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Introduction

Un-Disciplining African Muslim Expressive Cultures

Ashley Miller



The authors of this book examine the status of Muslim visual and expressive cultures 
in the wake of decolonization in Africa. They ask, in the years leading up to and fol-
lowing struggles for independence from colonial regimes across the continent, how 

was ‘Islamic art’ mobilized, interpreted, transformed, or even erased in relation to projects of 
nation-building, articulations of modernism and modernity, and new cultural and religious 
identities emerging across Africa and its diaspora? They explore the different tactics through 
which diverse actors – artists, architects, political leaders, museum professionals, religious 
practitioners, and others – approached the social and conceptual structures previously upheld 
by colonial regimes. And, they consider the consequences of such processes of negotiation 
for the visual, spatial, and intellectual parameters framing Muslim institutions, practices, and 
identities in post-colonial Africa. Taking a long view, contributors also address the ongoing 
reverberations of these twentieth-century histories within representations, misrepresenta-
tions, and iterations of Muslim cultures and identities in Africa today.

Central to our project are two objectives: first, to elucidate African agency within global and 
local histories of Muslim cultural and artistic production and, second, to understand the gen-
erative role of Islamic thought, practice, and expression in forging post-colonial African mod-
ernities. Important interventions into the study of Islamic arts in Africa have taken place over 
the last several decades.1 Work published on the subject, however, most commonly appears 
as an exceptional chapter in a textbook broadly addressing African or Islamic art and archi-
tecture, for example, or as a focused monograph devoted to a particular region, medium, or 
case study. Although still few in number, recent art exhibitions dedicated to the history of 
Islam in Africa indicate growing scholarly and popular interest in understanding the African 
continent’s dynamic relationship with the global religion of Islam; they have also resulted in 
associated publications that bring together for the first time the research of specialists in the 
arts and cultures of Muslim Africa working across disciplines.2 These contributions, though, 
primarily focus on the early modern and medieval periods and privilege the monumental 
works of architecture or precious objects that align with the traditional parameters of the 
Islamic art canon.

At the same time, growing scholarship reframing entrenched Eurocentric histories of mod-
ernism has begun to elucidate the central place of artists and audiences based in Africa and the 
Arab world within global histories of twentieth-century modern art-making.3 Nevertheless, 
even where the work of African Muslim artists is addressed in the emerging art-historical 
subfields of ‘African’ and ‘Arab’ modernisms, it is typically contextualized within narratives 
elucidating the transnational articulation of avant-garde movements such as surrealism or 
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abstraction and is focused on a limited range of media, primarily painting and other so-called 
‘fine arts’. The role of Islam specifically is often sidelined in the stories that are told about 
African Muslim modernist artists within these frameworks.4 Simultaneously, the contributions 
of those actors whose work and careers do not align with the current parameters of ‘global 
modernism’ or the ‘global contemporary’ – conceptual and commercial frameworks that still 
privilege elite artists who have been able to leverage social and creative networks supported by 
the international art market – continue to be left out of the history of twentieth- and twenty-
first-century art altogether.5

In response, this volume specifically homes in on the relationship of Islam to conceptions 
of modernity and contemporaneity in Africa as expressed through diverse artistic and creative 
practices. In doing so, its authors aim to broaden our understanding of the African continent’s 
dynamic relationships with Islam and Muslim culture during the course of the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries. As much as in the medieval and early modern eras, the last century 
and a half has been a period marked by global interest in Africa’s material and intellectual 
resources, the transformation of cultural and political identities across the Africa continent, 
and the active participation of Muslim Africans in new transregional and transcontinental 
religious, political, and cultural communities.6 In particular, the early post-colonial era was a 
critical moment not only of political transition but also of cultural and artistic reassessment 
that brought heightened attention to the inequities expressed in colonial arts infrastructures 
and that compelled artists, culture-makers, and activists across the African continent to seek 
revolution. Islam – as a set of beliefs and religious practices, as a source of identity, and as 
a driver of culture – played an important role in these widespread endeavours. Many of the 
works of art, architectures, performances, and other expressive forms we examine in this 
volume shed light on the specific motivations inspiring leaders and citizens of newly inde-
pendent African nations to mobilize notions of a shared Islamic heritage in the forging of 
post-colonial national and personal identities. At the same time, nationalist claims to Islamic 
or African heritage often denied space for a plurality of identities and expressions. Authors in 
this volume thus also look to architectural and artistic projects that rejected such nationalist 
narratives, whether through instances of cross-cultural and cross-regional artistic collabor-
ations or through alternative formulations of heritage and identity.

