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Introduction

It smacks of truism to state that ar
chitecture translates only with diffi
culty into the limited space of a mu
seum. To exhibit architecture with
in such a space by way of drawings, 
mockups, models, or architectu
ral parts always entails a displace
ment of some sort, a referral to some
thing, someplace, outside the galle
ry walls. This aspect of architecture, 
and the museum's consequent need 
rather to refer than to represent, has 
been noted since the foundation of ar
chitectural museums:  James Fergus
son notes in 1857 on the incorporati
on of the Architectural Museum into 
the South Kensington Museum that 
while "pictures and statues are things 
complete in themselves, easily remo-
ved, and made to be placed in galleries; 
[…] buildings are made to remain fixed 
on the spot where they are originally er-
ected, and are of such a scale that they 
cannot be collected together in any gal-
lery, however large."1 Thus to be placed 
in a gallery buildings first must be dis
sembled, Fergusson argues, and com
pares the collection of fragments, ca
pitals and cornices, tellingly to "a col-
lection of fingers and toes of sculpture, 
or eyes and ears out of paintings […]".2 

Fergusson was not the only one who 
shared this idea, and there was, to be 
sure, nothing new about the muse
al display of architectural fragments. 
Early examples included, for instance, 
the Musée des Monuments français 
(17951816), the collection at the 
Musée Cluny by Alexandre du Som
merard (17791842), both in postre
volutionary Paris, and the Museum 
at 13 Lincoln's Inn Fields in London 
which was based on the private collec
tion of neoclassical architect Sir John 
Soane (17531837). All three featured 
large repositories of fragments from 
European architectural monuments 
which had been salvaged or repro
duced in plaster. Thus, when Fergu
son made his tongueincheek state
ment about the Morellian assortment 
of fingers and toes, the fragmenting 
of architecture had been a prevailing 
practice for displaying the material 
remains of buildings for quite some 
time. However, at the time of Fergus
son's lecture Islamic3 architecture had 
not been seriously collected and large

ly was excluded from any museal re
presentation. This would come to ch
ange in the course of the century, and 
Islamic architectural fragments would 
join the ranks of Greek, Roman, Go
thic and Renaissance architecture 
which were already on display in ma
jor museums around Europe. 

In the following pages I will try to an
swer the question how this inclusi
on was realized. The case studies dis
cussed illustrate widely varying forms 
of fragmentation and highlight com
mon attributes that become obvious 
when the musealization of Islamic ar
chitecture is examined through the 
lens of fragmentation.

Fragmented Discourse

"[…] l'art national est perdu sans re-
tour: l'Orient n'est plus l'Orient. | Pen-
dant qu'il l'est encore, admirons-le. 
Recueillons pieusement le dépôt des 
secrets de l'art antique qu'il a religieu-
sement conservé, formons des collec-
tions de tous se produits pour nous en 
servir comme de modèles […] les Ori-
entaux viendront à Paris; il est bon 
qu'ils trouvent dans nos musées l'art 
que nous aurons tué dans leur mains, 
et qui aura prospéré dans les nôtres."4

"The Orient is no longer the Orient." 
The pessimistic statement by a French 
archaeologist encapsulates many sen
timents that were commonly shared 
by nineteenthcentury Europeans: the 
compulsion to salvage the vanishing 
past, the matterofcourse appropria
tion of others' cultures, and the faith 
in the institution of the museum.5 The
se musings on decay and the spoils of 
modernity therefore say more about 
the author's specific European anxie
ties than about the reality of an Other 
that it pretends to describe. Any dis
cussion about the architectural or mu
seal representation of Islamic art is 
hard pressed not to acknowledge the 
shadow of imperialism that looms 
over every area of study, and which 
forced everything into its own parti
cular "exhibitionary order".6 It thus 
seems advisable to address the pecu
liar position Islamic architecture took 
up in Western architectural discourse, 
and whether this affected the entry of 
Islamic architectural fragments into 
Western museums. Indeed, its po
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sition was couched from beginning 
in acts of fragmentation. In her arti
cle titled "The Cultural Burden of Ar
chitecture" Gülsüm Baydar (2004) 
marks the colonial encounters as a wa
tershed moment in which, for the first 
time, the completeness and coherence 
of Western architectural history and 
theory were threatened.7 An unprece
dented shift in which the discipline 
had "to attend to cultural particulari-

ty as a sign of architectural difference".8 
With regards to Islamic architecture, 
this shift can be observed most suc
cinctly in the increasing number of 
publications concerning Islamic ar
chitecture in the course of the nine
teenth century.9 Baydar's remarks are 
important here as they underline the 
European vantage point from which 
Islamic architecture, or nonWestern 
architecture for that matter, was ex

