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the West or the East measures all human activities from a materialistic perspective, 
mainly from the viewpoint of monetary compensation. Islamic ethics and morality 
inculcates a different behavioural pattern of selflessness, sacrifice and seeking self-
accomplishment through service to others.

The book is a refreshing read and the author has done full justice to the topic.

Riphah International University, Pakistan  Anis Ahmad

RUSSIAN ORIENTALISM IN A GLOBAL CONTEXT: HYBRIDITY, 
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This excellent collection of essays on Russian Orientalism by around a dozen art 
historians grew out of the 2019 conference panel entitled “Looking East: Russian 
Orientalism in a Global Context” (hereafter: ROGC) held at the 107th Annual 
Conference of the College Art Association. Using arts, painting, architecture and 
decorative art, produced over a two-hundred year period, the contributors discuss 
distinctive features of Russian Orientalism and compare them with the ‘classical’ 
expression of Western European Orientalism. In the afterword, Mary Roberts 
situates the volume within the diverse responses to Edward Said’s pioneering 
Orientalism (1978) in art history. While Said’s pioneering book was always about 
European discourses about the Middle East and Islam, more recently art historians 
have sought to incorporate ‘subaltern’ perspectives into the art history canon 
(pp.254–255). 

The publication of ROGC represents an important step in art history’s 
coming to grips with the legacy of Said’s ideas. While most ROGC contributors 
engage with Said’s seminal work, their aim is not to criticise him for failing to take 
Russian Orientalism into account in his selective literary survey of the writings 
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century European, mainly British and French, 
orientalists. To the contrary, in one way or another each essay in the collection 
shows that Russia’s status as European was both highly unstable and hotly contested 
at the time.

The volume demonstrates the importance of Russian and Slavic studies 
to postcolonial approaches to art history. The essays reveal numerous salient 
differences between Russian Orientalism and key features of British and French 
Orientalism discussed by Said. Vera Tolz notes that the contributors tell the story 
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of how Oriental/Occidental, European/non-European identities were negotiated 
by artists in imperial and early soviet Russia (ROGC, p.xxi). The dyadic logic of 
Said’s Orient-Occident framework cannot do justice to the complexity of Russia’s 
relationship to Europe and to Asia. Russian identities in the period covered by the 
volume were, in the words of Maria Taroutina in the volume’s introductory essay, 
“neither fully European nor quintessentially Asian” (ROGC, p.5). The essays 
collected in ROGC offer compelling evidence that a “triadic model involving 
Europe, Russia and Asia” is a more suitable framework for analysing Russian art 
from the eighteenth to the early twentieth century (p.6).

All contributions to the volume richly illustrate in diverse ways the hybrid 
nature of Russian Orientalism. In this way, the authors follow the example of 
the late David Schimmelpenninck van Der Oye and Suzanne Marchand whose 
research sharply highlights the diversity of traditions of Orientalism. During the 
period covered by the essays, and depending on the political and historical context, 
it was common for Russian artists and intellectuals to envision themselves and 
their nation as belonging at once to the Orient and the Occident. In contrast to 
the strict dichotomy between Orient and Occident Said discovers in English and 
French literary sources, Russia’s hybrid, Oriental-Occidental identity was fortified 
by the antithetical stance taken to “the West” during the Soviet Era and, before this, 
by the Russian empire’s competition for political hegemony in Asia with Great 
Britain in the nineteenth-century’s version of the Great Game.

ROGC begins with Allison Leigh’s survey of over 1000 years of art produced 
in Russia. Leigh seeks to develop alternative taxonomies within the European and 
North American academy that accommodate the unique features and perspectives 
offered by Russian artwork. Her examination, she argues, “reveals how a lingering 
Orientalism within art history has prevented the creation of the inclusive discipline, 
promised by the ‘non-western’ turn in art history” (p. 15). She concludes that 
current hegemonic taxonomies of art into Western and non-Western fail to 
recognise the liminal status of Russian art.

