and design interpretation (Fritsch, 2011; 

MacLeod, et. al., 2015; Roberts, 2014; Whitehead, 2009, 2011; 2012; 2016a, 

2016b). Given the increased interest in the study of Islamic art exhibition and 

interpretation, before this thesis, a study of interpretation in Islamic art 

exhibition has not yet been undertaken. Based on Whitehead (2016b, p.1-2), the 

amalgamation of approaches and insights from various research areas was used 

to better understand interpretation, the process(es) of interpretation production 

and visitor responses in both the New Galleries and Pearls.   

 

This thesis utilizes a triangulated methodological approach where the theoretical 

research in interpretative theory is applied to a case study of New Galleries 

interpretation. A critical reflection method is adopted to examine my professional 
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involvement in the Pearls exhibition. Summative visitor evaluations of both 

exhibitions were undertaken in order to better understand the meanings visitors 

make and connections to the broader social and political context. Focusing on the 

New Galleries and Pearls interpretation, this thesis examined the following 

research questions: how can the theoretical research in new museology and 

interpretative theory be applied in order to better understand and analyze 

interpretation in Islamic art exhibition; how do curatorial and museum practices 

contribute to the production of design and written interpretation in Islamic art 

exhibition; how can the societal context of Islamic art exhibitions be understood 

through the examination of written interpretation and museum practices; what is 

the role that interpretation plays in the construction of meaning in Islamic art 

exhibition; and how do museum visitors make connections between Islamic art 

exhibition and a broader social and political context? 

 

A discussion of theoretical research in interpretative theory (in Chapter 2) was 

applied to an analysis of a case study of the New Galleries (Chapter 3), in 

professional practice in the Pearls (Chapter 5) and to visitors’ responses in the 

conducted summative visitor evaluations (Chapters 4 and 6).  

 

In Chapter 3, the curatorial intentions and practices that contribute to the 

production of interpretation design and written interpretation were revealed 

through interviews with Maryam Ekthiar and Courtney Stewart, through a close 

reading of the New Galleries exhibition catalogue (2011) and archival research 

conducted in the Met Museum. Maps were displayed prominently in the New 

Galleries and through the employment of “silences” (Harley, 2011) and the 

“imagined user” (Muehrcke and Muehrcke, 1992) in map theory. This thesis 

argues that maps are an important component in exhibition interpretation. 

 

 It appears that planning interpretation design was given prominence over 

written interpretation.  Indeed, an approach that contextualized Islamic art 

objects was adopted (Haidar, 2011, p.10). The interpretation design focused on 

various forms of immersion, including contextual interventions, immersive 
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components and immersion rooms.  This approach, which works well in design 

interpretation according to numerous interviewees (Chapter 4) and exhibition 

reviewers, was also adopted in the written interpretation (Haidar, 2011, p.14). 

Although this unified interpretative approach could appear to be an ideal model, 

a close reading of the New Galleries text panels (including exhibition 

introduction, gallery introduction, and relayer panels) suggest otherwise. A 

product-based interpretation approach (Whitehead, 2012) and nominalizations 

(Ravelli, 2006) were frequent in the written interpretation, and because of the 

slippage of Islamic art with the broader social and political context, could be 

associated with negative (and persistent) ideologies like Orientalism and 

Islamophobia. Also pervasive in New Galleries’ written interpretation was the 

legitimization of Islamic art through an association with Europe. This 

legitimization could be indicative of Orientalism, where the written interpretation 

authorizes a view of the “Orient” and creates and perpetuates ideological 

differences (Said, 2003).    

 

Biography was the interpretative approach adopted by Landau and Pearls 

exhibition team. In written interpretation, this approach mainly focused on 

process-based information (Whitehead 2012), which told stories of the people 

and processes of art creation in three historical periods. Each of the three 

vignettes features a protagonist that was integral to the creation of art during 

those times. Design interpretation, like architectural scrims, accent colors and 

seating cushion design was used to immerse visitors and provide opportunities 

for interactive experiences.  

 

The New Galleries is a permanent reinstallation of a collection, whereas Pearls 

was a temporary international loan exhibition for three months at the Walters Art 

Museum. Although examined together in this thesis, they are very different 

exhibitions, with different purposes and exhibition duration. Additionally, 

different methods are employed for the exploration of the New Galleries (case 

study) and Pearls (critical reflection) and it is too reductive to make direct 

comparisons between the exhibitions. Nonetheless, it is clear that the 
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biographical interpretative frame in Pearls promoted accessibility for numerous 

interviewees (Chapter 6).  

 

However, some similarities include that both the New Galleries and Pearls are 

polemic in that they take on oppositional positions through interpretation and 

against the standards of organization and interpretation of Islamic art. The New 

Galleries foreground geography and nation (instead of religion, art forms and/or 

styles as uniting factors) and intends to highlight the tensions that exist in the 

diversity and unity of Islamic art (Haidar, 2011).  This argument’s complexity is 

essentially only in dialogue with experts from the field or people who have a 

familiarity with Islamic art history which can limit the success of the exhibition.  

The polemic position that Pearls occupies is in dialogue with and attempts to 

counter the larger social and political contexts regarding depictions of Islam and 

Muslim people and capitalizes (and works against) the expectations that have 

been imposed on Islamic art in American society.  

 

Summative evaluations undertaken in both exhibitions provides insight into the 

expectations and the meanings that engaged visitors make of interpretation in 

Islamic art exhibition. Although the New Galleries and Pearls are different types 

of exhibitions, interviewees in both evaluations had opinions about exhibition 

interpretation.  

 

The application of audience reception theory (Hall, 1990) and text echo 

(McManus, 1989) enables a better understanding of how interviewees made 

meanings of their museum experiences. It seems as though the interviewees in 

the evaluation of the New Galleries subscribe to the authority of the 

interpretation. This can be identified in the absence of interviewees that question 

the information available in written interpretation and primarily adopted a 

dominant-hegemonic position in response to the product-based interpretation. 

However, in Pearls, which clearly states its interpretative frame and is a 

temporary exhibition at a smaller institution, more interviewees adopted a 

negotiated position. This can be identified thr0ugh the presence of 
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recommendations given by interviewees and the questioning of the inclusion of 

art objects that seem not to fit into an Islamic art classification.  

 

Some similarities amongst interviewees in both evaluations include the presence 

of text echo (McManus, 1989) in interviewees’ responses. Also numerous 

interviewees mentioned experience of interpretation design in positive ways.  

Additionally, it is clear that previous experiences of travel to where Islam is the 

predominant religion and other museum experiences were important in 

meaning-making for many interviewees. Better understanding visitor experiences 

and the publication of evaluation findings is crucial to museum futures.  

 

This research adds to what we know about the expectations that are imposed on 

Islamic art exhibition in American museums and the equation of Islamic Art 

exhibition and with social and political contexts (Bryce and Carnegie, 2013; 

Junod et.al., 2012; Winegar, 2008).  

 

This thesis contributes to the literatures on museology, specifically inequality in 

museums (Sandell, 2007, 2012, 2016), interpretative theory (Coxall, 2000; 

Fritsch, 2011; MacLeod, et. al., 2015; Roberts, 2014; Serrell, 1996; Whitehead, 

2009, 2011, 2012, 2016a, 2016b), visitor evaluations (Diamond, 2009; Falk, 

2009) and the study of Islamic art exhibition (Bryce and Carnegie, 2013; 

Winegar, 2008; Flood, 2007; Junod et. al., 2012).  