Joseph-Philibert Girault de 
Prangey, Mosque De Qaytbay. 
Ensemble Et Détails Du Mina-
ret, a Lithograph plate from 
A.C. Prisse d’Avennes: L’art Ara-
be d’après les monuments du 
Kaire…, 1869-1877, vol. 1. Vic-
toria and Albert Museum, Acc. 
No. SP:464. 
Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London.
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amined. As posited, fragmentation 
was deeply enmeshed in the encounter 
with Islamic architecture. Browsing 
through the flurry of nineteenthcen
tury publications one is struck by the 
multitude of illustrations that decom
pose Islamic buildings into fragments  
– and decontextualize the architectu
ral elements presented. The dissecting 
eye of the artists and the reader are 
implicitly needed to make sense of the 
buildings decorative schemes. As Gül
ru Necipoğlu (1995) notes, 

"Most books that dealt with Islamic ar-
chitecture in those years, […] featured 
plates of decontextualized architectu-
ral ornaments […] Broken down into 
their decorated components such as 
façades, domes, minarets, portals, 
mihrabs, lattices, and calligraphic or 
ornamental panels, Islamic buildings 
were fragmented in these publications 
into reusable parts, displayed as neu-
tral objects of ‘consumption'"10 

This fragmentation of Islamic ar
chitecture into objects of consumpti
on was spurred on by a prevalent Eu
ropean concern about ornament in 
the nineteenth century. While con
tin uously new commodities were pro
duced in large numbers for a growing 
market, many contemporaries felt that 
the wellworn eclecticism of styles  be
trayed a directionless confusion and 
relativism which prompted  a number 
of architects, theorists, and artists to 
examine the relationship between or
nament, craft, and preindustrial arti
sanship.11 In order to revitalise Euro
pean design and crafts many critics 
looked to the past and to nonWestern 
cultures in search for a set of univer
sal rules which might restore true ar
tistic creativity.12 This debate was pre
dominantly concerned with matters of 
ornamentation which became some
thing like a generic term to de scribe 
categories of identity such as na tion
ality, history, and ethnicity.13 Especial
ly Islamic ornament was judged as so
mething superior to the contemporary 
manufactures of the West. It was seen 
as essentially decorative and devoid of 
meaning, and thus eminently suited to 
industrial needs.14 While this somewhat 
positive connotation of Islamic orna
ment heightened an appreciation for 
certain aspects of Islamic crafts and 
architecture, it also spelled a disregard 

for other facets of the Islamic built en
vironment. Nineteenthcentury ar
chitectural histories share the recur
ring trope that Islamic architecture 
is marked by a deficit and lacks cer
tain characteristics that Western ar
chitecture epitomizes. As the German 
art historian Franz Kugler (1859) re
marks: 

"Eine organische Gliederung, eine Bil-
dung der Einzelteile […] erstrebt die 
muhammedanische Architektur nicht. 
Was sie an solcher Gliederung hat, be-
ruht teils auf der baulichen Überlie-
ferung, in welche sie eintrat […] ge-
hört teils - und in sehr überwiegendem 
Maße - der Willkür des Dekorativen 
an."15

