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Islamic Occultism and the Museum 
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Abstract

The exhibition Power and Protection: Islamic Art and the Supernatural, held at the 

Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, between 20 October 2016 and 15 January 2017, provided the 

opportunity to reconsider some of the parameters employed in large-scale Islamic art 

exhibitions. The subject of the show – select divinatory and amuletic practices, itself a break 

from more conventional themes – was explored by adopting a more inclusive and critical 

approach, drawing evidence from a wide social spectrum and transcending classifications of 

‘ethnographic material’ and ‘fine art’. Attention was also given to daily practice, creating a 

fresh vantage point to reflect on the role and forms of devotion and broader notions of belief. 

While presenting practices and evidence that many might deem marginal (and that have 

certainly been marginalized over time), the exhibition ultimately offered a new analytical lens 

to challenge hierarchies of higher and lower culture, as well as sanctioned versus heterodox 

religious practices that continue to structure museum presentations and inform public 

perception of Islamic culture. By exploring the difficulties, achievements, and shortcomings 

of the project, and by incorporating insights from audience evaluations and impact 

questionnaires, this article reflects on the range of factors that shape today’s presentations of 

Islamic art and culture in the museum, as well as on the unprecedented challenges faced by 

specialists of Islam in western institutions at this critical historical moment. Furthermore, by 

considering the exhibition in the context of the current, revitalized museological interest in 

religions, it offers a contribution to the broader debate about religious objects in secular 

institutions and the need to reconcile multiple views and expectations. 
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Introduction: Exhibiting Belief

The dominance of religious discourse in today’s world has been recognized as the cause of a 

renewed interest in religious topics in the museum.1 As observed in a recent exploration of 

this transformative shift, ‘Because religious life and practice continues to play a global role, 

there is a strong need for mutual understanding across, and even within, religious lines, 

investigations that are critical to global cooperation and progress.’2 More to the point, 

‘religious objects have a duty to help their visitors empathize with religious people […] [and] 

a unique responsibility to help visitors understand religion’, which explains, in part, the 

proliferation of temporary exhibitions and displays centred on religious art and artefacts in the 

past few years.3 Some of these projects anchored their exploration of personal devotion to 

objects of high artistic merit.4 Others echoed the setting, behaviours, and emotive responses 

accompanying the actual experience of the sacred in their presentations, emphasizing its 

multisensory dimensions.5 In special instances, installations provided opportunities for 

representatives of specific faiths to determine both the exhibits and the narrative, merging 

personal experiences and memories with more conventional explanations.6 At the time of 

writing (December 2017), another blockbuster exhibition, Living with Gods: People, Places, 
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and Worlds Beyond, on view at the British Museum, London, combines objects as diverse as 

pilgrim flasks, auspicious clothing, guardian statues, and phallus-shaped offerings to deepen 

the conversation about belief and explore why it matters to many people.7

Common to these initiatives is the desire to reclaim and expose the multiple facets and 

forms taken by religious belief and the complications raised by a public discussion on the 

topic, involving multiple stakeholders, specific sensitivities, institutional demands, curatorial 

ambitions, and public expectations. These ideas were certainly at play when, in late 2012, the 

Ashmolean Museum of Art and Archaeology asked me to develop an Islamic art exhibition 

that would be visually striking, draw crowds, not conflict with ongoing projects elsewhere in 

the United Kingdom, and provide an intellectual contribution to the field.8 The request 

initially aspired to the well-established, yet widely disputed, format of the ‘treasures’ show, 

which dominated many early public displays of Islamic art and has continued to underlie a 

number of post-9/11 exhibitions to this day.9 Underpinning the idea was the assumption that 

most of our non-academic audiences would not fully enjoy a specialized display given the 

relatively unfamiliar nature of the Islamic tradition, and would likelier be drawn to a survey-

like installation featuring dazzling (and ideally never-before-shown) objects.10

Aside from the difficulty of offering a scholarly contribution through a mere 

introductory exercise, the request of museum officials exposed two important issues that had 

some effect on the project’s subsequent development. The first was the extent to which 

originality and scholarship would be sacrificed in order to meet more practical objectives such 

as visitor numbers, media coverage, and audience appreciation, which are increasingly 