 

Building on this research, these findings suggest a specific connection between 

the exhibition of Islamic art to media narratives about Islam, Islamic terrorism, 

and Muslim peoples. Unlike the previous research in this area (Bryce and 

Carnegie, 2013; Winegar, 2008), this study directly identifies themes in written 

interpretation that could perpetuate ideologies such as Orientalism and 

Islamophobia. These findings could be of great interest to museologists, students 

of museology, Islamic art historians and museum practitioners.  
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As a result of this study, further research might be conducted on the 

interpretation on Islamic art exhibition in other American and European 

museums or museum exhibitions in general. There are abundant opportunities 

for studying visitors (in Islamic art exhibition and otherwise) in both qualitative 

and quantitative studies, and the publication of this important visitor research. A 

cross-cultural study might be adopted in the interpretation in Islamic art 

exhibition in order to provide a more global understanding of the increase in 

exhibitions of Islamic art. An expansion of these findings to other non-Western 

art histories could also be undertaken.  

 

Through a triangulated research method, this thesis combines studies of Islamic 

art exhibition and interpretative theory to produce an original contribution to 

knowledge. Analyzing all of the written interpretation panels in any museum 

exhibition has not been previously undertaken in interpretative theory. 

Furthermore, I argue that the maps are an important part of museum 

interpretation and, prior to this research, have not been studied in a museum 

context. Including visitors in this research is critical because it provides insights 

and creates valuable knowledge in museum evaluation. Finally, this thesis 

provides a framework for the identification of societal ideologies in written 

interpretation in Islamic art exhibition. 
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Appendix A 
Islamic Art, Middle Eastern and Arab Arts exhibitions that I have 

Visited 
 
 
United States: 
 

• The Arts of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central Asia and Later South 
Asia, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY 

• Byzantium and Islam: Age of Transition, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York, NY (14 March-8 July 2012) 

• Sultans of Deccan India, 1500-1700 Opulence and Fantasy Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, NY (20 April- 26 July 2015) 

• Court and Cosmos: The Great Age of the Seljugs (27 April- 24 July 2016) 
• The Arts of the Islamic World, The Brooklyn Museum of Art, Brooklyn, NY 
• Here and Elsewhere, The New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York, 

NY (16 July- 28 September 2014) 
• 1001 Inventions: Discover the Muslim Heritage in Our World, New York 

Hall of Science, New York, NY (7 December 2010- 24 April 2011) 
• The Art of the Islamic World, Freer|Sacker Gallery, Smithsonian 

Institution, Washington, DC  
• The Islamic Heritage Museum, Washington, DC 
• The Islamic World, The Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, MD 
• Arts from the Islamic Lands, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA 
• She Who Tells a Story, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA (27 August 

2013- 12 January 2014) 
• Islamic Art Galleries, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Los Angeles, CA 
• South and Southeast Asian and Persian Art galleries, San Diego Museum 

of Art, San Diego, CA 
• Islamic Art, Seattle Art Museum, Seattle, WA 

 
United Kingdom:  
 

• The Islamic World, The British Museum, London 
• Hajj: Journey to the Heart of Islam, The British Museum, London (26 

January- 15 April 2012) 
• The Islamic Middle East, The Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
• Light from the Middle East, V&A, London (13 November 2012- 7 April 

2013) 
• Pearls, Victoria & Albert Museum, London (21 September 2013- 19 

January 2014) 
• Imperfect Chronology: Debating Modernism II, Whitechapel Gallery, 

London (15 December 2015- 17 April 2016) 
• Imperfect Chronology: Mapping the Contemporary I, Whitechapel 

Gallery, London (26 April- 14 August 2016) 
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• Islamic Middle East gallery, The Ashmolean Museum, Oxford 
 
 
Europe: 

• The Arts of Islam, The Louvre, Paris, France 
• Islamic Art, Chester Beatty Library, Dublin, Ireland  
• The David Collection, Copenhagen, Denmark 
• Museum of Islamic Art, Pergamon Museum, Berlin, Germany  

 
Asia:  

• Museum of Islamic Arts Malaysia, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia  
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Appendix B 
Presentation Listing 

 
 
 
GUEST LECTURES: 
 
“The Museum Context and Islamic Art ” University of Wales, Swansea 
College of Art, Swansea, UK, October 2016.  
 
“Text Panels, Maps and Visitors in Islamic Art Exhibition”, University of 
Leicester, Museum Studies (MA), Leicester, UK, October 2016.  
 
“Interpretation and Visitors in Islamic Art exhibition”, Johns Hopkins- 
Museum Studies (MA), Onsite Seminar Roundtable- University of Westminster, 
London, UK, July 2016.  
 
“Written Interpretation in Islamic Art exhibition and the Mass 
Media”, University of Wales, Swansea College of Art, Swansea, UK, April 2016.  
 
 
INVITED PRESENTATIONS: 
 
“Language in Islamic Art Exhibition”, P21 Gallery, London, UK, October 
2016.  
 
“Mapping the Museum Territory” P21 Gallery, London, UK, July 2015. 
 
“Maps in the Museum” Wertheim Study Talk, New York Public Library. New 
York, NY, January 2015. 
 
“Text Panels in Exhibition/Reinstallations of Islamic Arts and their 
Relationship to the Mass Media”, The Innovation Edge Conference-
International Forum, Roundtable Discussion sponsored by the King Abdulaziz 
Centre for World Cultures, American Alliance of Museums. Seattle Convention 
Center, Seattle, Washington, May 2014. 
 
“Text Panels in Exhibitions/Reinstallations of Islamic Arts”, National 
Museum of the American Indian-Smithsonian Institution. Washington, DC, 
September 2013. 
 
“Text Panels in Exhibitions that Represent Islam and Muslim Peoples”, 
Wertheim Study Talk, New York Public Library. New York, NY. July 2013. 
(Interview: http://www.nypl.org/blog/2013/07/15/meet-scholar-melissa-
forstrom) 
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CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS: 
 
“Reinterpreting Islamic Art Exhibition and the Mass Media” Malacca to 
Manchester: Curating Islamic Collections Worldwide University of Manchester, 
Manchester, UK, February 2017 (forthcoming).  
 
 “Why Aren’t Moving Images ‘Islamic’?” International Forum on 
Contemporary Islamic Art, Design, and Architecture: Where/How Does the 
North Meet the East? Joint Conference of School of Art, Design and Media 
Nanyang Technological University, AMCA, Associations for Modern and 
Contemporary Art of the Arab World, Iran, Turkey and VCU, Qatar, Singapore, 
Singapore, October 2015.   
 
“Erasure of States and Border in Islamic Art Reinstallations”, World 
History Theory and Practice: States, Border, and Migration Conference. 
History Department. St. John’s University, New York, NY, May 2014. 
 
“Metamorphosis of Islamic Art Exhibition Space: Two Permanent 
Reinstallation Case Studies”, Museum Metamorphoses: The Adaptable and 
Changing Museum Leicester University, Leicester, UK, November 2013. 
 
