Volume 4, Issue 3, Year 2026

\f‘a Jlﬂ (P ow D}M ‘ﬁ)lee 0,99

Islamic Knowledge and Insight

A Comparative Study of Theoretical
Perspectives in Islamic Art with Emphasis on
the ldeas of Rice, Irwin, Price, and Brend

1. Nayereh Sadat Mobinipour*: Department of Art, Qo.C., Islamic Azad
University, Qom, Iran. (Email: nayeremobinipour@iau.ir)

2. Efat Mohammadi: Department of Comparative and Analyticalhistory of
Islamicart, Kish International Branch, Islamic Azad University, Kish, Iran

3. Zohreh Foladi: Department of Comparative and Analyticalhistory of

Nl O gucs g S y2o

ookl 5 33 (5,855 (SOl S iy axlliag
9y ccng gl mly Sbab Nl »us b

.

Wy

1G5 S ) Ol e oDl 31T o303 5 ol i 0,8 1y gy (e sl o)
(nayeremobinipour@iau.ir

13T o il ¢ ST Ml ol ¢ oDl 5 lond 5 kel g5l 055 tisukmme e Y

. - . . ; . . Ol e AS (oDl
Islamicart, Kish International Branch, Islamic Azad University, Kish, Iran

13T o8l ¢ 28T Ml oy ol e oDl a (Mo 5 (s sl 03 8 oY 005 ¥

Ol ¢ 2S¢ oDkl

Abstract o>

Islamic art, as one of the most intricate manifestations of the visual
culture of the Islamic world, has always stood at the intersection of
the sacred and the aesthetic, form and meaning, mysticism and
power. Understanding the essence of this art and interpreting its
diverse functions requires an examination and comparison of
viewpoints that have analyzed it from historical, philosophical,
political, and mystical perspectives. The present study, employing
a comparative and analytical approach, compares the intellectual
foundations of traditionalist scholars in the field of Islamic art—
Robert Irwin, Christiane Pries, Barbara Brend, and Talbot Rice—
and seeks to identify the points of convergence and divergence
among their perspectives across three axes: the ontology of art, its
social function, and its spiritual aesthetics. Using a qualitative
method and content analysis of these scholars’ ideas, the study
concludes that Rice and Pries, emphasizing order, geometry, and
unity within multiplicity, regard Islamic art as a manifestation of
tawhid (divine unity) and a sacred structure. In contrast, Irwin and
Brend, with historical and cultural approaches, interpret it as a
reflection of power, gender, and social experience. The findings
indicate that theoretical dialogue between these two approaches is
possible and that, through the mediating views of Pries and Brend,
a hybrid model for explaining Islamic art can be developed—one
that perceives art as a domain where meaning and context, the
sacred and the social, coexist. This model can provide a theoretical
basis for rethinking Islamic aesthetics and for the cultural critique
of contemporary art. The goal of strengthening the theoretical
foundations of Islamic art offers an analytical framework for future
studies in the historiography of art and Islamic aesthetics.

Keywords: Islamic Art, Talbot Rice, Barbara Brend, Christiane
Pries, Robert Irwin, Comparative Analysis, Spiritual Aesthetics
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Islamic art, situated at the crossroads of the sacred

and the aesthetic, represents one of the most
intellectually and spiritually complex
manifestations of Islamic civilization. Unlike
Western art, which often emphasizes individual
expression and naturalistic representation, Islamic
art is rooted in the metaphysical principles of
tawhid (divine unity), abstraction, and symbolic
geometry. Its forms—calligraphy, arabesque,
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architectural symmetry—embody the union of
order and transcendence, revealing an art form that
seeks not merely to imitate nature but to reflect
divine harmony. The twentieth century witnessed
significant scholarly efforts to interpret this art
form through multiple paradigms—historical,
philosophical, mystical, and socio-political.
Among the most influential theorists in this
discourse are Talbot Rice, Barbara Brend,
Christiane Pries, and Robert Irwin, whose writings
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collectively map the terrain between sacred
symbolism and cultural materialism. Each of these
thinkers, with distinct epistemological
assumptions, offers a different window into the
ontology, social function, and spiritual aesthetics of
Islamic art. The present study, therefore, adopts a
comparative and analytical approach to explore
how these perspectives converge and diverge,
aiming to construct an integrated theoretical
framework for understanding Islamic aesthetics in
its multidimensional essence (Brend, 1991;
Burckhardt, 1976; Irwin, 1997; Price, 2006; Rice,
1965).