In Chapter 2, Ekaterina Heath and Jennifer Milam discuss the popularity of 
chinoiserie art styles in the eighteenth-century Russian imperial court. The authors 
focus on a period prior to the classical expression of colonial-era, nineteenth-century 
European Orientalism. In the chinoiserie art produced by Russian artists in this 
period, the authors perceive a generally appreciative attitude towards Chinese art. 
Moreover, the fact that the chinoiserie style was popular in a century in which the 
Russian empire was ruled mainly by empresses leads the authors to explore how 
art from the period reflects gender role-reversals in an imperial court in which a 
woman wielded ultimate authority.
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Andrew Nedd focuses in the proceeding chapter on a pair of nineteenth-century 
artists, Vasily Timm and Grigorii Gagarin. Both painters documented Russia’s long 
colonial-style military conflict in the Caucasus. Nedd points to the complexity in 
the artists’ portrayals of the Caucasus, especially of the famous military hero of 
the struggle against Russian colonialism in the region, Imam Shamil. The artists’ 
exotic renderings of the Caucasus created the otherness that mimicked Western 
European portrayals of Arabs and Muslims in the Middle East. Yet, the portrayal 
of the nobility and strength of the Caucasian resistance fighters represented this 
group to Russians as people who were both ‘savage’ and ‘admirable’. Echoing a 
theme that permeates all the essays in the ROGC, the art of Gagarin and Timm 
shows how Russian identity during the period is best understood as ‘triadic’.

Chapter 4 by Katrin Kaufman highlights the hybrid nature of nineteenth-
century Russian art. She focuses on architecture and European and Russian 
enthusiasm for Moorish art styles as early as the 1830s. Kaufman studies the interior 
design and architecture of Karl Rakhau whose art was inspired by the Alhambra 
in Granada, Spain. Rakhau designed several rooms in Saint Petersburg according 
to the oriental art style that was characteristic of medieval Naṣrid Spain. Kaufman 
takes the existence of Moorish style interior design in Saint Petersburg to exemplify 
the hybridity of art tastes in one of Russia’s most cultured and progressive cities.

The art of Vasilii Vereshchagin is the subject of Chapter 5 by John Webley. 
Webley examines the historical context of Vereshchagin’s infamous painting 
Blowing	from	the	Guns	in	British	India (1871). He shows how Vereshchagin was 
a complex figure who embodied conflicting viewpoints. Vereshchagin was a vocal 
supporter of Russian colonialism and volunteered to fight for the Russian empire 
in the siege of Samarkand in 1868. At the same time, the realism of his portrayals of 
the violence that attends colonial conquest earned Vereshchagin the unwarranted 
reputation of being a pacifist. In fact, Vereshchagin’s portrayal of the brutal nature 
of British colonialism, Webley argues, should be interpreted in light of the Great 
Game, Russia’s centuries-long “Cold War” against British imperial intents in Asia. 
Far from being an anti-colonial pacifist, Webley concludes that Vereshchagin used 
to criticise French and British orientalist art while appropriating some of their more 
common themes and motifs for his own.

Nikita Balagurov examines paintings by the late nineteenth-century artist Ilia 
Repin in Chapter 6. Repin was commissioned to produce paintings marking 
the unprecedented meeting of the Russian emperor Alexander III with Russian 
peasantry. Balagurov discusses how ethnic minorities are portrayed in strategic ways 
in these paintings. A comparison of Repin’s paintings of the same event executed 
two years apart (1884 and 1886) reveals subtle modifications to the scene being 
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portrayed. The portrayal of ethnic Tartars in the paintings, Balagurov argues, reveals 
them as a marginalised group within the Russian empire who also stood outside 
Russia’s class of the peasantry.

In Chapter 7, Hanna Chuchva uses the concept of the “imaginary Orient” to 
analyse Russian art and literature in the late nineteenth century. Chuchva takes the 
concept from Lina Nochlin’s study of the French Orientalists where she argued that 
“French nineteenth-century Orientalist paintings were not realist ‘documentary’ 
images but were invented representations of the Orient that expressed a colonialist 
ideology” (p.167). Features of Russia’s ‘imaginary Orient’ explored in the chapter 
include, for example, the literary appropriation of Saʿdī’s Shahnameh by Russian 
authors and book illustrations. Alexander Pushkin’s first major poetic work, Ruslan 
and	Ludmila, incorporated numerous orientalist literary motifs (p. 170), and these 
allusions were not lost on illustrators whose portrayals of the main antagonist, 
Chernomor, adopted oriental stereotypes from Europe.