prevalent as key targets and measures of success in the museum world.11 The second was a 

failure to consider the contribution of museology and exhibitions to art historical canons and a 

consequent disregard for the role that our museum could play in the academic life of the 

university and the field of Islamic art history at large. Since reopening its doors with a £61 
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million expansion by Rick Mather Associates, the Ashmolean Museum – home to the third-

largest Islamic collection in the United Kingdom – had not been able to offer a temporary 

exhibition of Islamic art due to a gap in curatorial expertise. Furthermore, the last installation 

involving Islamic material, Pilgrimage: The Sacred Journey – an outcome of the Ashmolean 

Inter-Faith Exhibition Service established in 2003 by the former Keeper of Eastern Art and 

Islamic art specialist James Allan – had explored the visual and material evidence of a pivotal 

aspect of Islam (and its cognate forms) in a comparative perspective. Islam was thus part of a 

grander narrative committed to examining ‘subjects common to the great religions of the 

world’, as stated in the exhibition brief. The comforting lens of the commonalities existing 

among the Abrahamic faiths rendered the pilgrimage project an effective contribution to the 

notion of Islamic art as ‘a mediator for cultures in confrontation’,12 an idea that continues to 

represent a major driving force behind cultural initiatives designed to shift public opinion 

about Islam.13

Yet despite the valuable educational opportunities provided by similar temporary and 

permanent displays of Islamic art, the excessive didactic burden put on this artistic tradition to 

depict related societies in a positive light and alleviate misconceptions has, in fact, served to 

reinforce ahistorical paradigms, severing both the artistic legacy and associated cultural 

realities from the geopolitical dynamics and intellectual forces that shaped and reshaped 

them.14 In particular, as argued by Barry Flood, the ways in which Islamic art objects have 

been made into tools for ‘super-regional ideological projects’ has turned them into 

repositories of ‘a “true” notion of Islamic faith and culture’, raising, in turn, public 

expectations about their ability to reflect the spirit of their makers.15 Valorizing a static past 

has had many side effects, most recently that of feeding into the rhetoric of a lost ‘golden age 

of Islam’ upheld by fundamentalisms and neo-imperialist propaganda alike. Such an approach 

has therefore only reinforced a monolithic view of this tradition, threatening its diversity.16
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An exhibition with a generic and sweeping perspective like the ‘treasures’ format similarly 

risked having limited educational and social impact, appearing particularly ill-suited to an 

institution expected to contribute critically to the debate. 

< Figure 1 >  

It was with these considerations in mind that the idea of an exhibition devoted to Islamic 

occultism matured [Figure 1]. As an academic museum, the Ashmolean represented the ideal 

place for an intellectual provocation that few other institutions could have afforded and that 

created an opportunity to problematize and broaden the parameters of Islamic art and culture 

while offering a more perceptive counternarrative to the image of Islam informed by current 

events and media reports. Inspired, more specifically, by the objects available in Oxford 

collections and a personal interest in an understudied and underrated subject, I chose to 

consider some of the best-documented divinatory practices and associated talismanic 

technologies with a view to complicating notions of belief and exposing facets of Islam that, 

while less well known to our diverse audiences, would still resonate with them.17 Uncovering 

some of Islam’s ‘folkloric’ or ‘popular’ sides, as these practices tend to be categorized, but 

also emphasizing the universal drive underpinning them, had the potential to make the 

tradition more familiar to our visitors. Audience evaluations later confirmed the success of 

this approach.18 

The proposal did not receive immediate consensus within the institution, so a number 

of meetings were held inside and outside the museum in order to assess its suitability. The 

opportunity soon arose to transform the project into a larger research effort, which benefited 

from the support of the Leverhulme Trust, in order to undertake a more critical assessment of 

the topic and make the objects part of a multidisciplinary conversation. A range of 
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sensitivities associated with the subject had to be considered. One of the biggest perceived 

risks was that of portraying Islam as superstitious, feeding accusations of fanaticism from 

secular audiences on the one hand, and offending Muslim communities by seemingly 

belittling and misrepresenting their religion on the other. In addition, the subject’s scholarly 