Talbot Rice’s contribution to the field lies in his
structural and historical analysis of Islamic art as a
coherent civilizational language rather than a
fragmented aesthetic system. In Islamic Art (Rice,
1965), he constructs a chronological and stylistic
typology from the Umayyad to the Safavid periods,
highlighting geometry, rhythm, and symbolic light
as visual manifestations of divine order. For Rice,
Islamic art is the artistic expression of tawhid—
unity within multiplicity—and an embodiment of
an intellectual order that reflects the metaphysical
harmony of the cosmos. His approach fuses art
history with a quasi-theological reading of form,
suggesting that repetition and abstraction are not
stylistic choices but ontological necessities derived
from the monotheistic worldview of Islam.
Christiane Pries complements this reading with a
phenomenological interpretation, emphasizing
how spatial experience in Islamic architecture
produces an aesthetic of transcendence. According
to Pries, architectural spaces in mosques and
madrasas function as environments of perception
where the viewer’s consciousness is drawn from
materiality toward immateriality through light,
symmetry, and rhythm (Price, 2006). Her work
bridges the metaphysical insights of traditionalist
scholars like Burckhardt (Burckhardt, 1976) with
the perceptual dynamics of modern aesthetics,
positing that Islamic art invites both the believer
and the secular observer into a meditative
encounter with form and emptiness.

In contrast, Robert Irwin provides a critical
counter-narrative to metaphysical essentialism. In
Islamic Art in Context (Irwin, 1997), he argues that
to interpret Islamic art solely as the visual
embodiment of divine principles is to risk erasing
its historical, political, and social complexity. For
Irwin, the term “Islamic” in “Islamic art” should
not be absolutized; rather, it refers to a fluid and
contested category shaped by diverse political
regimes, local traditions, and patronage systems.
By focusing on artistic production within the
Abbasid, Fatimid, and Ottoman empires, lrwin
reveals that art often functioned as an instrument of
power, legitimacy, and cultural identity.
Monumental architecture—such as the Umayyad
Mosque of Damascus or the Isfahan complex—
served as both sacred space and political emblem.
The calligraphic inscriptions and geometric
ornamentation, while aesthetically profound, also
encoded messages of authority and governance.
This socio-historical framework redefines Islamic
art as a site of negotiation between the sacred and
the political, undermining the idea of a static or
transhistorical ~ Islamic  aesthetic.  Irwin’s
perspective thus provides a necessary corrective to
traditionalist readings by situating Islamic art
within the material conditions of its creation,
emphasizing the agency of artists, patrons, and
political institutions (Irwin, 1997).

Barbara Brend offers yet another dimension to this
dialogue, merging aesthetic formalism with
mystical hermeneutics. In her seminal studies
(Brend, 1991), Brend interprets the architectural
and decorative traditions of the Islamic world as
visual expressions of dhikr (remembrance of God).
For her, Islamic art is not an ornamentation of the
material world but a symbolic pathway toward
spiritual recollection. The repetition of geometric
motifs, the interplay of light and shadow, and the
abstraction of the human figure collectively
generate a visual rhythm of transcendence. Brend’s
analysis situates art within the epistemological
framework of Sufism, where perception itself
becomes an act of devotion. Yet, unlike Rice’s
civilizational abstraction, Brend grounds her
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interpretation in the personal and experiential
dimensions of spirituality—how the viewer,
through sensory engagement with the sacred form,
participates in a contemplative process leading to
inner illumination. In this respect, Brend’s thought
intersects with Pries’s phenomenology, both
recognizing the role of perception and space in
mediating spiritual experience (Brend, 1991; Price,
2006). However, Brend extends this framework to
gender and cultural discourse, arguing that Islamic
architecture and ornamentation encode not only
metaphysical meaning but also social hierarchies
and cultural identities. Thus, her approach
destabilizes purely transcendental readings by
revealing how the sacred form simultaneously
articulates power, hierarchy, and devotion.