"We would be impetuous to look for 
a rule or a law in the development of 
Arabic architecture; it does not exist. 
The Orient lacks this ordering spirit 
that our Occident has brought to eve-
rything it has created since the Germa-
nic invasion; in its place, the arbitrary 
and the capricious reign. There fore, 
we are not trying to describe the ar-
chitectonic system of Arabs; they don't 
have anything like it; and just as the 
diverse elements of their buildings are 
disconnected, the history of their art is 
also disjointed",16 another commenta
tor remarks, and herein voices a ra
ciallycharged judgement that pre
sumably many of his contempo raries 
shared.17 More importantly, these 
comments exemplify a common con
ception about Islamic architecture: its 
lack of an architectural order which 
negatively set it apart from other ar
chitectural "styles". The structureor
namentdivide that is encapsulated 
therein is, as AnneMarie Sanko vitch 
has shown, not only an enduring fea
ture of European architectural histo
riography but also regularly invoked 
architectural histories to denote the 
geographically marginal, stylistical
ly liminal, or historically transitio
nal.18 Islamic architecture was seen to 
fit all these categories, and most stu
dies of Islamic architecture concen
trated predominately on ornamental 
elements and architectural surface de
coration, relegating structural obser
vations to the sidelines.19 Evident
ly, Islamic architecture was seen and 
judged through the lens of European 
preconceptions, thus expressing – to 
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appropriate a comment by T. McEvil
ley – the "need to co-opt difference into 
[the European's] own dream of order, 
in which [he] reigns supreme".20 The fo
cus on particular surfacelevel aspects 
of Islamic buildings, their visual dis
memberment into constituent parts 
in contemporary publications, and 
the general discourse generated by the 
aesthetic revival arguably cleared the 
way in which Islamic architecture was 
to be staged as an object in the muse
um.

Fragments in London

"We have come to regard certain ar-
chitectural features, such as cornices, 
as essential, which an eastern would 
regard as superfluous, and our eye is 
biased by what it has been accustomed 
to see in Europe. The main criticism, 
however, stands good, that the beauty 
of the mosques of Cairo is not so much 
architectural as decorative, and no pre-
judice can be accounted a sufficient 
reason for disregarding this defect."21 

This quote by the British Arabist Stan
ley LanePoole (18541931) from his 

1886 publication The Art of the Sara-
cens contains the tropes one might ex
pect from a nineteenthcentury scho
lar of Islamic architecture. It matches 
the positions of his contempo ra ries, 
and one finds the prevalent orien
talist tropes about the qualities and 
shortcomings of Islamic architecture 
mentioned above. Yet, Stan ley Lane 
Poole's publication also can be read 
as a link between nineteenthcentury 
discourse and the physical fragmenta
tion of architecture for the museal dis
play at the South Kensington Museum 
in London. 

The South Kensington Museum (of
ficially opened by Queen Victoria in 
1857, and later renamed Victoria and 
Albert Museum), was conceived at the 
height of the debate on the revitalisa
tion of European design. It was esta
blished as a reference collec tion of 
wellmade examples of decorative de
sign. Architecture was naturally seen 
as an integral part in this mis sion. 
Thus, in the introductory lecture ci
ted in the beginning of this paper, 
James Fergusson made his case for an 
architectural museum at South Ken

The Architectural Museum at 
the South Kensington Museum. 
The Museum contained casts 
of medieval architecture. Pho-
tograph, ca. 1857. Victoria and 
Albert Museum, Acc. No. 1948-
1938. 
Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London.
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sington which would allow all visitors 
to make themselves familiar with the 
"secrets of the architectural craft" and, 
repeating the concerns of his time, re
vitalize the stagnant architectural ha
bitus of his contemporaries.22 Fergus
son was keenly aware of the fact that 
tangible architecture could only be 
displayed in fragments, thus he envi
sioned a museum of plaster casts ta
ken from a selection of the "best" and 
the "most typical" examples of the re
spective style to reach a "complete il-
lustration of architectural art" in chro
nological arrangement.23 Casts from 
Islamic monuments were deemed im
portant to showcase the historical tra
jectory of architectural art.24 In the 
decades following Fergusson's lecture 
the Museum engaged in the concerted 
effort to acquire examples for display 
in the dedicated Cast Courts (inaugu
rated in 1873).25 With regards to Isla
mic architecture the "best" and "most 
typical" was exemplified by two sites: 
the monuments of Granada, and the 
Cairene buildings built under the pa
tronage of the Mamluk dynasty (1250
1517). Both sites were well known to 
the British public at the time, and well 
documented in nineteenthcentury 
publications.26 The museum was able 
to collect casts of ornamental details 
on several occasions, in the case of 
Cairo most notably in 1884, through 
the wholesale acquisition of the col
lection of Cairoresident Comte Ga
ston de St. Maurice (18311905) and 
through the mission of Stanley Lane 
Poole who had been consulted on mul
tiple occasions on museum matters and 
who went to Cairo in 1883 to acquire 
artefacts and architectural casts.27 Both 
collections overlapped in some ways. 
Both men were fascinated by the Mam
luk monuments of Cairo and especial
ly those built under the patronage of 
Sultan Qaytbay (r. 14681496), a phe
nomenon that testifies the rather li
mited scope or canon early Western 
scholars had of Islamic architecture.28 
Many examples of the latter acquisi
tion were subsequently reproduced in 
the LanePoole's The Art of the Sara-
cens (1886),29 which was a direct out
come of his 1883 mission in service 
of the museum.30 In his book, Lane 
Poole attempted to outline a histo
ry of Saracenic i.e. Islamic art and 
architecture with the aid of Cairene 
monuments which he divided into 