merit – or supposed lack thereof – was viewed as a threat to the institution’s reputation. While 

the study of western occultism has achieved scholarly recognition in recent times, with a 

proliferation of studies, tools, and resources enhancing its credibility,19 its Islamic counterpart 

is still deemed unserious and inconsequential, despite recent efforts to reverse the trend, 

including landmark exhibitions.20

As recently noted by Matthew Melvin-Koushki, ‘most Islamicists continue to 

reflectively regard the ubiquity of occultism in pre-modern and modern Islamicate societies 

either as a detritus of an immature philhellenism or, in later periods, as proof of cultural 

decadence and degeneracy.’21 This tendency is, in part, the legacy of a post-Enlightenment 

view of divinatory and magic arts as primitive practices and as the early stages of a linear 

progress of civilizations towards religion first and science after.22 Melvin-Koushki continues,  

That the Islamicate occult sciences are still considered suspect reflects a certain ensorcellment of 

Islamicists by the specter of Enlightenment Science. Reacting to the depredations of European 

colonialism […] the well-intentioned scholarly compulsion has been to exorcize Islamicate history and 

culture of ‘superstition’ and ‘magic’ in an effort to banish orientalist stereotypes of cultural and 

scientific stagnation.23

The effects of this discourse may well have had some bearing on revivalist movements such 

as Wahhabism and Salafism, which since their inception have tried to sanitize Islam from 

behaviours and practices considered challenges to or deviations from Islam’s original 

monotheism, paramount among them divination and magic.24 Curiously, then, and for 
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opposite reasons, western Islamic scholarship and Islamic revivalism have converged in their 

effort to ‘disenchant’ Islam and its cultural production, rendering ongoing efforts to recover 

its esoteric dimensions both difficult and frowned upon. 

< Figures 2 and 3 > 

These premises notwithstanding, plans for an exhibition on Islamic occultism progressed and 

the project made it into the museum’s exhibition schedule.25 In the rest of this article, I am 

going to address how the scholarly concept and disciplinary motivation were distilled into an 

experience that our public could appreciate. In particular, I shall concentrate on the 

exhibition’s title and lead image, its interpretative strategy, and, finally, its design, reflecting 

on the compromises made in each instance given the envisioned challenges. 

What’s in a Title? 

When the exhibition was first proposed in January 2013, its title was ‘Seeing Things 

Invisible: Art and the Occult in the Islamic World’. However evocative and direct, such a 

heading was quickly set aside for a number of reasons. First, due to its modern, mostly 

negative, associations, the word ‘occult’ was deemed off-putting, posing a major obstacle to 

the publicity and reception of the show. Second, the phrase ‘Islamic world’, which, however 

vaguely, tried to capture the geographic and chronological breadth of the material in the most 

expedient way, was also dismissed as unable to evoke the ‘beautiful things’ on show, as noted 

by a senior member of the museum. Aesthetic appreciation had to remain a primary lever of 

the campaign, a legitimate but admittedly reductive parameter when striving to make an 

unfamiliar tradition better known and understood. Yet the exhibition team was not facing a 

standard marketing exercise in this instance. While striving to find an appealing and thought-
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provoking formula, we needed to ensure that the title remained explicit about the theme and 

its cultural context in order to manage expectations and minimize criticism.26 With a topic and 

a tradition that are neither self-advertising nor instantly recognizable (or fully recognized), the 

title also had to steer away from oversimplifications and sensationalism.27

Meetings with the marketing team resulted in a number of suggestions, many of which 

revealed a fundamental confusion about the subject and its position vis-à-vis religion. In 

particular, God’s agency and responsibility in sending ‘signs’ that men would interpret, on the 

one hand, and the extent to which amulets and talismans may rely on divine or saintly 

intercession in the Islamic tradition, on the other, challenged any attempt at classification. 