 “Media Representations and Museum Exhibitions of Islam and 
Muslim Peoples: Connections and Importance”, Archbishop Desmond 
Tutu for War and Peace Studies and the Centre for the Applied Study of Muslims 
and Islam in the UK:  Representations of Religions in the Media: 
Multidisciplinary Approaches Conference. Liverpool Hope University, Liverpool, 
UK, July 2013.  

 
President’s Travel Grant Awardee- “The Public Image and Museum 
Exhibitions of Islam and Muslim Peoples: Relationship, Connections 
and Importance”, International Visual Sociology Association: The Public 
Image. Goldsmiths College, London, UK, July 2013. 
 
Graduate Scholar Awardee- “Representations of Muslim peoples and 
Islam in Two Western Museum Exhibitions”, Religion and Spirituality in 
Society: Third International Conference. State University of Arizona, Tempe, AZ, 
March 2013. (Link: http://religioninsociety.com/conference-archives/2013-
conference/2013-awardees) 

 
“The construction of identity and difference at the Hajj: journey to 
the heart of Islam exhibition at the British Museum”, Inter-
Disciplinary.Net: 6th Global Conference – Multiculturalism, Conflict and 
Belonging. Mansfield College, Oxford University, UK, September 2012.  

 
“Three exhibitions of Muslims/Islam in New York City cultural 
institutions in 2011”, International Visual Sociology Association: Re-
visualizing the City Conference, St. Francis College, Brooklyn, NY, July 2012. 
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“Remembrance of 9/11 at Three New York City Cultural Institutions”, 
English Graduate Student Association Conference: Memory Remains. 
Northeastern University, Boston, MA, March 2012. 
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Appendix C 
Gallery Introduction Panels 

 
New Galleries for the Art of the Arab Lands, Turkey, Iran, Central 

Asia, and Later South Asia 
Metropolitan Museum of Art 

 
 
Gallery 451 
Arab Lands and Iran under the Umayyads and Abbasids, 661-1258 
 
The Muslim calendar begins in 622, when the Prophet Muhammad led his 
followers on the hijra, or flight, from Mecca to Medina. After the Prophet’s death 
in 632, his successors, called caliphs, extended the Islamic conquests from the 
Arabian Peninsula to the neighboring Byzantine and Sasanian empires. By 714, 
the Muslim empire stretched from Spain to India.  
 
Caliph ‘Uthman (r.644-56) ordered the codification of the Qur’an which stimulate 
book production and the evolution of Arabic calligraphy. Under the Umayyads 
(661-759), a distinct Islamic artistic identity gradually emerged. Early Islamic art 
synthesized forms inherited from Late Antique and Byzantine Egypt and the 
eastern Mediterranean and Sasanian Iran. Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 
6840705) established Arabic as the language of polity and administration. He 
ordered Arabic script to replace images of the ruler on coinage. By 715, a standard 
mosque plan based on the layout of the Prophet Muhammad’s house was 
established.  
 
The Abbasids (750-1258) overthrew the Umayyads in 750 and founded a new 
capital, Baghdad, in Iraq in 762. New styles and techniques characterized 
Abbasid art, including pottery with luster glaze or Chinese- inspired shapes. The 
influence of Abbasid wares and their ornament spread far beyond Iraq to Egypt, 
Iran, North Africa, and Spain.  



	 312	

 
Gallery 451 
The Abbasids at Samarra 
 
 
Under the Abbasid caliphate (750-1258), Iraq became the focal point of Islamic 
political, economic, and artistic life. In 836, the Abbasids established an alternate 
capital north of their first capital, Baghdad, called Samarra. There they built 
impressive mosques and palaces and a distinctive Abbasid style emerged that had 
a marked impact for centuries to come. Ceramics with new glazing techniques, 
such as luster painting, circulated widely, and new methods of stucco and wood 
carving appeared in Samarra, particularly the highly original “beveled style”. It 
was used to decorate the walls of building and on wood panels, but artists soon 
adapted its motifs to stone carving, pottery, and glass. Luster painting and the 
“beveled style” subsequently spread from Iraq to other centers of production in 
Egypt, Syria, Iran, and Spain. In cosmopolitan Iraq, artists imitated Chinese 
Tang-dynasty (618-907) ceramics, and made elaborate carvings in teak imported 
from South and Southeast Asia.  
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Gallery 452 
Decorative Panels from the Sabz Pushan Site 
 
Excavators from the Metropolitan Museum dug at several sites with the ancient 
city of Nishapur, including a grassy hillock in the middle of the site, dubbed Sabz 
Pushan (“green mound” in Persian), where they spend their first season. Between 
the ninth and the twelfth centuries, this had been a thriving residential 
neighborhood with houses of three to four rooms connected by small alleys. The 
carved stucco panels in this gallery come from two rooms and the adjoining 
courtyard of one of those houses. The two rooms were once a single large room, 
subsequently divided and separated by a doorway (represented by the nice in the 
middle of the wall). On the west wall of each room was a small recess that the 
excavators believed to be a mihrab for prayer (the niche at the end of the wall on 
the left). The panels were originally painted in bright yellow, red, and blue, with 
equally colorful mural on the plaster walls above (not preserved). Part of the 
painted inscription, an earlier scheme of decoration, was found behind one of the 
stucco panels, a fragment is displayed above the panel to the right of the 
doorway. The panels here also include some plaster casts, as half of the originals 
are in the National Museum of Iran, Tehran.  
 
The case in the center of the room contains objects found at the Sabz Pushan site, 
dating mostly between the ninth and eleventh centuries.  
 
Panels (clockwise around the room starting with you the panel to your left):  
Rogers Fund, 1937 (37.40.40, .42, .43, .46, .46, .45, 44, .41) 
Rogers Fund, 1938 (38.40.253) 
Rogers Fund, 1940 (40.170.439, .443, .442) 
 
 
Photographs Rooms 3C1 and 3C2, Sabz Pushan during the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art excavations at Nishapur. Courtesy The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
Nishapur photo archives.  
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Gallery 452- Interactive Component  
Nishapur Excavations  
 
The Nishapur Excavations 
Introduction 
 
The city of Nishapur was founded in the northeastern Iran around the third 
century A.D. It grew to prominence in the eighth century, but was destroyed by 
invasions and earthquakes in the thirteenth century, and its ruins lay 
underground until a team of archaeologists from the Metropolitan Museum 
excavated between 1935 and 1940, returning for a final session in 1947-48. These 
galleries present a selection of the objects found during the Museum’s 
excavations.  
 
 
The Met’s Excavation 
Arrangements with Iran 
 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art received permission from the Iranian 
government to dig at Nishapur provided that it share half of the excavated 
material with the National Museum of Iran in Tehran. At the end of each season, 
the objects were divided into two representative collections. In the case of the 
stucco panels from the Sabz Pushan sire, some original objects were reproduced 
so that each museum would have a full set. Both Museums have displayed the 
Nishapur material since the 1930s.  
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Gallery 453 
Iran and Central Asia, 800- 1050 
 
By the mid-ninth century, the political strength of the Sunni Abbasid caliphs had 
waned and their provincial governors had become increasingly independent. 
Among the most powerful were the Samanids (ca. 819- 1005) in Central Asia, 
who took control of the Samarqand and Bukhara and the important Iranian trade 
city of Nishapur. In the 960s, a Samanid amir- established another autonomous 
dynasty with Ghazni (in present- day Afghanistan) as his capital. His successors, 
the Ghaznavids (977-1186), conquered large parts of Central Asia and raided 
northern India. The Buyids (945-1055), a Shi’i dynasty from the region south of 
the Caspian Sea, seized control of Western Iran and Iraq, taking Baghdad in 945. 
In 1055, the Slejuqs, a Turkic dynasty, captured Baghdad and became the new 
protectors of the Abbasid caliphate and Sunni Islam.  
 