materialbased categories simi lar to 
the system of order used at the South 
Kensington Museum.31 Most of the 
illustrations accompanying Lane 
Poole's text showed plaster casts and 
single woodwork panels, and it is 
with these decontextualized frag
ments that LanePoole furnished his 
account blurring the line between the 
fragment and the architectural mo
nument in the process. As one might 
suspect, this fragmented view of Cai
ro's built heritage was indirectly rati
onalized by what the author identified 
as the essential characteristic of Sara
cenic architecture: its lack of an co
herent architectural vision. Quoting 
Franz Pasha (18311915), the architect 
of Khedive Ismail Pasha in Cairo, 
Lane Poole characterised Saracenic 
architecture as something missing a 
coherent plan, failing "to give en tire 
aesthetic satisfaction" and marred by 
"incongruous mingling of wood and 
stone."32 Thus, unsurprisingly, decora
tive details were separated from their 
architectural context both in Lane 
Poole's narrative and in the illustra
tions of the book.

One of the few selected monuments 
that LanePoole discussed at length 
is the "Wekāla" [urban merchant hos
tel] of the Mamluk Sultan Qaytbay. 
"When I was in Cairo in 1883, I took 
casts of the ornament of this [the 
Wekāla's] front, and was fortunately 
able to bring back paper squeezes, for-
tified with lay ers of gipsum, of eve-
ry dis tinct ornament on the whole fa-
çade. […] a set of these are exhibited 
in the gallery over the architectural 
court of the South Kensington Muse-
um".33 A contemporary visitor to the 
South Kensington Museum would 
have had the opportunity to see most 
of these casts in the museum galleries, 
experiencing the spatial reenactment 
of LanePoole's text, where the casts 
were presented both as fragments of 
historic buildings as well as models of 
design for western artists. In a telling 
later remark that highlights the mea
ning attached to this example Lane 
Poole described the building as a veri
table "text book of Saracenic decorati-
on".34 In the book the meaning of an 
individual fragment was produced 
by the text and its position in the se
quence of pages. In the museum, ho
wever, the "text book of Saracenic de-
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coration" was more difficult to read. 
A contributor to The Times remarked:

"Unfortunately the crowded condition 
of the Museum […] renders it excee-
dingly difficult for a casual visitor to 
gain any idea of the wealth of this par-
ticular branch of the collection. The Sa-
racenic objects are scattered about in 
various parts of the Museum […] At 
present we have to search for them in 
holes and corners, and the general pu-
blic does not like to have the trouble of 
finding as well as merely looking."35 

It stands to reason that under these 
circumstances an individual fragment 
did not offer much meaning to the ge
neral public. The items on exposi tion 
had been selected in accordance to 
particular preconceived Western ideas 
about Islamic architecture and signi
fied very little beyond these bounda
ries. Taken out of their architectural 
context and taken out of site the frag
ments that LanePoole had provided 
illustrated just the narrative that the 
author had imparted on them. Unlike 
their monumental pendants at dis
play at the South Kensington Museum 

Engraving after a plaster cast in 
the South Kensington in Stanley 
Lane-Poole’s The Art of the Sa-
racens. "Rosette of the Wekala 
of Kait Bey. Fifteenth Century". 
The cast was taken from the ro-
sette in the photograph on top 
of this page. Lane Poole 1886, 
fig. 25, p. 111.

"Wekāla of the Sultan Kāït Bey, 
part of wall, 15th cent." The 
numbers on the print probably 
indicate casts taken from the 
ornamentation. Cairo, Egypt. 
Albumen print, ca. 1870s, 
unknown photographer. Victo-
ria and Albert Museum, Acc. No. 
PH.135A-1887. 
Victoria and Albert Museum, 
London.
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such as the casts of Trajan's column 
the fragments of Islamic architecture 
had little enduring appeal.36 Eventual
ly, a general disregard for cast collec
tions in the twentieth century marked 
the fate of many of the ornamental 
casts which were consequently destro
yed or sent to other museums. 