Complicating the matter further was the fact that some of the examined practices belong to 

the sphere of popular devotion, blurring the line between sacred and profane, and between 

what is acceptable and what is not. After various plays on the word ‘divine’ – e.g., ‘Divine 

Talismans: The Supernatural in Islamic Art’, ‘The Divine and the Everyday’, ‘Divine 

Interventions’ – and catchy, yet hazy, alliterations – e.g., ‘Dragons, Dreams, and Divination’, 

‘Prophecy and Protection: The Supernatural Power of Islamic Art’ – we decided on ‘Power 

and Protection: Islamic Art and the Supernatural’ as the formula best able to capture the 

essence of the display.28

A final residual doubt concerned the term ‘supernatural’, which in the mind of 

colleagues in the exhibition team conjured up images of superheroes and Harry Potter’s magic 

feats. Above all, although less ominous than ‘occult’, the word was still perceived as being 

potentially offensive, in spite of its straightforward reference to the otherworldly sphere.29

Other rounds of consultations followed, which this time involved not only fellow academics, 

but also focus groups and members of the different Islamic communities in Oxford.30

Interestingly, western scholars emerged as those most worried about the potentially negative 

connotation, possibly inclined, like many in the museum, to overthink the matter given the 
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current climate, but probably also affected by a culturally ingrained suspicion of esotericism. 

Our Muslim consultants, by contrast, not only considered the term unproblematic, but actually 

recognized it as quite relevant when talking about phenomena beyond nature and 

encompassing the divine.31 Their open-mindedness was also a reminder of the different 

relationship that Islam has traditionally had with the ‘world of the unseen’ (‘alam al-ghayb), 

epitomized by the continued belief in the power of the evil eye and jinns.32 At the same time, 

it exposed the degree of assumption informing western perceptions of what may or may not 

be acceptable to others, and the challenges that this poses to communication within our 

increasingly diverse societies. Thus, ‘supernatural’ survived the trial and the title was 

announced to the press without further changes. 

< Figures 4 and 5 > 

At this point, the job was only half-done. Essential for a proper reception of the project was a 

matching image, one that could summarize the key messages of the show and capture the 

title’s mantra. The challenge was now with the designers, tasked with producing captivating 

branding whose ultimate aim was to attract audiences old and new. Of the over 120 exhibits 

intended for the display, only a few had the visual appeal needed for a lead image. Yet half of 

these had either been used for similar purposes in the past or had sectarian connotations that 

made them unsuitable for representing a wider context [Figure 2]. Used as an apotropaic 

device across Berber, Jewish, and Buddhist cultures, and recognized within various Islamic 

denominations, the iconic hand-shaped symbol known as the khamsa emerged as the best 

option [Figure 3].33 It instantly evoked ideas of beauty and protection while capturing 

something of the universal drive characteristic of the methods and tools examined by the 

project. As our director wanted to offer a glimpse of the riches featured in the display, the 
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motif was initially paired with the image of another splendid promised loan, the horoscopic 

chart contained in Iskandar Sultan’s Nativity Book.34 The result, however, was an exceedingly 

busy composition, whose juxtaposition of zodiacal signs and the palm conjured up images of 

funfairs and cheap tarot reading stands rather than announcing a critical investigation of a 

broadly attested but misjudged phenomenon [Figure 4]. Perhaps more importantly, the 

poster’s flashy appearance not only seemed oblivious to the sensitivities attached to the topic 

and the fact that it could not be presented light-heartedly, but also served to exaggerate the 

very associations with superstition and bigotry that the project was trying to problematize.35

After lengthy and animated discussions, a more muted background was chosen, producing a 

subtler image that did not detract from the ‘star’ object and managed to retain the desired 

texture [Figure 5].36

‘Is This Anything but Deceit and Lies?’ 

How can a religion that proclaims total surrender to God also accommodate ways to know the 

future and influence the course of life that appear to challenge divine authority? Addressing 

this question was crucial for a successful interpretation strategy, an area of modern 

museological practice that attracts increasing attention and resources. While the objects 

themselves stood as the material proof of a range of attitudes within Islamic traditions 

towards divination, our didactical presentation of them had to make clear the rationale that 

connected such material evidence and at the same time develop a compelling narrative.37

Adding to the challenge was the need to achieve these aims within the unforgiving word 

limits imposed by the Ashmolean exhibition guidelines: 60 words for labels and up to 150 for 

introductory panels! Compromises had to be made. 