Cultural life blossomed during this period. The works of astronomer and 
historian 
Al-Biruni (973-1048) and scientist and philosopher Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980- 
1037) were translated in Latin and profoundly influenced the development of 
philosophy and science in Europe. The rulers of this period were also interested 
in Iran’s history, reviving traditions associated with the Sasanian kings, 
exemplified by the Shahnama (Book of Kings), the epic poem about the legendary 
and pre-Islamic kings of Iran, completed in 1010 by the poet Firdausi.  
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Gallery 454 
Egypt, Syria, and the Jazira, 969-1250 
 
From the tenth to the twelfth centuries, the area including present-day Algeria, 
Tunisia, Sicily, Egypt, and Syria came under the rule of the Fatimid dynasty (909-
1171), which traced descent from the Prophet Muhammad’s daughter Fatima and 
from Isma’il, the seventh Shi’i imam. In 969, the Fatimids established Cairo as a 
new capital. It soon rivaled Abbasid Baghdad in wealth and power. Meanwhile, 
the Seljuq dynasty, after conquering Baghdad in 1055, set it sights westward, 
bringing Anatolia under its control after 1071. Based in Konya, Seljuq power in 
Anatolia reached its zenith in the first half of the thirteenth century. In the Jazira 
(the region between the northern Euphrates and the Tigris) and northern Syria, 
local regimes emerged: prominent among them were the Artuqids (1101-1408) 
and the Zangids (1127-1251). In Egypt, the Ayyubid dynastay came to power 
under the Zangid general Salal al-Dine, known in Europe as Saladine al-Ayyubi. 
He established himself as a sultan (1171) and soon expanded his control to 
Yemen, Syria, and the Jazira. Despite conquering Jerusalem in 1187, the Ayyubid 
conflict with the Crusaders continued. To face this challenge, the Ayyubids built 
an army largely of slave-soldiers (Mamluks), who ultimately overthrew the last 
Ayyubid sultan in Egypt and founded the Mamluk sultanate (1250-1517).  
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Gallery 454 
The Mamluks, 1250-1517 
 
The Mamluk sultanate emerged from the Ayyubid state in Egypt and Syria. 
“Mamluk” is not a dynastic name, but an Arabic word meaning “owned,” used to 
describe elite soldiers of slave origin. In 1250, a group of officers overthrew the 
Ayyubid sultan in Egypt, establishing a new regime. The Mamluks elected sultans 
from among their ranks, continually renewed with young slaves. After receiving 
instruction in Arabic, Islam, and warfare, the recruits were freed and promoted 
within the Mamluk hierarchy.  
 
The first decade of Mamluk rule was devoted to the consolidation of power. 
Baibars (r.1260-77) defeated a major Mongol offensive and recaptured most of 
the remaining Crusader strongholds. Soon, the Mamluks controlled a vast 
empire, from southern Anatolia to Arabia, including Islam’s holy cities- Mecca, 
Medina, and Jerusalem. Their capital, Cairo, became the economic and cultural 
center of the western Islamic world. The Mamluk “golden age” was the third reign 
of al-Nasir Muhammad (1309-41), after which the regime’s fortunes declined. 
The Black Death (1348-50) dealt a grim blow to the empire’s prosperity, followed 
by Timur’s crushing invasion of Syria in 1400. The reign of Sultan Qaitbay (1468-
96) brought some improvement, but in 1517 the Mamluks finally succumbed to 
the Ottoman army.  
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Gallery 455 
 
Central Asia under the Timurids and Shaibanids, 1370-1599 
 
After becoming the regional ruler of Transoxiana in about 1370, Timur 
(Tamerlane, r. 1370-1405) conquered all of Central Asia, greater Iran, and Iraq as 
well as southern Russian and the Indian subcontinent, founding the Timurid 
dynasty. Timur and members of his family built palaces, mosques, madrasas, 
and shrines in his capital Samarqand and other cities throughout Central Asia. 
The courtly workshops at Herat produced exceptional works of art in a range of 
media, including exquisite manuscripts under Baisunghur (1397-1434), grandson 
of Timur. Later century, Sultan Husain Baiqara (1438-1506), the last effective 
Timiurid ruler, gathered exceptional poets and artists to the Herat court, 
including the renowned painter Bihzad and master calligrapher Sultan ‘Ali 
Mashhadi.  
 
By 1507, Muhammad Shaibani (d.1510) had ousted the Timurid rulers from 
Khurasan and Transoxiana, taking Herat and Samarqand. The Shabanids 
remained in control of much of the former Timurid Central Asia until the end of 
the sixteenth century. Despite the shifting regional politics, Shaibanid ruler many 
of the cultural and artistic traditions established by the Timurids in Herat and 
Central Asia. 
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Gallery 455 
Iran Under the Ilkans, 1256- 1353 
 
Mongol incursions into the eastern Islamic lands culminated in the conquest of 
Iran and, in 1258, the fall of Abbasid caliphate (750-1258) and its capital, 
Baghdad. After gaining control over Iran, parts of Iraq, Syria, Anatolia, and the 
Caucasus, the Mongol military leader Hülegü (r. 1256-65), grandson of Genghis 
Khan, established his own khanate centered in northwestern Iran. Subordinate to 
his brother Khbuilai Khan in China, this branch of the Mongol dynasty came to 
be know as the Ilkhans.  
 
The Ilkhanids ruled Iran from 1256 until 1353, the court moving between the 
capitals of Tabriz, Sultaniya, and Baghdad. In 1295, the Ilkhan Ghazan (r.1295-
1304) embraced Islam. Numerous mosques, tomb complexes and Sugi shrined 
across Iran attest to Ilkhanid religious devotion.  
 
Excavations at takht-i-Sulaiman (ca. 1275), a lavishly decorate summer palace 
elucidated the secular world of the Ilkhanid court. Luster tiles inscribed with 
Persian poetry, textiles incorporation golden thread, and metalwork vessels inlaid 
with figural designs were among the arts patronized by the Ilkanid elite. In the 
period of Mongol rule, a trading network opened across Asia, spurring an artistic 
efflorescence as a result of the movement of goods and people.  
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Gallery 455 
Western Iran under the Timurids and Turkmen  
 
Timur (Tamerlane, 1336-1405) conquered all of Central Asia, Iran, Iraq, and 
southern Russia, founding the Timurid  dynasty. While Timur’s political capital 
was at Samarqand, princes of his family governed several other important 
centers. In western Iran, the southern city of Shiraz, controlled by Timur’s 
grandsons, was an important political and artistic center. 
 