Fragments in Berlin

Inaugurated in October 1904 almost 
half a century later than the South 
Kensington Museum, the Department 
of Islamic Art of the KaiserFrie drich
Museum in Berlin, quickly managed 
to acquire a collection of Islamic arte
facts that rivalled the British institu
tion. The department later was moved 
to its current residence, the Pergamon 
Museum. 

Within its first few years and by the ef
forts of – among others – Wilhelm von 
Bode (18451929) the department ma
naged to acquire a series of architectu
ral fragments which soon came to be 
regarded as most important for the hi
storiography of Islamic architecture. 
Among them are two series of ar
chitectural fragments: the remains of 
the Abbasid palaces of Samarra, and 
the façade of the so called desert pa
lace of Mshatta. 

The palaces of Samarra, founded on the 
banks of the Tigris by the Abbasid dynas
ty of Iraq (7501258) in 836 were made 
known to the Western world by several 
archaeological surveys and excavations 
in the early decades of the twentieth 
century. The first major excavation in 
19111913 led by the German archaeo
logist Ernst Herzfeld (18791948) un
earthed, among other things, a series of 
carved stucco wall panels. About nine
ty panels were taken into the Berlin 
collection.37 These architectural frag
ments are undoubtedly the most well
known finds from Samarra. Herzfeld 
established their canonical importance 
with the first volume of his publicati
on series Die Ausgrabungen von Sa-
marra.38 His analysis of the stucco or
namentation organized the corpus of 
fragments into three style based groups 
avoiding a chronological se ries. His de
scription of the three styles had an en
during legacy as it established the Ber
lin fragments as a precursor to the Is
lamic ornament tradition that had fas

cinated Western observers since half a 
century earlier in the times of design 
reform. The display of the fragments in 
the Samarragallery at the KaiserFrie
drichMuseum included 86 stucco pa
nels,39 and followed Herzfeld's triparti
te division of styles. Emphasis was put 
on the socalled Bevelled Style (later la
belled Samarra C) to which two walls 
of the gallery were dedicated.40 In a 
sense, the gallery gave a material ex
pression to Herzfeld's arguments that 
had not existed in situ. Stucco orna
mentation attributed to different sty
les were often used side by side with in 
domestic and palatial buildings at Sa
marra. Herzfeld's art historical analy
sis was based on the fragmentation of 
the architectural context.

Apart from some generalized descrip
tion of the site Herzfeld did not pu
blish a report on his archaeological 
excavations, and later much of the ar
chaeological record was inadvertently 
destroyed during the First World War, 
leaving the fragments in a museal lim
bo. The large corpus of dispersed frag
ments continued to attract scholarly 
interest but the disregard towards the 
architectural context still haunts their 
appreciation. As Matthew D. Saba 
notes: 

"One problem […] is that the fragments 
of doors, walls, and ceilings excavated 
from the site are usually studied as in-
dividual pieces, with little reference to 
their original context as parts of buil-
dings. In both museum displays and 
scholarly articles, single examples tend 
to stand alone as masterpieces or serve 
as indicative examples of a style or other 
artistic phenomenon."41

While subsequent scholarship has re
lied heavily on the Samarran stucco 
fragments to link historical develop
ments in ornament, their architectural 
context has largely been ignored. In a 
sense, the fragmentation of Samar
ra and its display in the Berlin Muse
um have produced a longlasting le
gacy. Western history of art and its his
torical perspectives have effected this 
fragmentation in the first place. Thus, 
the fixation on singular architectural 
fragments has its reverberations into 
the present as can be seen also in an
other case of fragments: the Mshatta 
Façade at the Berlin Museum.
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"This marvellous work, which has re-
mained for 1.300 years, untouched by 
weather, unmutilated by man, of which 
when I first saw it not a chip was mis-
sing, has now, we are told, been given 
by the Sultan to the German Empe-
ror, and, under the auspices of Ger-
man savants, the figures of the faça-
de have been sawn off and conveyed to 
Haifa for transport to Berlin. Thus the 
solitary relic of a great historical era is 
mutilated, while in the Berlin Museum 
the detached fragments can be nothing 
more than mere curiosities."42

Thus remarks a British commenta
tor acer bically on the removal of the 
Mshat ta Façade to Berlin, on the eve 
of its musealization. The decorative 
façade of the eight century Umayyad 
palace of Mshatta was removed from 
its site near Amman, Jordan, and trans
ferred to the newly completed Kaiser
Frie drichMuseum in Berlin in 1903. 
After a tentative installation in the Kai
serFriedrichMuseum, the façade was 
brought to its current location on the 
upper floor of the Pergamonmuseum 
in 1932 where it now occupies a large 
museum gallery. 