Recognizing the prevalent biases against divination from the outset gave us the 

opportunity to turn a sensitive issue into an active element of the conversation. Yet a simple 
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juxtaposition of positive and negative attitudes still risked portraying these practices as 

oversights, slips, or, worse, challenges to an otherwise clearly defined religious position about 

the matter. It was therefore also important to state that the Islamic tradition never had a single 

view about divination and to stress how debates about its permissibility mostly remained 

confined to theological and juridical circles. References to treatises of hisba (market 

regulation), which address the activities of various professional groups in the marketplace 

including astrologers, were used to measure the effect of these conversations on daily 

experience. In Ibn al-Ukhuwah’s Ma‘alim al-qurba fi ahkam al-hisba, for instance, we find 

glimpses into the form taken by astrological consultations in fourteenth-century Egypt, where 

they were tolerated as long as they were undertaken openly and in the main streets, and not 

performed behind closed doors or in alleyways.38 Underpinning Ibn al-Ukhuwah’s record, 

however, is a social concern, not a theological one. The regulation, in fact, reflects the 

inconvenience generated by the close interaction of practitioners and clients, primarily 

women, shedding little light on the supposed question of the illicitness of certain divinatory 

practices. While confirming that astrologers remained active, this text provided one concrete 

example of how theoretical discussions impacted everyday life. At the same time, it exposed 

the conditions that allowed for the continued performance of such contested activities in 

Egypt in spite of formal objections.39

In our narrative, it was important to point out that criticisms against divination 

appeared also in the form of epistemological and philosophical discussions.40 The rebuke of 

astrology by the Hanbali jurist Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyah (d.1350), who was one of its most 

vehement critics ever, is tied to empirical and methodological arguments attacking the 

discipline’s soundness more than demonstrating its falseness. John Livingstone’s examination 

of al-Jawziyah’s principal work on the matter, the Miftah dar al-sa‘adah, shows that the logic 

of Aristotelian physics, the constraints of human perception, and the temporary nature of 
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human experience defined the limits that made astrology and its practitioners unreliable in the 

eyes of its critics.41 Asking rhetorically whether such divination was ‘anything but deceit and 

lies’,42 al-Jawziyah echoed some of the arguments proposed by his master Ibn Taymiyya 

(d.1328), who also invoked scientific reasoning to expose astrology’s faults and vices.43

References to these important texts and individuals were admittedly limited in the exhibition, 

given its intended, non-academic audience. Nonetheless, noting the paucity of strictly 

theological arguments revealed the amount of work that remains to be done on relevant 

sources – and especially their reception and impact – in order to determine Islam’s position on 

this thorny matter, if there ever was such a clear stance to begin with. 

< Figures 6 and 7 > 

Focusing on the different and often competing voices from across the Islamic world had the 

added benefit of challenging prevalent views of Islam as a monolithic and closed entity. To 

this end, the debt of Islamic occultism to other traditions – from Greek and Bedouin 

divination, to Persian and Indian occultist knowledge – provided the basis for incorporating 

cross-cultural interaction into the exhibition narrative. References to Islamic cosmology and 

its geocentric view of the universe were made by citing their most important source, the 

Almagest, written in the second century by the Greek astronomer and mathematician Ptolemy 

and translated into Arabic under the Abbasid caliph al-Ma‘mun (r.813–33) [Figure 6]. Mantic 

arts such as geomancy and dream interpretation were introduced through their legendary 

lineages and prophetic founders – Idris (Enoch) and Yusuf (Joseph) – alerting visitors to, or 

reminding them of, the shared prophetic tradition linking Islam to Judaism and Christianity 

[Figure 7]. 
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Synthesis was crucial to avoid overwhelming our public. Some ideas and arguments 

were thus prioritized over others and then given a specific place in a hierarchy of content that 

was evenly distributed across the different sections of the exhibition. Such a focused approach 

meant that contextual and historical information was often sacrificed in order to highlight the 

specific contribution of individual objects to the general story, minimizing what visitors had 

to consume in order to retain the overarching ideas. This was possibly the toughest curatorial 

compromise I faced and one that, according to our evaluations, was appreciated by the 

audiences who prefer streamlined guidance. For the more curious and inquisitive visitors, 

recordings containing lengthier curatorial comments or readings and translations of key texts 

provided a discreet way to access further layers of information.44 The exhibition catalogue, 

designed as a useful textual compendium to the display, was a further source of detailed yet 

accessible information directed at a general readership and was equally limited in size to 

incentivize reading. 