Extending our analysis into the twenty-first century, we further ask: What are the specific 
catalysts for and consequences of ongoing transformations in the expression of Islam in Africa 
today? To this end, authors also present case studies that seek to understand how shifts in 
demographics, relationships among Muslims and non-Muslims, and the forces of urbaniza-
tion and globalization have impacted the practice and expression of Islam in diverse African 
communities over the last decades. They explore how expressive forms including personal 
adornment, practices of masquerade, and creative engagements with the urban environment 
reveal and help to articulate new realities, create a sense of belonging, or make claims over 
shared pasts. And, specifically, they consider how Islam serves as a ‘creative catalyst’ (see 
Homann’s chapter in this volume) for adapting to these new realities. Attention to this long 
history compels us to take seriously the social, political, and personal exigencies that have 
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shaped and have been transformed through Muslim creative expression in Africa. The con-
tributors to this volume insist that readers understand Islam and its expressive cultures not 
as retrograde or marginal societal features in Africa but rather as phenomena that have been 
and continue to be central to articulations of self, community, and culture for many Africans 
across the continent and its diaspora.

(Re)locating African Muslim Expression in and beyond the History of Art

The place of Islam on the African continent and the role of African people in creating, defining, 
and transforming Islamic practices, thought, and modes of expression remain under-examined 
areas of research. As addressed throughout this volume, these lacunae in prevalent approaches 
to global histories of Islam and common understandings of religious and cultural life in Africa 
are in many ways products of colonial-era epistemologies and the regimes of power they 
supported. Critical historiography is thus integral to our present endeavour to recentre the 
stories and interventions of African and Muslim actors within narratives of modern and 
contemporary expression, and the case studies featured in each chapter compel us to inter-
rogate colonial-era paradigms still shaping the subfields of Islamic and African art history. 
In this sense, the objectives of our volume intersect with a rising number of publications that 
query and seek to correct myths impacting the study and prevalent conceptions of ‘Islamic’ 
art.7 Notably, however, Muslim histories and expressive cultures of Africa – and sub-Saharan 
Africa in particular – play little, if any, role in these important studies that aim to broaden the 
conceptual, geographical, and social parameters of the field.8

The striking underrepresentation of Muslim African arts and expressive cultures 
in art-historical scholarly production is above all rooted in racist ideas and ideologies 
undergirding the colonial occupation of the African continent – and the still-unfolding con-
sequences of this devastating history. Among the most powerful constructions reinforced 
through colonialist designs for the continent, and still persisting today, was an imagined 
inherent difference between Africans residing north and south of the Sahara Desert. Despite 
deep histories of interconnection among communities of African Muslims across regions and 
with Muslims beyond the continent – a phenomenon that, as Scott Reese notes, was ironically 
bolstered in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries through the technologies and social 
networks supported by colonial regimes that strove to partition and control Muslim actors in 
Africa – this North–South division was critical to colonial governance and propaganda of the 
early twentieth century.9 French colonial thought in particular expressed this divide not only 
as a cultural and historical distinction upheld by the natural ‘barrier’ of the desert but, above 
all, as a racial – and therefore intellectual – disparity between ‘White’ and ‘Black’ Africa.10

The discipline of art history has been deeply implicated in and shaped by these racist colonial 
constructs. European scholarship informed by and informing the colonial ‘Saharan Divide’11 
associated the practice and material cultures of Islam in North Africa with an Arabocentric his-
tory of Islam that viewed culture and thought as emanating from the Middle East to peripheries 
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in Africa and East Asia. Colonialist scholarship represented Islam in sub-Saharan Africa, on 
the other hand, as idiosyncratic and disconnected from ‘authentic’ Islamic culture and faith. 
A geographic area-studies model dominant in many academic settings since the Cold War 
has continued to reinforce these imagined distinctions by assigning the study of sub-Saharan 
Africa and the so-called MENA (Middle East and North Africa) region to different depart-
ments, institutions, and networks of scholars. The sub-fields of ‘African’ and ‘Islamic’ art carry 
with them distinct yet intersecting historiographies that, studied together, reveal the perni-
cious inconsistencies, misrepresentations, and oversights that have led to the academic mar-
ginalization of African Muslim histories; and yet, as a result of this persisting (neo)colonial 
framework within the history of art as in other disciplines, these historiographies are today 
rarely examined together.12