In the second half of the fifteenth century, Turkmen dynasties supplanted 
Timurid rule in western Iran. From their homelands in eastern Antolia, the Qara 
Quyunlu (“Black Sheep”) Turkmen rapidly expanded their territory into Iraq and 
western Iran, under the Qara Quyunlu, the city of Tabriz served as the primary 
political capital, but Shiraz and Bagdad remained important centers of artistic 
patronage. The sudden victory of the Aq Quyunlu sultan, Uzun Hasan, in 1467 
displaced the Qara Quyunlu rulers. The Aq Quyunly (“White Sheep”) Turkmen 
dynasty flourished in western Iran until the grandson of Uzun Hasan, Isma’il 
Safavi, and his followers conquered Tabriz in 1501, and then the whole of Iran. 
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Gallery 457 
Spain, North Africa, and the Western Mediterranean, 8th-19th Centuries 
 
In 711, the Umayyad general Tariq ibn Ziyad led an army across the straits 
separating North African from Spain. Through both military and diplomatic 
efforts, Umayyad forces won most of the Iberian Peninsula, establishing there an 
Arab and Islamic presence that endured for more than seven centuries and 
fostered courts of phenomenal wealth and sophistication. The newly created 
governorate- known in Arabic as al-Andalus- functioned as an Umayyad 
province, with its capital in Córdoba. After the fall of the Umayyad dynasty in 
Syria in 750, the sole survivor of the coup ‘Abd al-Rahman I, fled and settled in 
Córdoba, promoting the region to an emirate (756-9292). His descendant ‘Abd al-
Rahman III, declared himself a caliph in 929. Córdoba emerged as a brilliant 
cultural bub, rivaling Baghdad and Cairo.  
 
Civil wars overthrew the Umayyad caliphate of Spain in 1031 and divided al-
Andalus between separate city-states, whose vulnerability to the reassertion of 
Christian power in the region brought about the intervention of two North 
African dynasties, the Almoravids (ca.1062-1150) and the Almohads (1150-1212). 
From the disarray that follower their ouster and the fall of Seville in 1212, one 
Muslim dynasty, the Nasrids of Granada (1232-1492), emerged and flourished for 
more than two centuries.  
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Gallery 459 
 
Arts of the Loom 
 
Whether defining a space for prayer, enriching the décor of a royal reception hall, 
warming the floors of a nomadic dwelling, or marking the sophistication of a 
wealthy merchant, the carpets and the textiles shown here served their former 
owners as functional, yet beautiful works of art. This gallery highlights a broad 
range of carpets and textiles from the Museums’ extensive collection, with special 
attention to the arts of the Ottoman empire.  
 
Carpets were traded throughout the Mediterranean region and beyond, from 
England to Japan. European written sources mention Turkish carpets as early at 
the fourteenth century and they begin to appear regularly in Italian paintings 
during the fifteenth century.  From the luxurious carpets produced in Ottoman 
royal and commercial workshops to the tribal rugs and textiles created in rural 
villages, weavings from this and surrounding regions continue today to be sought 
after and emulated.  
 
Every carpet and textile begin simply- as a silkworm cocoons, linen flax, sheep’s 
wool, or cotton bollwool. These raw materials were subjected to spinning, dyeing, 
designing, and weaving, a multistep process sometimes involving large teams of 
people, or perhaps a single woman using only the resources at hand. Appreciated 
in this light, these weavings exemplify the traditions of the arts of the loom as 
practices in these regions for centuries.  
 
 
 
 
MF: 
Sought after and emulated.  
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Gallery 460 
 
The Ottoman Empire, ca.1299-1923 
 
From the beginnings as a small principality in northwestern Anatolia, the 
Ottomans created a powerful empire, eventually controlling most of the 
Mediterranean coastline. At its high point the Ottoman empire compromised not 
only Anatolia, the Balkans, and the Caucasus, but also Syria, Iraq and Arabia, 
Egypt, and much of North Africa.  
 
The Ottomans established in Bursa and Edirne, before Mehmed II (r. 1444-46, 
1451-80), known as Mehmed the Conqueror, seized the Byzantine capital 
Constantinople in 1453. The city, known today as Istanbul, became the center of 
their ever-expanding empire. An impressive transformation of the city took place 
during the reign of Sultan Suleiman “the Magnificent” (r.1520-66), ushering in 
the golden age of Ottoman art and culture. Suleiman undertook a massive 
building campaign, headed by the architect Sinan, constructing great mosques, 
with domes that rivaled the Byzantine Hagia Sophia, and renovating the Topkags 
royal palace.  
 
Under Suleiman the Magnificent, The Ottomans centralized artistic production in 
a variety of imperial workshops. The designs produced in these ateliers were 
applied to works in many media- textiles, carpets, ceramic, and metalwork- 
creating an identifiable imperial style. Many of the projects on display here are 
the work of Suleiman’s court artists, as well as later generations of imperial 
craftsmen.  
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Gallery 462 
Iran after the Safavids, 1722-1900 
 
In 1722, Afghan invaders ended Safavid rule in Iran. Nadir Shah Afshar, and 
Iranian general, rose to power and, despite his ineffective government, 
temporarily improved the Iranian economy by sacking the Mughal treasury in 
Delhi in 1739. Under his rule, artistic production largely followed late Safavid 
Europeanizing stylistic conventions. After his death, no single ruler held sway 
over all of Iran.  
 
Karim Khan Zand (r.1749-79) ruled Shiraz in the south, where artists produced 
lifesize paintings, manuscripts illustrations, painted lacquer wares, and enamels. 
Agha Muhammad Khan Qajar ended Zand rule in 1794, and his nephew, Fath ‘Ali 
Shah, succeeded him in 1797. The active patronage of Fath ‘Ali Shah and his sons 
resulted in many lifesize portraits and smaller images of the king in a variety of 
media. Under Muhammad Shah (r.1834-48), patronage of oil painting declined 
in facto of small-scale painting on lacquer.  
 
The fourth Qajar ruler, Nasir al-Din Shah (r.1848-96), embarked on an intensive 
program of military and cultural reform, establishing Iran’s first modern 
European- style institution of higher learning, the Dar al- Funan, in 1851. Its 
curriculum, included European academic painting and, after the 1840s, the use of 
photographs as models for painting.  
 
MF: 
 
What system existed before the European one? What doe the use of photographs 
as model do for the painting as an art form?  
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Gallery 462 
 
Safavid Iran under Shah ‘Abbas the Great (r.1587-1629) 
 
Shah ‘Abbas I left an indelible mark on the cultural and artistic heritage of Iran. 
To restore Iran’s broken economy, he encouraged commerce with Europe, 
utilizing Armenian traders as agents. In 1598, ‘Abbas established a new capital at 
Isfahan.  The royal precinct, centered on a giant square, or maidan, included a 
palace, a small royal mosque, a large congregational mosque, and a luxury 
bazaar. To this day, these are among Iran’s most famous monuments. The 
decoration of the shah’s building stimulates a new artistic style in which elements 
such as large-scale lotus blossoms and looping vine scrolls predominate. They 
appear in all media, from ceramic tiles to carpets and manuscript illuminations. 
In the book arts, the supremacy of illustrated epics and romantic texts was 
challenged by the rise of the single-page painting and drawing made for inclusion 
in albums. Interest in portraiture grew and artistic patronage broadened to 
include wealthy member of the urban population. In the first half of Shah ‘Abbas’ 
reign, a graceful, calligraphic style characterized the work of painter Riza-yi 
‘Abbasi (active 1587-1635) and his followers, while after 1600, a figural mode 
featuring larger, heavier forms developed in Isfahan and other centers.  
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Gallery 462 
The Early Safavids, 1501-1587 
 
In the early sixteenth century, the Safavids, a dynasty descended from the Sufi 
shaikhs of Ardabil in northwestern Iran, united eastern and western Iran. In 
1501, Isma’il I (c.1501-24) wrested control of Azerbaijan from the Aq Quyunlu 
Turkmen with the help of the Qizilbash (Turkmen warriors) and was crowned in 
Tabriz as the first Safavid shah. Upon his accession, Twelver Shi’i Islam became 
the official religion of the Iranian state. Royal patronage of the arts focused on 
illustrated manuscripts and exquisite portable objects.  
 