Last, but not least, an emphasis on personal stories and biographies was pursued, in 

order to offer the public revealing examples of the types of motivations and interests that 

prompted different Muslims to resort to divination and talismans in various times and 

places.45 A few impressive objects, some of which were on view for the first time, served this 

purpose well. The dream book of Tipu Sultan (r.1782–99), ruler of Mysore, was among the 

newer documents chosen to address the use of divination at the elite level.46 Unassuming in 

its appearance, the book reveals the high consideration given to dreams by the Indian ruler, 

and how he interpreted them to elucidate contemporaneous events and make decisions.47

Interestingly, the diary was discovered hidden away after the siege of Seringapatam, its 

secrecy reflecting not only the privacy of its author and the confidential nature of its contents, 

but possibly also the sensitivities surrounding the practice of dream interpretation, admitted 

but not universally espoused.48 Recourse to this and to other divinatory methods, which 
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included bibliomancy (book divination) and astrology, reflected the intellectual resources that 

this increasingly isolated ruler devised for his survival, and his continuous attempt to seek 

divine guidance before taking action. Thus, while attesting direct use of divination, this object 

also reflected its user’s piety, offering a tangible example of how the two intersected with and 

fed into each other. 

< Figure 8 > 

Pointing at a humbler, and probably female, user was a ragged paper talisman produced in the 

Ottoman Empire in the late nineteenth century [Figure 8]. This was possibly one of the most 

fascinating items on display and is the object of a forthcoming detailed study.49 Its design, 

realized through stamps reproduced several times on the large surface, draws on Sufi 

devotion, apotropaic symbols, sacred invocations, and Qur’anic passages, as well as prayers 

to appease the demons held responsible for different ailments, including miscarriage. Titled 

du‘a-i Umm Subyan, one of these invocations occupies a prominent position on this foldable 

device, buttressed both visually and symbolically by the other formulas that were likely 

accumulated in specific sites and through the mediation of charismatic leaders. As was the 

case for the dream book, the stamped talisman offered another telling example of how the 

sacred and the profane could merge in the attempt to navigate life’s challenges and resolve 

personal tribulations. Being a relatively modern object, it also contributed to extending the 

chronological span of the exhibits, which with the inclusion of a selection of cheap devotional 

commodities from the shrine of Eyüp in Istanbul stretched as far as 2015.50

The choice of this and additional material pushed the standard binaries found in 

traditional displays of Islamic art, namely higher versus lower art, elite versus popular users, 

centre versus periphery, mainstream versus sectarian.51 The inclusion of items produced in 
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both Sunni and Shi‘i milieus, in particular, helped challenge the conviction that divinatory 

and talismanic methods pertain to the latter only, indicating how sectarian divisions are not 

always adequate criteria when dealing with such complex phenomena.52 While the exhibition 

did not delve into this specific issue in any detail, it was nevertheless able to call people’s 

attention to the dangers posed by generalizations and the need for contextual study to achieve 

more accurate understanding of both local and broader attitudes towards occult practices. 

< Figure 9 > 

Exhibition Design 

From the start, Power and Protection was conceived of as a display in three sections 

progressing from theory to practice. The first gallery was meant to introduce the most popular 

divinatory methods; followed by a room about the technologies developed to harness their 

insights or effects, including amulets and talismans; and a final section on the vocabulary 

utilized on such devices. The aim of progressing from the general to the particular was to 

encourage the visitors to delve into the objects as they accumulated tools that made the works 

more familiar and legible. Some items could arguably sit in all three sections while others 

might appear to be duplicates. Opportunities to reiterate unfamiliar concepts or call attention 

to other facets of the same type of object were, however, embraced, facilitating the absorption 

of information and the recognition of key motifs, be they magic squares or diagrammatic 

representations of prophetic relics. Some of the objects therefore were intentionally presented 

in multiples and across the three rooms, offering slightly different insights depending on their 

placement. 