Both ‘Islamic art’ and ‘African art’ arose as fields of study and parameters for collecting in 
the late-nineteenth through early-twentieth centuries, as European regimes increasingly lay 
claim to territories and resources in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. In the context of com-
petition among France, Britain, Germany, and the Ottoman Empire over access to and influ-
ence in the modern Muslim world at the turn of the nineteenth century, ‘Islamic art’ came to 
be defined in accordance with the changing political landscape of the Middle East and North 
Africa, as well as developing international tastes for the artistic and cultural products of these 
regions.13 The grand narrative of Islamic art that emerged within this environment privileged 
a body of monumental architectural works and precious portable objects created under the 
patronage of medieval Islamic dynasties; early scholarship and exhibitions thus validated 
the arts of the Muslim world through their affinity to Europe’s own artistic and architectural 
masterpieces while conceptually distancing them from the contemporary societies over which 
Europe’s colonial entities strove to assert power. Within this framework, African Muslim 
material cultures beyond a set of limited examples from medieval Egypt and the Maghrib did 
not easily align with the values of the discipline. Limited early-twentieth-century research 
into the Islamic architectures of sub-Saharan Africa, for example, while attending to a few key 
monumental structures such as the Great Mosque in Djenné and the mosques of Timbuktu, 
generally attributed these works to the expertise of ‘foreign’ scholars and architects imported 
from the Middle East by way of North Africa.14

Above all, as expressed in colonial constructions of the Saharan Divide, the absence of 
sub-Saharan Africa in prevailing narratives of ‘Islamic art’ was a consequence of racist con-
ceptions of the cultural and intellectual inferiority of ‘Black Africa’. The early study of ‘African 
art’, on the other hand, focused solely on cultures and societies based in sub-Saharan Africa; 
the subfield of African art history thereby reflects a different set of values and interests rooted 
in Europe’s colonizing plans for these more southern regions.15 Colonialist thinkers and the 
scholars they influenced conceptually relocated North Africa to the Arab world and its arts 
to the history of Islam’s ‘great’ Middle Eastern and Asian dynasties; in contrast, they viewed 
Africa south of the Sahara Desert as an isolated and timeless place, the cultural products of 
which represented rudimentary belief systems, passively inherited traditions, or spontaneous 
expressions without intellectual grounding. The gradual incorporation of Africa’s material 



Un-Disciplining African Muslim Expressive Cultures

7

cultures into the purview of art historical investigation only began with the validation of a 
limited corpus of objects – primarily carved wood, figurative sculptures, and select elements 
of masks – appreciated by European and American artists and collectors in the early twentieth 
century for their visual affinity to modernist ideals of pure form and ‘primitive’ expression.16 
Despite major transformations in art-historical approaches to studying expressive cultures of 
Africa in recent decades, the ideological and aesthetics-driven privileging of primitivity as an 
inherent and desired quality of ‘African’ art still broadly impacts the shape of the field, with 
important consequences for the study of Islamic arts in Africa. For example, the persistent 
valuing of ‘authenticity’ in African art17 – where, in most cases, authenticity is a slippery con-
cept employed as a euphemism for primitivity and non-agency – relegates African Muslim 
expressive and material cultures to the margins; in this context, Islam is again presented as 
a foreign import into Africa and its influence in Africa’s arts, as corrupting or exceptional.

In approaching these biases, we do not intend in this volume to present a cohesive narra-
tive or rewriting of the history of Islamic art in Africa; nor is it our project to simply ‘expand’ 
the art historical canon. Instead, we offer case studies that elucidate and challenge the spa-
tial, temporal, and material qualities of African Muslim creative expression as tradition-
ally represented in Euro-American-centric academies. The constructions of difference that 
describe the cultural landscapes of Africa and the Muslim world according to divisions of 
colonial administrative units and essentializing notions of race, religion, and ethnic identity 
present walls that, in reality, have never existed functionally. Imagined boundaries and bor-
ders, however, have been essential to the authority enacted in such gatekeeping, not only for 
colonial powers but also for anti-colonial nationalist discourse in the twentieth century and 
structures of academic expertise based in the area studies model. Alternatively, we aim to 
emphasize the porousness and, in some cases, non-existence of such boundaries. Bringing 
together case studies that engage West Africa (Burkina Faso, Senegal, Mauritania), East 
Africa (Kenya, Zanzibar), North Africa (Morocco, Algeria, Egypt), and the African dias-
pora (Cuba, France), our study importantly also facilitates conversation among scholars 
whose work is typically supported by disparate academic communities typically aligned 
with entrenched geographical imaginaries.