Isma’il’s son, Tahmasp (r.1524-76), came to the throne at age ten, having studied 
painting with Tabriz master Sultan Muhammad. An inspired patron of the book 
arts, Tahmasp assembled an atelier of artists from the two most important 
centers of Persian painting- Turkmen Tabriz and Timurid Heart. The synthesis of 
the artistic styles of these two cities led to the development of a new Safavid mode 
of painting. The most renowned manuscript from Tahmasp’s reign is now-
dispersed copy of the Shahnama (Book of Kings), of which twelve folios are on 
display here. Designs generated in the royal painting workshop (kitabkhana) also 
inspired fine textiles, carpets, and other courtly objects.  
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Gallery 463 
Islamic Courts in South Asia- Pakistan, India, and Bangladesh, 13th-16th Centuries 
 
Until the thirteenth century, the art of South Asia reflected strong internal 
traditions derived largely from the existing practices of Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Janiism and other Indic religions. From the early 1200s, with the arrival of the 
Muslim rulers and the subsequent integration of Islamic cultures into existing 
traditions, many facets of Indian art were transformed. This gallery presents the 
art of South Asia after this crucial juncture in history.  
 
Contact between South Asia and the Islamic world began in the eight century, 
when the province of the Umayyad dynasty was establish in Sind (present-day 
Pakistan) and trade brought other small communities of Muslims. The 1192 
capture of Delhi by the Ghurid sultanate of Afghanistan marked the 
establishment of Islamic courts.  The Ghurids posted a governor in Delhi whose 
descendants were the first Muslim ruler of South Asia, controlling parts of 
southern Pakistan and northern India. After this, four more Muslim dynasties, of 
Turkic and Afghan origin, ruled from the Delhi- the Khaljis (1290- 1320), 
Tughluqs (1320-1414), Sayyids (1414-51), and Lodis (1451-1526)- before the city, 
and much of northern India, were conquered by the Mughals (1526-1858). 
During these centuries, independent Muslim sultanates were also established in 
Bengal, Kashmir, Malwa, Jaunpur, Gujarat, and the Deccan.  
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Galley 463 
South Asia (India, Pakistan, Bangladesh), ca. 1500-1900 
 
The Indian subcontinent has for centuries seen artistic flowering at the level of 
court, city, and village. While the imperial Mughal court (1526-1858) was the 
dominant cultural influence in northern India from about 1600, its artistic 
traditions were deeply informed by older indigenous style and the continuing 
vibrancy of Rajput painting, Jain manuscript illustration and a wide variety of 
Indian subject matter.  
 
Works of art on display in this gallery are drawn mainly from the courts of 
Rajasthan, the Punjab hills, and the expansive Mughal sphere from Gujarat to 
Bengal. They reflect artistic exchanges between these centers as well as 
connection to the wider world through textiles and furniture made for luxury 
trade from the Indian coasts. From the late eighteenth century, artists working 
for colonial British patron developed fresh styles in paining.  
 
Further south, in Tamil Nadu and Kerala, Nayaka patronage in the seventeenth 
century sustained both Hindu temple arts and an opulent court culture that drew 
much of its inspiration form the preceding Vijayanagar (1336-1565) traditions. 
The world of Village India represents another stream, with dynamic textiles and 
metalworking traditions that were largely untouched by the court cultures.  
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Gallery 463  
The Deccan and Later Courts of South Asia, 16th-19th Centuries 
 
Between the thirteen and nineteenth centuries, many Muslim courts flourished 
beyond the Mughal world of northern India. These courts were located 
throughout the Indian subcontinent, from Gujarat in the west to Bengal in the 
east, and from Kashmir in the north to the Deccan in south-central India.  
 
In the Deccan, the cosmopolitan courts of the Bahmani sultans and their 
successors included émigrés from African and Iran, many of whom held high-
ranking positions and were patrons of painting and other arts. The regions’ 
famed textiles were exported in great quantities to Europe, the Middle East, and 
Southeast Asia. In the seventeenth century, English factors operated from 
Bombay, Masulipatnam, and Madras; Dutch trader from Pulicat and Cochin; 
French merchants out of Pondicherry; and the Portuguese from Goa.  
 
In northern India, the high Mughal tradition found a new expression outside the 
imperial workshops in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Painting 
flourished at the Rajasthani courts of Bikaner, Bundi, and Kota, and at the 
provincial Muslim courts of Lucknow, Murshidabad, Faizabad, and Farrukhabad, 
as Mughal- trained artists interacted with local talent, introducing new and 
varied idioms.  
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Galley 463 
South Asia under the Mughals, 1526-1858 
 
Descended from Genghis Khan (d.1227) and Timur (d.1405), the first Mughal 
emperor was Babur, heir to a small kingdom in Central Asia. He captured Delhi 
in 1526, but dies four years later before solidifying his conquest, finally 
accomplished by his son Humayun (r.1530-43, 155-56) with Safavid support. 
Humayun’s son, Akbar the Great (r. 1556-1605), established dominion over large 
parts of the Indian subcontinent, which at its greatest extent encompassed Sind 
(southern Pakistan), Punjab, Rajasthan, Kashmir, Bihar, Bengal, and Orissa. For 
the next century, the empire flourished under the reign of Akbars’ successors, 
Jahangir (r.1605-27), Shah Jahan (r.1628-58), and ‘Alamgir (known as 
Aurangzeb, r. 1658-1707). Long wars to conquer the Deccan and Central Asia 
exhausted the empire’s resources; the later Mughal emperors, weakened, 
remained the nominal rulers of India until it came under British rule in 1858.  
 
Iranian practice influence early Mughal art, but the royal workshops employed 
many native Indian artist and craftsman. These artists forged a distinctive, 
influential Mughal style that continued to evolve through the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. Major Mughal architectural commission include their 
palaces, forts, and garden at Agra, Lahore, Fatehpur Sikri, and Delhi, and their 
tombs, such as the Taj Mahal, built for Shah Jahan’s wife.  
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Gallery 464 
 
South Asia (India, Pakistan, Bangladesh), ca. 1500-1900 
 
The Indian subcontinent has for centuries seen artistic flowering at the level of 
court, city, and village. While the imperial Mughal court (1526-1858) was the 
dominant cultural influence in northern India from about 1600,  its artistic 
traditions were deeply informed by older indigenous styles and the continuing 
vibrancy of Rajput painting, Jain manuscript illustration, and a wide variety of 
Indian subject matter.  
 