The tripartite organization appeared especially well suited to the Ashmolean 

temporary exhibition space, comprising three interconnected rooms. However, the reduced 
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size of most of the items destined for the section on amulets, including personal jewellery and 

pocket-size Qur’ans, necessitated a more intimate presentation, which was unachievable in 

the second gallery due to its double-height ceiling. The decision was thus made to invert the 

order of the last two sections and use the final room for the display of the smaller portable 

devices instead. Here, panelling in a contrasting colour was added to the wall to produce a 

more focused backdrop, as opposed to the plain surfaces used in previous galleries. The 

smallest items were displayed together with their enlarged images and brief explanatory 

comments, inviting viewers to reflect on aspects such as specific materials and scale [Figure 

9]. Because of this change, the emphasis of the new second section also had to be modified to 

follow more logically from the first. The intended focus on the written word was thus 

explored in relation to ‘ilm al-huruf or lettrism (divination by letters), the fifth divinatory 

technique considered by the show, which in the original plan belonged to the first gallery. 

Unlike astrology, geomancy, oneiromancy, and bibliomancy – all explored in the first section 

– lettrism had the benefit of being a more explicit link with Islam due to the centrality given 

to the Qur’an in its performance. Joining lettrism and the Qur’an in a single space thus 

provided a logical context to consider the protective and curative applications of sacred 

words, bringing visitors closer to the holy book of Islam and a range of devotional practices 

that do not usually find space in standard museum presentations of this pivotal text.53 Access 

to readings of Qur’anic verses as ruqya (sacred incantations) via SoundCloud audio content – 

available to visitors using smart devices – contributed to the process. For part of the audience, 

these recordings helped to distinguish ruqyas from standard Qur’anic recitations and did so by 

relying on the sense that normally communicates this difference: hearing. This, in turn, added 

another way to engage with the material on display, circumventing the primacy of sight.54

< Figure 10 > 
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The Arabic alphabet proved a fruitful resource for yet another essential aspect of the 

installation: the galleries’ look and feel. Following well-established clichés and unaware of 

the animated debates surrounding the exoticization of the East,55 the designer initially 

proposed to place dados of geometric panels on the walls of the three rooms in order to create 

an Islamic ‘ambience’. In an effort to devise a more pertinent visual language, I invited him 

and the interpretation team to reflect on the unifying role that the word – inscribed, recited, or 

spoken – had in the story we were trying to tell. Searching for a sign that would be as 

evocative of Islamic aesthetics as geometry, we thus decided to experiment with Arabic and 

created an alphabetic design that hinted at the power that letters, when used in isolation, 

acquire in several Islamic occult practices.56 My initial idea was to reference the muqatta‘at – 

the fourteen letters found at the start of several Qur’anic chapters and deemed to possess 

special powers.57 This was reduced to a more generic reference to the Arabic alphabet, which 

sufficed to produce a unified and fitting look for the installation. Using a laser technique that 

created cut-outs loosely recalling the light-and-shadow play of mashrabiyyas (lattice screens), 

the redesigned panels also allowed us to evoke the ideas of secrecy and disclosure associated 

with occultism, finely aligning the design with the exhibition’s subject [Figure 10]. 

Conclusions 

A great deal of anxiety accompanied the genesis and the realization of Power and Protection: 

Islamic Art and the Supernatural, making it, possibly, one of the most challenging exhibitions 

mounted by the Ashmolean in its recent history. However, its success with critics and public 

alike confirmed the desire of museum audiences to be challenged and to be given fresh ways 

to engage with both familiar and unfamiliar topics, especially where lesser-known traditions 

are concerned. Without offering broadly appealing themes as other recent exhibitions of 
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Islamic art have done,58 Power and Protection nonetheless succeeded in stirring public 

interest in Islam, due, in part, to its emphasis on the human and universal nature of the 

phenomena considered. As noted by Rachel Campbell-Johnston, chief art editor of The Times, 

in her review, ‘what begins as a scholarly investigation broadens out, breaking down the 

barriers erected by Islamic zealotry to embrace the hopes and fears that a wider humanity 

shares’.59 These hopes and fears proved a fertile alternative for a refreshed debate about Islam 

in a museum context. 
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