Indeed, in addition to the racist constructions preserved through the geopolitical con-
tours of art history’s subfields, the study of Africa’s Muslim expressive cultures continues to be 
impeded by resistance to and difficulties encountered by researchers and scholars attempting to 
work across subfields and disciplines. This book perhaps noticeably brings together an unusual 
combination of objects, modes of expression, and actors. By unusual, I mean that the categories 
of ‘things’ under study – and, importantly, their makers as well – are rarely considered to have 
any relevance in relation to each other according to our disciplinary structures and the lines of 
inquiry they typically support. As our volume will hopefully demonstrate, however, in reality 
the combination is not so extraordinary. Rather, it provides insight into the multiple iden-
tities, practices, experiences, and ideas that African and Muslim artists and actors navigate, 
even as they sometimes actively themselves reinforce and (re)produce delinea tions among 
fluid categories of making and belonging.
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As inherently multivocal and multivalent – as well as often portable and mutable – objects 
and cultural works can help us see beyond the superficial boundaries and privileged epistem-
ologies through which (neo)colonial ideologies and scholarship attempt to order the world.18 
To permit them to do so, however, we must be open to a flexible scholarly framework that 
invites multi-disciplinarity and reflexivity; allowing objects to ‘speak’ furthermore requires 
us to step back from our assumptions about which objects are worthy of telling a story. What 
characterizes this book, then, is our privileging of human experience as its central organ-
izing theme: at the heart of each chapter is the question of how African people engage or have 
engaged with Islam through creative expression. Beginning with this line of inquiry – rather 
than with a corpus of objects already reified in the history of ‘Islamic’ or ‘African’ art – diverse 
practices, histories, and experiences of the material and visual world come to the fore as inte-
gral components of these human stories; and, accordingly, the chapters’ authors bring with 
them expertise and interests shaped by multiple disciplines with unique methodologies for 
investigating expressive cultures.

The study of Islamic art in twentieth- and twenty-first-century Africa necessarily engages 
problems and histories central to the subfields of ‘African’, ‘Islamic’, and ‘modern’ art and 
visual culture. Recent scholarship arising within each of these traditional subject areas has 
played a central role in elucidating and challenging biased structures of thought and repre-
sentation pervading art history as a discipline; nevertheless, there are few venues that facili-
tate interaction and scholarly exchange across these subfields. In response, Decolonizing 
Islamic Art in Africa presents work by researchers whose scholarship engages all three art 
historical subfields. Importantly, the authors further engage issues and methodologies rooted 
in their diverse disciplinary backgrounds as specialists in architecture, anthropology, reli-
gious studies, urban studies, and the history of art and visual culture, thereby also bringing 
into conversation interdisciplinary approaches to theorizing de-/postcoloniality in rela-
tion to questions of space, materiality, visuality, cultural representation, and identity. As 
such, although the project of decolonizing art histories of African Muslim expressive cul-
tures serves as a binding framework for the volume, this approach is intended to highlight 
the predominance of art history’s material and intellectual biases in (mis)representations 
of ‘Islamic art’ in Africa, as well as to argue for the necessity of critiquing the discipline’s 
approach not only internally but through interdisciplinary dialogue. Ultimately, the decol-
onization of knowledge production through and about African and Muslim creative expres-
sion – as well as any cultural and human experience – requires a will to ‘un-discipline’ our 
scholarly approaches and relationships.

Organization of Chapters

While all of the chapters resonate with each other in complex ways, they are thematically 
organized to emphasize major conceptual and methodological issues at stake in decolonizing 
the study of African and Muslim arts and expression. Part 1, ‘Beyond Borders: African (and) 
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Muslim Objects as “Relational Loci”’, interrogates the constructed nature of geopolitical, cul-
tural, and disciplinary boundaries by focusing on contestations over identity, culture, and 
space on the Swahili Coast of East Africa. Part 2, ‘Disobedient Media: Reclaiming African 
Muslim Expressive Cultures’, addresses the fraught delineation and hierarchization of cre-
ative practices, as well as the possibilities entailed in acknowledging multiple conceptions of 
knowledge production and ownership. Authors in both sections analyse material, visual, and 
embodied expression as constitutive elements of Islamic practice and knowledge and as con-
duits of representation that often enrich, exceed, or complicate written language-based nar-
ratives and ideologies. In this way, the chapters contribute an additional perspective to recent 
important work on African and African diasporic interventions in Islamic thought, activism, 
and history during the nineteenth through twenty-first centuries, much of which has focused 
primarily on systems of writing, religious scholarship, personal biography, and histories of 
political engagement.19

While the first half of the book emphasizes objects and expressive practices more com-
monly studied by researchers based in the social sciences, from masquerades to bodily adorn-
ment, the second half turns to media that have long served as touchstones of art historical 
inquiry: painting and architecture. In addition to demonstrating how African and Muslim 
artists actively participated in formulating artistic discourses and practices in transnational 
modernist communities, these chapters also highlight the limits of predominant narratives 
of artistic modernism. Part 3, ‘Mobilizing Heritage: Painting Postcolonial Identities’, explores 
how modern and contemporary artists based in Africa and the African diaspora have activated 
diverse conceptions of religious practice, art, history, and identity while experimenting with 
the possibilities of the painted surface. Finally, Part 4, ‘Undisciplined Constructions: Relocating 
“Islamic” Architecture in Africa’, considers how cultural, religious, and personal meaning is 
generated through the built environment. The chapters furthermore explore how processes 
of making and interpreting architecture in post-Independence Africa and its  diaspora often 
disrupted imagined binaries, among Muslim and non-Muslim, ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’, 
colonial and post-colonial, here and elsewhere.