The next chapter by Maria Taroutina discusses the orientalising exoticism and 
mysticism of the early twentieth-century painter Kazimir Malevich. Taroutina 
notes that heightened public interest in China, Japan, South East Asia and India 
as well as the greater cultural contact made possible by rail and steam travel made it 
possible for Russians to gain more first-hand experience of the Far East. Moreover, 
European religious and cultural trends were turning people away from traditional 
Christianity towards more ancient spiritual alternatives. Vasilii Vereshchagin’s 
depictions of India, Tibet and Kashmir exerted a powerful influence on Malchev 
as well. The result was marvellously hybrid Orthodox Christian artwork which 
appropriated visual motifs drawn from Buddhism. His paintings of Christ, for 
example, departed radically from traditional Orthodox iconographic conventions. 
In Malchev’s Holy	Shroud (1928), for example, the painting “suggests Buddha 
as much as Christ” (p. 193) in its extraordinarily unorthodox appropriation of 
Buddhist religious motifs and Persian and Mughal art styles.

The final two chapters deal with artists from the Soviet era. In Chapter 9 Marie 
Gasper-Hulvat studies the art of Pavel Kuznetov. She focuses on the artwork in 
which Kuznetov paints landscapes and figures he encountered during journeys in 
the Crimea and around the Sea. She notes that much of Kuznetov’s art tended 
to fall back on stereotypes. She argues that in Evening	on	the	Steppe (1912), for 
instance, Kuznetov depicts Muslim Kyrgyz women on the steppes of Kyrgyzstan 
in traditional headscarves and long, single-coloured waistless robes. Gasper-Hulvat 
concludes that “by amplifying their non-Western character,” Kuznetov was 
“participating in a pervasive language of veils that… has perpetuated orientalist 
discourses surrounding women’s bodies over the past three centuries” (p. 211). 
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While Kuznetov “significantly exaggerated Asiatic tropes” in the Kyrgyz nomads, 
his depiction of “Crimean and Caucasian bodies and landscapes notably lack 
visual strategies of othering, diminishing rather than exaggerating signifiers of 
alterity. No architectural signifiers of location, and (sic) nor any consistency of 
traditional dress or physiognomic characterisations appear on his figures” (p.212). 
Kuznetov’s Crimeans and Caucasians were depicted in a way that opened up a 
space for belonging in the Soviet Union in a way that was not open to Kuznetov’s 
Kyrgyz Muslims. Chapter 10, the last essay of the volume, by Mollie Arbuthnot is 
the only essay to directly take up Islamic arts in Central Asia. Arbuthnot analyses 
the hybrid character of Soviet propaganda posters in Central Asia. Arbuthnot 
demonstrates how Soviet propaganda art combined ‘local’ Islamic styles and motifs 
that privileged the Muslim viewer with Soviet socialist messaging.

The volume has more than 50 high quality black-and-white figures and 16 
superb coloured plates. The essays are meticulously researched and thematically 
arranged to offer a book that, despite its wide scope, delves deeply into a number 
of key concepts in art history and postcolonial theory while retaining a conceptual 
coherence and unity. This publication is a credit to the publisher, the Manchester 
University Press, and makes a valuable addition to its series ‘Rethinking Art’s 
Histories’.

University of Manchester, UK Kamran Karimullah

MUHAMMAD ʿABDUH - MODERN ISLAM AND THE CULTURE OF 
AMBIGUITY, by Oliver Scharbrodt. London: IB Tauris/Bloomsbury Publishing, 
2022, xi+262 pp. ISBN: 978-1838607302.

Muḥammad ʿAbduh (1849−1905) is certainly one of the most significant 
figures of modern Islam and, ever since Charles Adams’s and Malcolm Kerr’s 
classic monographs generations ago, has been associated along with his Iranian 
teacher Sayyid Jamāl al-Dīn al-Afghānī (or Asadābādī, 1838−1897) and his Syrian 
student Rashīd Riḍā (1865−1935) with the project of modernism, anti-colonial 
pan-Islamism, and Salafism arising from the colonial experience in Egypt. Elie 
Kedourie’s study of them tended to question their religious credentials – and 
certainly a number of their critics considered ʿAbduh to be an agnostic, crypto-
Mason and much more. Albert Hourani famously described him as ‘eclectic’. More 
recently, Samira Haj discusses him in the context of traditionalism and locates him 
without a longer trajectory of Muslim revival and reform, while Mark Sedgwick’s 