When viewed together, the theories of Rice, Brend,
Pries, and Irwin reveal the multidimensionality of
Islamic art as both an aesthetic and ideological
construct. Rice and Pries articulate a metaphysical
paradigm grounded in order, unity, and sacred
geometry, while Irwin and Brend foreground
historical contingency, power relations, and lived
experience. Their intersection generates a
productive dialectic between the sacred and the
social. This dialectic resonates with earlier debates
initiated by Titus Burckhardt and Seyyed Hossein
Nasr, who posited Islamic art as a manifestation of
perennial wisdom and divine order (Burckhardt,
1976; Nasr, 2005). Yet the contemporary readings
by Irwin and Brend introduce critical and feminist
perspectives that complicate the notion of a purely
spiritual art form. The comparative analysis
undertaken in this study demonstrates that Islamic
art, in its theoretical reception, has oscillated
between two interpretive poles: essentialism and
contextualism. However, rather than viewing these
as oppositional, this paper argues that they are
complementary dimensions of a single hermeneutic
field. Through the mediating insights of Pries and
Brend, it becomes evident that the sacred and the
social are not mutually exclusive but co-
constitutive: the spiritual is articulated through
social form, and the political is sanctified through
aesthetic transcendence.

\n

The methodological foundation of this study rests
upon qualitative comparative analysis,
emphasizing interpretive depth over quantitative
generalization. Primary texts by Rice (Rice, 1965),
Irwin (Irwin, 1997), Brend (Brend, 1991), and
Pries (Price, 2006) were subjected to content
analysis across three axes: ontological conceptions
of art, socio-political function, and spiritual
aesthetics. The findings suggest that Rice’s
structural unity parallels Brend’s spiritual
intentionality, while Irwin’s cultural critique aligns
with Pries’s phenomenological relativism. The
juxtaposition of these models allows for a synthesis
that neither absolutizes metaphysics nor dissolves
it into materialism. Such a synthesis aligns with the
Islamic philosophical tradition, where form (surah)
and meaning (ma‘na) are understood as
interdependent realities. The resulting framework
perceives Islamic art as an epistemic field where
divine unity, human creativity, and historical
contingency  coalesce. It  further invites
reconsideration of Islamic aesthetics not as an
isolated discipline but as an evolving discourse
engaged with postmodern theories of signification,
power, and experience. By bridging traditionalist
metaphysics and modern cultural theory, the study
contributes to reimagining Islamic art as a living
dialogue between the eternal and the temporal.

In conclusion, this extended analysis underscores
that Islamic art cannot be adequately captured by
either theological abstraction or socio-political
contextualism alone. It exists at the intersection of
both, as a language of transcendence articulated
through material form. The comparative reading of
Rice, Brend, Pries, and Irwin demonstrates that the
ontological essence of Islamic art lies in its dual
capacity—to manifest divine order and to mediate
cultural identity. The study proposes that future
scholarship should move beyond the dichotomy of
sacred versus social and instead embrace
integrative methodologies that recognize Islamic
art as both symbol and history, revelation and
construction. This integrative paradigm not only
revitalizes the theoretical foundations of Islamic
aesthetics but also offers a critical framework for



interpreting contemporary Islamic visual culture in
an age of global hybridity and digital mediation.
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