Beyond Borders
It is no accident that the book begins with a pairing of essays focusing on Africa’s eastern 
coast, a region of the world whose inhabitants are often understood to reside at the margins, 
the edge, or, alternatively, the crossroads of multiple imagined geographies and disciplinary 
categories. In her study of architecture and domestic consumption in Swahili port cities, Prita 
Meier suggests that ‘things, houses, and even people on the Swahili coast are relational loci, 
brimming with all sorts of different cultural traditions that cannot be traced back to one place 
or society – even when they look distinctly “Middle Eastern” or “foreign” [and] [i]t is for this 
reason that [t]he Swahili coast asks us to reconsider where Africa, Asia, and Europe begin and 
end’.20 Recent scholarship has productively analysed the histories and material cultures of the 
inhabitants of the Swahili Coast through the lens of an ‘Indian Ocean’ community not bound 
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by land-based geographies.21 At the same time, as Meier also points out22 and as the authors 
in this first section explore, the perceived cultural and geographical fluidity of the region has 
also often supported arguments that the people and things inhabiting this space are neither 
‘African’ nor ‘Arab’, always belonging at the margins of both cultural ideals.

Zulfikar Hirji investigates in his chapter how colonial-era epistemologies and prac-
tices of collection reinforced this false Arab/African dichotomy through the physical and, 
ultimately, intellectual ‘dispersal’ of East African material culture across locations, discip-
lines, and institutions. To do so, he examines the divergent trajectories of objects asso-
ciated with the Sultanate of Witu, the last independent Swahili-Muslim state on the East 
African coast. Noting the uneven presence and frequent misrepresentation of pre-colonial 
Swahili material culture in institutional collections of both African and Islamic art today, 
he traces this current state of affairs to complex histories of colonial knowledge production, 
embarking upon a meticulous examination of the texts, personal relationships, and pol-
itical contexts that shaped the colonial and post-colonial lives of Swahili Muslim objects. 
While Hirji examines the physical dispersal of material things to illuminate the contra-
dictory systems of thought and representation that have impacted their position within 
disciplinary structures and institutions today, Michelle Apotsos traces the life of a set of 
immovable objects to elaborate how communities and identities have been negotiated 
around and through interventions into the built environment in which they are situated. 
She demonstrates how successive political leaders on the Swahili Coast, and in Zanzibar 
in particular, over the last centuries have shaped and interpreted architecture and urban 
space to enact power and social hierarchy locally and to express belonging to transregional 
communities and spaces, as part of the ummah and/or as players in a global economy. She 
critiques the mechanisms through which British colonial imaginaries reduced the complex 
life and meaning of Zanzibar’s Stone Town to an orientalist fantasy space, a phenomenon 
laying the groundwork for the post-colonial ‘heritagization’ of Stone Town; at the same 
time, she presents an optimistic view of this built environment as a site of cultural resili-
ence and continuity for its local stakeholders.

Hirji’s and Apotsos’s analyses of the complex networks of global and local consump-
tion and interaction that have impacted conceptions of ‘Muslim-ness’ and ‘African-ness’ 
along the East African coast thus set the stage for our deconstruction of these terms as 
they have been claimed, rejected, and reinterpreted by artmakers, consumers, scholars, 
and others. They also introduce important themes that extend throughout this volume, 
including how individuals and communities position themselves in relation to multiple 
cultural ideas and ideals, how they engage the visual and material world to do so, and the 
processes of representation entailed in asserting claims of ownership over specific sites, 
forms of expression, and identities. Many of the chapters in this book indeed explore how 
these activities ‘on the ground’ are impacted by and, in turn, shape the constructed geog-
raphies through which political regimes, scholars, artists, and others conceptualize the 
boundaries of and relationships among elements in the shifting kaleidoscope of global 
cultural and artistic expression.
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Disobedient Media
One of the aims of this volume is, in fact, to problematize imagined hierarchies among expres-
sive forms, as reinforced in predominant art historical representations of African and Islamic 
arts. Bringing together studies of architecture, painting, the written word, performance, 
masquerading, bodily adornment, and practices of collection and display, our juxtaposition 
of case studies invites readers to encounter resonances and dynamic cross-pollination among 
different media and within very different contexts of Muslim expression in Africa. Our aim is 
not to collapse ‘African Muslim expressive culture’ into a reified or homogenous category but 
rather, by presenting these diverse studies together, to privilege African Muslim experiences 
and interventions as our central organizing theme over arbitrary material distinctions that 
threaten to obscure ‘non-conforming’ modes of expression.