The partial dismantling of the site left 
the unfinished palace devoid of its 
most remarkable feature. Yet, in the 

museum it did not devolve into a mere 
curiosity as the British commenta
tor suspected. While the fragments in 
South Kensington were primarily cho
sen for their didactic purposes and in 
order to to fill a lacunae in the larger 
collection, the Mshatta Façade in the 
Islamic Art Museum in Berlin repre
sents a different case: it is a key mo
nument in the history of the disci
pline whose status within the history 
of Islamic art and architecture helped 
to establish the Berlin Museum as a 
preeminent collection of Islamic art.43 
Even before the removal of the decora
tive façade from its site, it had already 
sparked several debates about the da
ting and origins of its floral and figu
ral decoration.44 

As noted by the commentator, the 
façade had been a gift from the Otto
man Sultan to the German Emperor 
following a protracted diplomatic en
gagement.45 Although all of the faça
de was included in the diplomatic gift, 
large parts of the monumental stone 
carvings remained in situ. The eastern 
part of the façade, being unfinished by 
the eighthcentury stonemasons and 
nonfigural in its design, for many of 
the parties involved did not justify its 
transfer to Berlin.46 Not all contem
poraries agreed with that decision. 

View of the installation of stuc-
co fragments from Samarra at 
the Kaiser-Friedrich-Museum, 
Berlin, ca. 1922. Zentralarchiv, 
Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, 
Ident. Nr. ZA 2.11/03224.
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In a letter archaeologist Hermann 
Thiersch implored Wilhelm Bode to 
retrieve the remaining fragments of 
the façade:

"[…]As Dr Schumacher in Haifa infor-
med me, he has been commissioned to 
take down only the left side of the gate-
way façade, but only isolated sample 
pieces from the right. That would be 
a terrible shame! For the purely orna-
mental right side is perhaps of greater 
artistic value than the left, even if the 
latter might be more remarkable on ac-
count of the animal figures. It is hard 
for me to tell you how it grieved me to 
hear that isolated pieces are to be re-
moved ‘as samples' from this wonder-
ful tendril work, perhaps the finest and 
most imaginative that exists anywhere 
in the Orient […] Thus, please, save 
Mshatta, the whole Mshatta, for Ber-
lin, i.e., both halves of the gate, or the 
other  will have to be sought out in a 
hundred scattered fragments  on this 
and the far side of the ocean."47

While Wilhelm Bode did agree with 
Thiersch's assessment, the removal of 
the façade had progressed too far and 
the majority of the right side of the 
façade remained in situ.48 Today, it is 
considered largely lost. It is not hard to 
draw parallels between the removal of 

the Mshatta Façade and Lane Poole's 
casts in the South Kensington Muse
um. The selective removal, or repro
duction of architectural elements, in 
both cases, anticipates and predeter
mines the discursive value of the resul
ting fragments. In the case of Mshat
ta, most of the scholarship about the 
Umayyad site had centred on the faça
de, more specifically on its figural, we
stern section. It was deemed the most 
noteworthy and historically valua
ble section of the whole architectural 
complex as it was thought to resem
ble lateantique models.49 The decisi
on to remove the façade and to leave 
parts of the eastern section behind can 
thus be seen as a direct result of we
stern scholarship at the time. Follow
ing its removal to Berlin scholarly in
terest quickly waned after the Islamic 
origin of the façade had been establis
hed sufficiently. Research on the ori
ginal architectural context of the faça
de was abandoned, and concerns re
garding the proper display of the faça
de tended to become more import
ant.50 While the South Kensington 
examples illustrate the fragility of ar
chitectural fragments within the mu
seum (as something easily overlooked 
by the average visitor), the Berlin frag
ment/s illustrate rather the opposite: 
the persistence and persuasiveness of 

