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Abstract

This article investigates and analyzes the method of studying Islamic architecture in the context of
historiographical developments of the 20th century as presented by Oleg Grabar and Robert Hillenbrand,
aims to answer the question of which factors caused the difference in their approaches to of studying
Islamic architecture and, what the results of this divergence of opinion have been? This research, which
was carried out using a historical-analytical method, examines the historiography of Islamic architecture in
the works of Grabar and Hillenbrand based on their most significant written contributions. The findings
revealthat the different attitudes of Grabar and Hillenbrand towards Islam and Islamic culture influenced
by the educational environment and the scientific-cultural trajectory of the West during the 20th century
resulted in receiving two different views of the word Islamic in architecture and consequently led to the
application of two different methodologies in their studies.
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Introduction

One of the most influential researchers in Islamic art and architecture studies is Oleg Grabar, who had a
historicist perspective. His main focus has been on historical-regional contexts in the review and analysis
of Islamic architecture. On the other hand, Robert Hillenbrand thoughts and attitudes are rooted in the
cultural and scientific developments of Europe in the last three decades of the 20th century. He has tried to
establish his research on the typology of architecture within the social-historical context of Islam based on
form. It seems that the prevailing scientific views and currents in the West during the 20th century impacted
the interpretation of and concept of the word “Islamic” in art and architecture as a dominant social context
in Islamic lands. Therefore, researchers may adopt different methods even in the same approach to examine
the works, which will be discussed in this article on the methods of Grabar and Hillenbrand on Islamic
architecture.

Materials and Method

This article tries to answer these questions: What factors lead to differences in the selection and method of
study of Islamic architecture in the works of Oleg Grabar and Robert Hillenbrand? What were the results
of this divergence of view? The descriptive-analytical method was used to achieve the aim of the research.

Results

Grabar has advanced historicism as the foundation of his studies to collect historical data and documents
and classify them in a cognitive stylistic framework based on historical dynasties and their genealogy. He
sought to uncover the process of the historical evolution of Islamic architecture based on understanding
the effects of existing civilizations in the geography of the Islamic world in the context of time. Grabar
accepted Islamic comprehensiveness in Islamic art and architecture only in the first three centuries (Grabar
1983) and, after this date, introduced the art and architecture of Islamic dynasties. He considers sovereignty
and ruling dynasties to be the pivotal reference of architecture (Grabar, 2000, pp. 237-248). He also believes
that Islamic art and architecture are not related to Islam as a religion but are meaningtully associated with
Islam as a culture that governs Islamic societies.

In his study of Islamic architecture, Robert Hillenbrand used the function of buildings as the basis of
classification. Based on this, the overall goal of Hillenbrand has been to clarify the function of significant
types of Islamic buildings in society. Therefore, he has analyzed the formation and evolution process of
architectural types in Islamic lands based on the function of every kind of building (Hillenbrand, 2003, p.
1). Hillenbrand consciously used the word Islamic to express the discussed architecture and believes that
this word is comprehensive and accurate. The word “Islamic” should be considered both as a reference
to religious integrity and as a reference to cultural integrity (Ibid, pp. 8-9). Hillenbrand has tried to see
architecture first as a cultural phenomenon born from society and the cultural factors affecting it. Based on
this, he prioritized typology in his study.

Discussion

As seen in Table 1, by defining the place and concept of the word “Islamic” in the composition of Islamic
art or architecture, Hillenbrand has tried to show the idea, religious and cultural place of Islam, and its effects
in the studies of Islamic architecture. Thus, in Grabar’s approach, the scope of Islamic art and architecture
includes works made in Islamic geography by their Muslim or non-Muslim inhabitants. But Hillenbrand
considered the word Islamic to have a cultural and religious meaning and thought the concept of culture
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concerning the live culture of Muslims, who are the creators of architecture with the functionality required
by the Islamic society. Therefore, in Grabar’s view, all works in Islamic geography throughout history are
important and reviewed based on sufficient historical documents. However, Hillenbrand has investigated
works located in geography, which were a part of Islamic geography during the years 700 to 1700 (Hillenbrand
2005, p. 5), and the types of architecture required by Muslims were present in them stably. He has soughtto
investigate the function of buildings in a typological classification based on their phenomenology in Islamic
culture and the context of history. Many previous researchers, including Grabar, consider Islamic architecture
equivalent to the architecture of Islamic lands and influenced by local architectural culture, especially with
the predominance of decoration. Unlike them, Hillenbrand considered the function-based form preferable
to the historical developments of architectural structures and decoration, and on this basis, he emphasizes
the word Islamic architecture. The method of typology, the Islamic concept, and the function of buildings
with the emergence and evolution of different types of architecture used in his study based on Muslims’
cultural, social, and biological needs. This emphasis on function is probably influenced by the spread of a
new scientific culture in Europe, which Peter Burke called the new cultural history, and one of its slogans is
precision in function, which was influenced by cultural and social theories of the late 20th century (Burke
2010, p. 93). On the other hand, in the approach to cultural history, the understanding of space is essential,
which leads to a correct and accurate knowledge of the life inside the building (Shahidi Marnani&Qayyumi
Bidhendi, 2013). While, Grabar has tried to even see the transformations of form and space in the context of
historical developments in a region.

Table 1: The views and methods of Oleg Grabar and Robert Hillenbrand in the study of Islamic architecture

Subject

Oleg Grabar

Robert Hillenbrand

Attitude to the
word Islamic in
Islamic architecture

Grabar does not consider the word Islamic
as having a religious meaning but rather as
having a cultural meaning,

He considers Islam the dominant culture in
Islamic countries, the creator of the type of
works needed by society.

Process of inves-
tigation and study

Morphology and stylistics in a timeline
- a specific place that has set the criteria
for historical interpretation of art and
architectural works based on the contexts
of historical emergence in confronting the
culture of pre-Islamic nations based on the
geography of the Islamic world.

In interpreting the works, he paid attention to
their function concerning Islamic culture, not
only the historical and geographical contexts of
their origin and development.

Decoration

He mainly accepts decoration as an
ornament in architecture.

It acts as a volume cover and reduces the
possibility of understanding the architectural
volume. However, the decorations have a
meaning and a symbolic dimension.

The studied
buildings

All the geography under the rule of Islam
over time, from the birth of Islam to the
19 century

The studied buildings are located within
the geographic limitations of Islamic cities
wotldwide and function in connection with

Islamic culture.

The function of
space

He focused more on the architectural
elements that make up the space.

Islamic buildings have functional flexibility and
have a multi-purpose aspect, and their spaces
were used for various purposes.

Conclusion

The root of the fundamental difference in the method of Grabar and Hillenbrand in the study of Islamic
architecture can be seen in the common scientific and cultural contexts in the last decades of the 20th
century. Most of Grabar’s learning was related to the first half of the 20th century and was influenced by the
formation of Islamic art and architecture studies in the USA. Therefore, Grabar studied Islamic architecture
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in the continuation and development of conventional historicism in the first half of the 20th century. On
the contrary, Hillenbrand’s functionalist point of view, as one of the characteristics of the cultural history
approach in the last decades of the 20th century, has been influenced by the scientific atmosphere governing
European humanities.
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