As Allen Roberts and Mary Nooter Roberts’ chapter insists, questioning the value and 
significance – as well as the agency – academies attribute to certain kinds of ‘things’ and, by 
extension, people is essential to a decolonial study of the Muslim arts of Africa. They draw 
upon literary theorist Walter Mignolo’s argument that decolonization implies ‘epistemic dis-
obedience’23 to present a methodology for interpreting expressive acts and meaningful objects 
by taking seriously the philosophical and religious truths of their makers and practitioners. 
They argue in particular that those ‘wishing to speak with and for sub-Saharan Muslim per-
sons and communities must “disobey” oft-taken-for-granted colonial “wisdoms” by looking 
to and respecting local understandings of how the world works’ (see Roberts and Roberts, this 
volume, 87). A recognition of the agency of objects and material things themselves – a glinting 
blade, reed stalks, the qalam (‘pen’) – guides the authors’ engagement with the beliefs of their 
interlocutors, suggesting that extending our notions of agency to the natural, material, and 
supernatural world is also a critical element in the ‘disobedience’ they propose. This chapter 
and the others in Part 2 together address an underlying problem at stake in the project of 
disrupting Eurocentric and (neo)colonial notions of knowledge production and authority: 
who has the right to access and know certain kinds of information and who should determine 
these privileges?

Cynthia Becker’s essay further explores the problems of legibility and access through an ana-
lysis of the photographic series Amazigh (2017) by contemporary artist Safaa Mazirh. As the 
primary subject of her own photographs, Mazirh creates multi-layered complex palimpsests 
that critique previous colonial-era efforts to record women’s bodies, confront the condem-
nation of tattooing in contemporary Moroccan society, and present tattooing as a ‘subversive 
archive’ through which tattooed women can (re)claim ownership over their own embodied 
histories. Becker examines how the artist herself confronts and creates in spite of lacunae in the 
documentation of tattoo practices, whether generated by the constraints of colonial epistem-
ologies, conservative religious interpretations, or the interests of tattooed subjects themselves.

Turning to a different form of embodied expression not typically included in studies of 
‘Islamic art’, Lisa Homann analyses the performance of a nocturnal masquerade known as Lo 
Gbe. She demonstrates how the evolving practice of Lo Gbe has provided a context for Zara 
Muslims in Burkina Faso to navigate and assert a constellation of identities within a multiethnic 
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and multireligious environment. In her chapter, Homann challenges the ways that scholars typ-
ically approach specific kinds of ‘objects’, arguing that Lo Gbe is both determined by and gen-
erative of the social and material contours of a transforming urban landscape. Her analysis thus 
confronts perceived distinctions between the built environment and embodied performance, 
compelling us to view these elements as necessarily intertwined through processes of religious 
and cultural meaning-making. The chapter also points us to the problem of fixed notions of 
‘indigeneity’ that often describe Muslim practices and culture in African communities as ‘for-
eign’, demonstrating the simultaneous mutability and situatedness of identity, as well as the 
entanglement of Muslim and non-Muslim life and actors in this particular West African space.

Mobilizing Heritage
Among the powerful conceptual binaries with which many artists based in twentieth-century 
Africa – as well as those who study their work – have contended is the perceived distinc-
tion between the ‘traditional’ and the ‘modern’. It is indeed crucial to recognize how concep-
tions of ‘tradition’ and the ‘traditional’ were wielded by colonial regimes in the subjugation of 
non-European people, as well as the impact of these realities on understandings of the material 
and expressive cultures of Africa. At the same time, the process of (re)locating the ‘traditional’ 
in art and culture was also essential to acts of reclamation and self-identification by many 
African artists and activists who strove to engender ruptures with colonial ideals and structures 
of art- and culture-making in the wake of independence. Indeed, understanding and claiming 
the past through processes of heritagization and other creative acts are activities that have 
been deeply entangled in projects of modernization and self-presentation across localities.24

The chapters in Part 3 of this volume look to the creative processes by which modernist artists 
in post-colonial Africa have reimagined visual and spiritual elements of Islam to express their own 
positions as creators and individuals. While these three case studies speak to the artists’ shared 
interest in engaging ideals of Islamic heritage and practice, they also reveal that conceptions of this 
heritage are far from monolithic and serve very different purposes for each artist as they have navi-
gated the unique social, political, and personal contexts in which they work. Examining the artistic 
practices of three generations of artists working in Mauritania since the 1950s, Mark Delancey 
explores the distinct ways that they have employed Islamic text and calligraphy in their paint-
ings. As his chapter narrates, through his interviews with artists as well as others engaged in the 
teaching and production of calligraphy in Mauritania, Delancey learned that the use of Arabic and 
other scripts in modern and contemporary painting often indicates a complex engagement with 
Mauritania’s past: evoking historical confrontations among nomadic Arabic tribes and Amazigh 
peoples in the region, striving to express belonging with an Arab-Islamic identity shared across 
the Maghrib, or responding to the interests and demands of the commercial market.