Works of art on display in this gallery are drawn mainly from the courts of 
Rajasthan, the Punjab hills, and the expansive Mughal sphere from Gujarat to 
Bengal. They reflect artistic exchanges between these centers as well as 
connections to the wider world through textiles and furniture made for luxury 
trade from the Indian coasts. From the late eighteenth century, artists working 
for colonial British patron developed fresh styles in painting.  
 
Further south, in Tamil Nadu and Kerala, Nayaka patronage in the seventeenth 
century sustained both Hindu temple arts and an opulent court culture that drew 
much of its inspiration from the preceding Vijayanagar (1336-1565) traditions. 
The world of village India represents another stream, with dynamic textile and 
metalworking traditions that were largely untouched by the court cultures.  
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Gallery 451 
 
Images of Humans and Animals in Islamic Art  
 
One of the most common questions in Islamic art concerns the role and 
appearance of the human figure and the accompanying perceptions that such 
representations are banned. Although Islamic is an aniconic religion, in which 
the visual form of God is both unseen and unimaginable, the Qur’an makes no 
mention of a prohibition against the depiction of human figures. However, the 
subject of figural imagery is discussed several times in the Hadith (the 
“Traditions” of the Prophet Muhammad). Here, the Prophet’s injunctions against 
figural art fall into two categories: first, the emphasis on the exclusive role of God 
as creator, and second, the danger of what the Prophet perceived as idol worship 
that might stem from religious images.  
 
In most Islamic regions throughout history, a common compromise was to use 
figural imagery within a secular context but not a religious one, or to confine the 
image of people to animals to small-scale works of art intended for private 
enjoyment. Therefore, the illustration of books dealing with history, narrative, 
poetry, and even more rarely religious texts may depict a variety of figures in 
landscape or architectural settings. Human and animal figures also often appear 
on ceramics or metal vessels, where they may play both an ornamental and 
iconographic role. Historical responses to figural representation in Islamic 
societies, including images stemming from other cultures, have ranges from 
extreme iconoclasm to tolerance, and occasionally even to active patronage of 
public figural art.  
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Gallery 451 
Intellectual and Cultural Legacies of Islam 
 
The role of Islamic civilization in preserving the legacy of classical science, 
medicine, and philosophy has long been known and appreciated in the West. Less 
well understood have been the original Islamic contributions to philosophy, 
science, and technology that also form part of an enduring legacy. Medieval 
Aristotelian scholars such as Central Asian philosopher Ibn Sina (Avicenna, 980-
1036) or the twelfth-century Spanish philosopher Ibn Rushad (Averroës, 1126-
1198) were among the most original philosophers of their time, along with the 
great thirteenth-century Italian, Saint Thomas Aquinas. The historical 
methodology of the Tunisian Ibn Khaldun (1332-1406) was the most advance of 
its time.  
 
Building on the legacy of Greek and Roman medical and pharmacological texts, 
Islamic medicine saw major advances in scientific knowledge, which was passed 
on to Europeans both before and after the Age of Discovery. The secular musical 
traditions of western Europe begins in twelfth-century France, whose 
troubadours were inheritors of the Islamic music of Spain, and of its signature 
instrument called in Arabic al-‘oud and in English the lute. Islamic technology in 
many areas, such as fortification (development of round defensive towers), 
metallurgy (steel weaponry), glass (use of lead flux and enameled decoration), 
ceramics (development of a composite white body and lead glazes), and especially 
silk weaving (development of the complex drawloom and its technology), strongly 
influence and contributed to the development of similar technologies in Europe.  
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Gallery 452/453 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Excavations at Nishapur 
 
The city of Nishapur, Iran was excavated by a team from the Metropolitan 
Museum from 1935 to 1940 and from 1947 to 1948. The cases of small gallery to 
your left present a selection of the objects found during the excavations. 
 
Many of the excavated objects were items in use in household of the period, but 
because different neighborhoods were inhabited by differet social classes, the 
quality of the good varies widely. The largest group of material the archeologists 
uncovered was ceramics. Among these, unglazed ceramics were found in the 
greatest numbers, and represent the storage and utilitarian vessels that each 
household needed. Among the decorated ceramics are many different types, 
including pottery imported from Iraq and China, as well as Nishapur-made 
imitations of wares from these areas; a type decorated with bold calligraphy, 
usually translating to a proverb or blessing for the owner; and a type unique to 
Nishapur called buff ware, with a distinctive yellow, black, and green palette. The 
blue-glazed ceramics here date after the eleventh century, when potters started 
using stonepaste and new, alkaline-based glazes.  
 
Other types of materials found at the site include glass, metalworks, and stone. 
While most of the excavated objects were easily identifiable, others were not, and 
scholars still debate their function. For more information on these and other 
objects on display in this area, please use the touch-screen monitor.  
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Gallery 453 
Ceramics in the Islamic World 
 
In these galleries you will see many technical terms for ceramics. These are:  
 
Earthenware: A porous, reddish brown ceramic produced by using clay with a 
high iron content that could be fired at relatively low temperatures. 
 
Stonepaste: A ceramic body consisting of ground quartz and smaller portions of 
glass frit and white clay that produced a hard fabric when fired.  
 
Molded wares: Formed by pressing clay into a wooden or ceramic mold, and then 
firing the object with or without glaze.  
 
Carved wares: First thrown on a wheel and then carved with patterns using metal 
tools before being glazed and fired.  
 
Sgraffito wares: These are also known as “scratched” wars. Coated with a mixture 
of semi-fluid clay known as slip, designs were then scratched with a metal stylys, 
preparatory to glazing and firing.  
 
Slip: A suspension clay in water that was applied to conceal the color and 
consistency of the underlying ceramic body and to provide a background for 
further decoration.  
 
Underglaze-painted wares: Covered with a  white slip, painted in a variety of 
colors, and then covered with a clear transparent glaze preparatory to firing.  
 
Luster wares: These were fired once with an opaque white glaze, and a sceond 
time in a low oxygen kiln using glazers containing silver and/or copper oxides 
that gave the decoration a metallic sheen. 
 
Reticulated wares: Certain jugs and ewers from Seljug Iran were thrown on the 
potter’s wheel with a double wall; the outer vessel was carved, and the interior 
vessel held liquids. 
 
Mina’I wares: First covered with a glaze, fires, and then outlined in enamel and 
painted in colorful glazes, before being fired again at a lower temperature. 
 
Lajvardina: Cobalt blue-glazed ceramics, decorate with red and white enamels, as 
well as gold leaf affixed to the blues glaze in a subsequent firing.   
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Gallery 453 
Middle-Class Patronage and the Inscribed Object 
 
In urban centers of the Middle East, patronage of beautiful domestic objects 
expressed the values and aspirations of a prosperous merchant class. For 
example, the calligraphic inscriptions on many of the slip-painted wares of the 
tenth-century Iran, in addition to being a great artistic strength, express 
sentiments either good wishes (‘blessings, long life, health, and prosperity to the 
owner”) or contain adages that support notions of piety, frugality, and 
businesslike approach to life (“planning ahead will help to avoid greater regret”). 
As always, middle-class aspirations are also expressed in the adaptations of styles 
and motifs from royal courts and noble households, seen in ceramics and metal 
wares depicting monarchs enthroned, mounted warriors, royal lovers , or the 
poetical deeds of heros. 
 