"Mashita [Mshatta], Moab, 
Jordan" before its removal to 
Berlin in 1903. Latern slide, 
unknown photographer. Brook-
lyn Museum, Goodyear Archival 
Collection. 
Brooklyn Museum, New York.
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certain fragments. The examples from 
Berlin illustrate the repercussions of 
architectural fragmentation. Separa
ting the noteworthy from the negligi
ble also sets architectural historywri
ting at danger to be "merely a history of 
what happens so far to have been col-
lected."51

Conclusion

The point I want to make is simple: 
Although the fragments in the cases 
discussed seem to represent essenti
al aspects of Islamic architecture, they 
are in fact the result of highly selective 
European interventions. This is most 
succinctly illustrated in the case of the 
Mshatta Façade. Here, the extent of 
fragmentation directly correlates with 
the contemporary interests of Wes
tern scholarship. In all three exam
ples fragments were chosen to repre
sent extraordinary specimens of Isla
mic architectural decoration – thereby 
transcending the category of fragment 
– functioning as selfcon tained, aes
theticized objects. In that regard, the 
fragmentation of Islamic architecture 
for museal display seems to be less 
about the spatial and logistic restraints 
of the museum as institution but 
rather about preexisting notions of 
what constitutes the essence of Islamic 
architecture. Thus, Lane Poole's and 
Herzfeld's plaster casts were displayed 
not to represent some holistic view of 
a monument, but to exemplify a parti
cular style within the larger narrative 
of art history, incidentally obfuscating 
the architectural context from which 
the casts originated. Although it is be
yond the scope of this paper it stands 
to reason that sim i lar observations 
could be made for all kinds of materi

als collected by museums, beyond the 
category of Islamic architecture. As 
Wolfgang Ernst puts it: "[Within the 
museum] dismembered fragments are 
ab used for the sake of historical imagi-
nation by subjecting them to a narra-
tive frame, […] reassembling the frag-
ments into monstrous configurations, 
turning them into prosopopeia– the mu-
seum as a world of potential ghosts."52 
For Ernst, the museum is a haunted  
place whose singular function is the 
framing of fragments. It utilises its 
fragments towards an end that does 
not reside in the fragments themselves 
but in the separate system of the nar
rative frame. Just as LanePoole's casts 
or the fa cade of the Mshatta Palace 
fragments become mean ingful only 
through the discourse which enabled 
the fragmentation in the first place. 
As such, any representation with in the 
museum is both based on fragmenta
tion and reproduces it. A similar view 
is expressed by Eugenio Donate, who 
states: "The fiction is that a repeated 
metonymic displacement of fragment 
for totality, object to label, series of ob-
jects to series of labels, can still pro-
duce a representation which is some-
how adequate to a nonlinguistic uni-
verse [...] Should the fiction disappear, 
there is nothing left of the museum but 
'bric-a-brac', a heap of meaningless and 
valueless fragments."53 Eugenio Do
nate, just as Ernst, attributes no inde
pendent, intrinsic meaning to the frag
ment or the museum. The fragment 
and the narrative are held together by 
a fiction that claims that a particular 
fragment is the material expression 
of the narrative, that either substanti
ates the other. Yet, what neither Ernst 
nor Donate address, is that this ficti
on leaves its marks. The removal of the 

View of the Mshatta façade in 
its current installation in the 
Pergamonmuseum, Berlin. 
2007. 
Public domain.
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Mshat ta Façade and the excavations at 
Samarra altered both sites irreversibly. 
While its fragments unquestionably 
enriched the collection in Berlin, their 
removal forever changed the experien
ce of subsequent visitors at the origi
nal site.54 

As the case studies illustrate, while 
architecture is a category very much 
present in museum collections the is
sue of fragmentation is an unavoida
ble part in collection practice, and of
ten has not been addressed sufficient
ly. The enduring legacy of such pro

cesses of selection is both a product 
and a source of scholarship and for 
the public perception regarding ar
chitecture. The term fragment/ frag
mentation calls for attention to this 
inherited bias and may prove useful 
in addressing the complicated nature 
of museal displays in future studies. It 
highlights that the collecting of "fin
gers and toes", "eyes and ears" has, if 
nothing else, enabled the codifica
tion of particular, historical decisions 
which in turn prompts the question: 
what can we actually learn from the 
fragments within the museum?
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