While the artists in Delancey’s study grapple with their own regionality and the complexities 
and contradictions it entails, Alex Seggerman’s and Holiday Powers’ chapters explore how art-
ists engaged Islamic thought and visual culture as interlocutors in artistic movements and com-
munities spanning geographical regions. Seggerman compares the work of Egyptian painter 
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Abdel Hadi El-Gazzar (1925–1966) to the art of other post-surrealist painters with roots in 
Africa, including Wifredo Lam (Cuban, 1902–1982) and Ibrahim El-Salahi (Sudanese, b. 1930)  
to analyse how each incorporated mystical religious content into their painting. Without 
ignoring the specificity of the religious ideas of each and their important connections to specific 
localities and notions of heritage, she elucidates how commonalities in their practices demon-
strate a shared interest in confronting the legacies of colonialism and religion through painting.

Islamic thought likewise plays a complex role in the abstract paintings of the Moroccan 
artist Mohammad Melehi (1936–2020), which Powers examines in her chapter. She focuses 
on a series of square-based abstractions painted by the artist in the 1960s, demonstrating that 
the series engages not only with local Islamic traditions of zellij tilework in Morocco, but also 
references the hard-edge abstraction Melehi encountered during his sojourn in New York in 
the early 1960s, IBM punch cards, cybernetics, and spiritual connections between Sufi Islam 
and Zen Buddhism. She thereby complicates common nation-based narratives about the 
reclamation of ‘precolonial’ Islamic arts by post-colonial artists of the Maghrib, arguing that 
Islamic art as a cultural heritage was mobilized by Melehi within a larger project that sought 
universalism by ultimately transcending national and religious belonging.

Undisciplined Constructions
The fourth and final section of the volume continues to elaborate how works of art – and, 
here, architecture specifically – created in post-colonial Africa and its diaspora at once acti-
vated  conceptions of Islam and its visual cultures while simultaneously disrupting the social 
and material parameters by which ‘Islamic’ art is typically contained, whether in histories of art 
or by the political regimes that have sought to define Africa’s cultural identities. Architecture 
has served as an important site for state articulations of identity under both colonial and post-
colonial regimes. Colonial regimes in Africa translated and reinterpreted specific structures and 
vernacular practices into architectonic emblems of colonized societies, encompassing general-
ized and strategic representations of those communities they aimed to control.25 Many newly 
independent regimes across Africa in the second half of the twentieth century likewise turned to 
architecture as a mode of defining and displaying national identity.26 These projects often imply 
neatly defined identities, projecting the political aims and desires of the ruling party. While atten-
tion to architecture and the built environment is not confined to this final section of the book, it 
is here that the authors approach head-on the problems entailed in understanding architecture 
in relation to African Muslim identity and culture in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Emma Chubb and Jacobé Huet explore the important place of architecture in colonial and 
post-colonial state identity projects in Morocco and Algeria, while at the same time focusing on 
case studies that challenge the distinct cultural categories officially expressed in these projects. 
Focusing on the early years of independence in North Africa, Chubb looks to architecture in 
Morocco to interrogate the personal and professional relationships entailed in a series of state-
funded architectural projects. The chapter reveals how these projects not only disrupted per-
ceived categories of artmaking through collaborations among modernist painters and architects 
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but also challenged social and cultural distinctions – between activist and state, colonizer and 
colonized, Muslim and non-Muslim – understood to be crucial to the project of decolonization 
in Morocco. In doing so, she emphasizes the instability, which itself has often been generative, 
of the cultural ideals driving both political and artistic representation in post-colonial Morocco.

In the final chapter of the book, Huet encourages us to look beyond perceived geographical 
and formal boundaries of ‘Islamic’ architecture to instead focus on the multifaceted ways in which 
Muslim, African, and diasporic actors inhabit and activate meaningful spaces and structures. 
She thereby challenges the methods – from the primary sources we employ to the interlocutors 
we engage – by which scholars typically interpret architecture. Rather than privileging the words 
and intentions of builders and their critics, she asks: what if we focus on the experiences of users 
and inhabitants to understand how architecture’s meaning is shaped across time and space? This 
is a particularly novel intervention in studying what have become icons of modernist architec-
ture. In her reading of housing projects known as the grands ensembles, sponsored by the French 
government in Algeria and France between the 1950s and 1970s, Huet turns from official rhet-
oric employed to explain the form and purpose of these buildings to explore the memories and 
experiences of their residents, a methodology in part inspired by and explored through the work 
of artist and former grand ensemble resident Kader Attia (b. 1970). Bringing together collage and 
architecture, oral and written sources, past and present experiences, her project moves across 
space, time, and media in a way that pushes against the grain of standard architectural histories.