The presence of calligraphic inscriptions on middle-class works of art also 
underline the general importance of the written word and of literacy in Islamic 
society, stemming from the religious emphasis on the reading the written Word 
of God found in the Qur-an. 
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Gallery 454 
Exchanges between the Arab World and Europe 
 
The export of luxury good from the Islamic world into Europe had a notable 
influence on European artistic traditions from the Middle Ages onward. By the 
later eighteenth century, as colonial enterprise brought Europeans into frequent 
contact with Islamic places and cultures, Western painters renewed their long-
time fascination with Islamic people, places, customs, and costumes, in what we 
today call Orientalist art. Painters such as Jean- Léon Gérôme and others, whose 
works are on display in the adjacent gallery of European paintings, frequently 
traveled to North Africa and the Middle East. Hugely popular in Europe and 
North America, these works ranges from accurate and detailed depictions of 
architectural spaces to fantasies of harem life.  
 
Please see the Orientalism painting gallery (804) straight ahead.  
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Gallery 454 
Metal Inlay (sometimes called “damascening”) 
 
The practice of inlaying precious metals such as gold and silver into base metal 
such as brass, bronze, and steel apparently arose in the twelfth century in eastern 
Iran, and in subsequent centuries spread west and south into the rest of the 
Islamic world. While traditional Islamic puritanism often militated against the 
use of vessels of pure gold and silver, the use of inlay, where bits of softer 
precious metals were lightly hammered onto roughened surfaces of harder base 
metals, presented artists with the opportunity to contrast colors in order to 
increase the impact of calligraphic inscriptions, floral and vegetal forms, and even 
the forms of human and animals. In the same vein, the armorers working for 
Islamic courts perfected the art of inlaying gold and silver into the high-quality 
steel of armor and bladed weapons, creating works for nobility and princes that 
were primarily intended to impress by their expense and splendor, rather than 
being used in actual combat.  
 
In addition to serving as symbols of wealth and good taste, these works had 
practical uses, such as candlesticks, boxed for calligraphers’ tools, and elaborate 
water pitchers and basins for the washing of one’s hands.  
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Gallery 455 
Artistic Interchange with China 
 
Following the Mongol conquest of the Middle East in the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries, Chinese motifs such as the stylized lotus blossom, celestial 
dragons, phoenixes, and cloud hands began to appear in artistic media 
throughout the Middle East, including Ilkhanid Iran. These motifs were 
eventually completely assimilated into the styles of Islamic courts in Central Asia, 
Iran, the Ottoman empire, Egypt, and India, where they added to the rich 
spectrum of artistic expression.  
 
 
In earlier times, utilizing maritime routes as well as the land routed often called 
the Silk Road, merchants from China and the Islamic world pursued a profitable 
two-way trade in raw material and finished artistic goods that led to the 
adaptation in Islamic art of media, motifs, styles, and techniques originating in 
China. 
 
The eastward trade included knotted-pile carpets, luxury textiles, and the cobalt 
ore necessary for the characteristic blue glaze employed in Chinese ceramics; over 
the centuries, these goods traveled to Tibet, China, and as far east as Japan. 
Westward trade included Chinese silk, porcelain much prized and imitated in the 
Middle East), lacquer ware, and metal ware. As early as the ninth century, we see 
Tang-dynasty imported goods in the markets of Mesopotamia and Iran, and the 
employment of Chinese ceramic techniques in local production.  
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Gallery 455 
Islamic Steel 
 
The steel weaponry of the Islamic world, both difficult and expensive to produce, 
attained almost a legendary status in the West and even today the old weapons 
made in such centers as Toledo or Damascus are much admired. Armorers in the 
Middle East first developed chain mail, composed of hundreds of tiny 
interlocking steel rings, and early overlapping plate mail, composed of small steel 
plates riveted to a leather substrate both chain and plate mail were successfully 
adapted by European armorers. Helmet developed distinctive shapes, their spiral 
fluted or faceted profiles often resembling architectural domes. The complex craft 
of blade making in which steel was hammered and folded and then hammered 
again many times, created a multilayered weapon clade that was both hard and 
flexible. Complex processes of annealing the metal allowed both for a variable 
hardness within a single blade and the finely crafted “watered steel,” with it 
randomly patterned texture, that today is called “Damascus steel” throughout the 
world. Once crafted, these steel blades were often inlaid with precious metals, 
etched with acid to form patterns, or embellished with jewels.  
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Gallery 455 
 
The Persian Literary Tradition 
 
Poetry and literature rank among the greatest achievements of the Persian-
speaking world, which at its widest extent included the cultures of Iran, Central 
Asia, Turkey, and India. Beloved mystical verses by great masters have for 
centuries been excited by exalted voices, written out by calligraphers, and 
illustrated by court artists. Among the most famous classic poets and writers and 
their works are: 
 
Firdausi (935- 1020) 
Shahnama (Book of Kings, the Persian national epic) 
 
‘Umar Khayyam (1048-1131) 
Rubaiyat (a collection of lyric quatrains, or short, four-line poems) 
 
Nizami (probably 1141- 1209) 
Khamsa (a collection of five narrative poems) 
 
Farid al-Din ‘Attar (ca.1142-1220) 
Mantiq al-tair (Language of the Birds, a mystical mediation in parable form) 
 
Sa’di (1213/19-1292) 
Bustan (The Orchard) and Gulistan (The Rose Garden) (both collections of 
stories)  
 
Jalal al-din Rumi (1207-1273) 
Divan (a collection of Sufi mystical religious poems) 
 
Amir Khusrau of Delhi (1253-1325) 
Khamsa (another quintet of narrative poems) 
 
Hafiz (probably 1325/26-1390) 
Divan (a collection of ghazal, or short poems dealing with  wine, love and 
nearness to God) 
 
Jami (141401492) 
Divan (a collection of narrative poems)  
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Gallery 457 
Intercultural Exchanges in the Islamic West 
 
 
From the arrival of Islam in Spain in the seventh century A.D., the cultures of 
Spain, North Africa, and Sicily present artistic accomplishments that often 
involved the participation of non-Muslim groups within what can be called 
Islamic cultures. In Islamic Spain, Jewish communities contributed significantly 
to intellectual life, and constructed synagogues reflecting the prevailing Islamic 
style developed under various Arab and Berber dynasties. Christian artists in the 
medieval kingdoms of northern Spain adopted aspects of the dominant Islamic 
style of Andalusia in the south. 
 
In influence of Islamic art, and even examples of Arabic script, also traveled 
north of the Pyrenees into the Christian Romanesque cultures of the France, 
leaving and impact on sculpture, arts of the book, and architectural decoration, 
while luxury items from Islamic Spain crafted of metal ,glass, silk, and ivory were 
avidly sought by European churches and nobility, and even acquired “Christian” 
pedigrees as holy relics. The Norman conquers of Sicily after the late eleventh 
century made widespread use of Muslim artists and craftsmen in their extensive 
artistic patronage.  
 
After the expulsion of both Muslims and Jews from Spain in the aftermath of the 
Christian Reconquista, Andalusian styles in art, poetry, and music traveled across 
North Africa, leaving an especially powerful impact on the Maghreb (today’s 
Morocco and Algeria). The migration around 1500 of large numbers of Spanish 
Jews to the Ottoman empire at the invitation of the sultan also spread elements 
of western Islamic culture to the eastern Mediterranean.  
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