Together, these final chapters examine how individuals and works of art traverse and some-
times obfuscate national and cultural borders even at moments when clearly defining and 
redefining those borders is politically exigent. In particular, they address the often ignored cross-
Mediterranean collaborations and exchanges contributing to the articulation of ‘Islamic’ art and 
architecture in post-Independence North Africa; these relationships disrupt and complicate ideals 
of cultural and religious uniformity promulgated by the leaders of Muslim-majority nations like 
Morocco and Algeria in the second half of the twentieth century. They also challenge notions of 
a strict rupture between colonial and post-colonial regimes and experiences, instead evidencing 
what Chubb in this volume refers to as the ‘messiness’ of post-colonial transitions, as well as the 
difficulty encountered in attempting to disentangle the colonial structures of thought and cat-
egorization sometimes reproduced in the very projects that sought to break from these ideals.27

‘Decolonizing’ Islamic Art in Africa

In his recent book What Is African Art?, Peter Probst writes that ‘a defining feature of the 
decolonial agenda is its heterogeneity, or rather its multivalences as being a demand, a vision, 
an epistemological critique, and a stance of resistance and defiance all at once’ and suggests 
that this multivalency ‘reflects the long and varied semantic shadow that starts looming when 
one begins to talk about “African art”’.28 Underlying our project is likewise the recognition that 
processes of conceptualizing ‘African’ and ‘Islamic’ art – as fields of study and of action – in the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries have necessarily entailed the constant defining, redefining, 
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problematizing, and reclaiming of these categories. The words comprising the main title of this 
book – ‘Islam’, ‘art’, and ‘Africa’ – are all loaded terms that provoke their deconstruction; indeed, 
the title’s initiating verb, ‘decolonizing’, describes a process that today has come to represent 
a collective effort to reject, break down, and deconstruct the colonial scaffolding in part built 
up through the efficacy of such generalizing concepts. And yet, it is critical to recall that these 
same terms have also been claimed and contested in diverse contexts of self-identification 
and expression by individuals and communities subjected to colonial violences themselves. 
Understanding how contemporary issues of semantics are entangled with, and at times over-
shadow, these complex histories is critical not only to scholars seeking to decolonize their 
disciplines ‘from within’ but also to those engaged in producing new expressive and represen-
tational frameworks as artists, museum and arts professionals, and activists.

Decolonizing Islamic Art in Africa is thus built upon the premise that it is imperative not 
only to challenge colonial paradigms from a contemporary perspective but also to understand 
the complex histories through which such paradigms have been perpetuated, transformed, or 
rejected through the actions and expressions of actors involved in decolonization processes 
‘on the ground’. Following Anthony King’s insistence that studies engaged in postcolonial cri-
tique attend to the ‘critical importance of the presence, or absence of local, Indigenous per-
ceptions of “postcoloniality”, what is implied by it, and who has the power to control it’, our 
project likewise asserts that the work of reimagining existing global structures of knowledge 
production and exchange must begin with careful attention to specific histories of colonization 
and decolonization in different communities and regions of the world.29 Thus, in bridging our 
theoretical concerns about the colonialist perspectives still embedded in our disciplines with 
research into the strategies employed by diverse actors living, working, and creating in the 
wake of political independence, we aim to enrich a genealogy of decolonization efforts rooted 
not in recent endeavours in Euro-American self-critique but rather in the actions and inter-
ventions of individuals positioned in or identifying with the ‘post-colony’ itself, then and now.

Indeed, while colonialism and its broadcasting of Eurocentric ideals weigh heavily on the 
fields of African and Islamic art, non-European actors living and working within colonial and 
post-colonial societies have never been passive observers. As evidence, the regime changes 
of the mid-twentieth century that transformed life across the African continent also incited 
the upheaval of existing infrastructures, conceptual frameworks, and claims to authority and 
ownership entailed in colonial representations of African and Islamic art. Engaging with these 
histories, contributors to this volume examine the complex ways in which Africans creatively 
expressed their relationship to Islam in the early years of decolonization and the impact of their 
interventions in the representation of African and Islamic art as fields of study and practice. 
They draw our attention to contemporary expressions of Muslim belief, practice, and iden-
tity in Africa, compelling us to ask what ‘decolonizing Islamic art in Africa’ might mean for 
practicing Muslims, artists, and other actors based in Africa and its diaspora today. By taking 
seriously the diverse pathways and perspectives through which individuals express complex 
notions of culture, identity, and belonging, the authors of this book explore methodologies 
for studying Muslim expression in Africa that emphasize cultural dynamism and individual 
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agency. It is above all through the recognition of these indisputable elements of the human 
experience, rather than through the deconstruction or reclamation of slippery terms, that 
decolonial agendas will gain their strongest traction.
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