avV

different visions

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON MEDIEVAL ART

Africa in the World: materials without end. A Conversation
with Risham Majeed and Matthew J. Westerby

Risham Majeed - Ithaca College
Matthew J. Westerby - National Gallery of Art

Recommended citation: Risham Majeed and Matthew J. Westerby, “Africa in the
World: materials without end. A Conversation with Risham Majeed and Matthew J.
Westerby,” Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 14 (2026).
https://doi.org/10.61302/FFCT8180.

This conversation was edited from a recording made on April 21, 2026, in the
exhibition Africa in the world: materials without end at the Handwerker Gallery,
Ithaca College. In conversation are Risham Majeed (Associate Professor, Art, Art
History, and Architecture, Ithaca College) and Matthew J. Westerby (Digital Research
Officer, Center for Advanced Study in the Visual Arts, National Gallery of Art).

The exhibition brings together original objects with reproductions, 3D prints, and
student-made facsimiles, to trace the movement of materials — gold, ivory, marble,
silk, sardonyx — across Africa, the Mediterranean, South Asia, and Europe in the
premodern world. Its accomplishments as a course and an exhibition exceeded its
goals.

Some of the reproductions, animated media, and wall labels were made by students
in Majeed'’s Exhibition Seminar (Fall 2025), drawing attention to the ways in which
reproductions of various sorts have long contributed to visual knowledge. At the
same time, the opportunity to produce this material elevated the students’ role in
the class from that of passive participant to that of creative agent. Finally, by placing
canonical objects on display alongside less familiar ones, the show invited visitors to
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rethink conventional categories and designations, including those of time period,
place of origin, and even religious affiliation.

The conversation highlights sectors of the exhibition from a Gandharan-Roman
Buddha excavated in a port city to a Yakshi figure found in a Pompeian merchant’s
villa. The Chalice of Abbot Suger as rendered in successive technologies of
reproduction demonstrates how its origin as an Indian-African object has been
suppressed throughout its 2000 year old existence. Throughout, Majeed and
Westerby circle back to a set of questions with real stakes for how Art History can be
practiced. What does it mean to call an object “African,” “Roman,” or “medieval” when
its materials, makers, and meanings were never so neatly bounded? How does the
Sahara function not as a barrier but as a highway? What can be revealed with
reproductions that are touched, compared, and recombined freely?

RM: What is your general impression of the show?

MW: | read the catalog, so | came in with some expectations, but there's so much
more.[1] My initial impression is that you start with currency, and you see a wall of
gold.

RM: You see it outside the windows.

MW: You do. So I'm immediately thinking, what does currency mean? But then | see
portraits and faces, and I'm thinking about maps and transportation — about
connecting cultures. Also, right away | wanted to walk to the back of the gallery,
where | can see the bazaar, the covered table full of things.

You don't get a chance to touch things in most art museums. The permission to
touch real things and reproductions was exciting.

RM: One of the challenges of doing a show primarily of reproductions is how to make
sure you're not visualizing a book. In one case, we created a three-dimensional object
out of a two-dimensional print and then enlarged parts to show scale.

Scale is so important because it draws you in.

MW: But there are no rulers.
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RM: No rulers because we have the dimensions on each label; when an object is not
to scale we highlight that. | hope you also pick up on the archaeological context.
Where these things were found tells us so much about contacts and technologies of
transport and materiality.

An advantage of reproduction is exhibiting things that have never and probably will
never be shown together. Especially things that were recently excavated, like this
Buddha, which is half Roman and half Gandharan in terms of its form (Fig. 1).

Fig1a,b. Unrecorded Artist, Buddha, Berenike or Alexandria, Egypt (excavated 2018-2022), Marble (from
Paros), ca. 90-140 C.E., Berenike Archaeological Museum, Egypt.
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It's in an archaeological museum in Berenike [Egypt]. Few people know about it, but
by chance, | sent an email to the archaeologist, Steven Sidebotham, asking for the
dimensions.

He and his team had authored a 200-page report on the Temple of Isis in Berenike
with evidence of 10 different languages and several different religions.[2] What struck
me most about this Buddha is that the marble is from Paros. Sidebotham theorized
that the Temple of Isis attracted highly trained sculptors from Alexandria to travel
there, maybe seasonally, and to bring the materials and to carve following an oral
description of deities that were new to the artists. People had settled in this port city
and wanted a representation of their spiritual lives that wasn't available in this new
place.

MW: So you have different people involved in producing these works of art. Like the
carver, the people who quarried the stone, the commissioner, the patron — how did
they describe it? What was it supposed to be?

RM: The exciting thing we can do with reproductions is to make decisions up to the
last minute. Two days before we started installing, we printed the Fayum portraits,
because we had a Zoom conversation with Sidebotham, and he described this
bustling city of multiple religions and foods and cultures and ethnicities, and | asked
him if Fayum would be a corollary [yes]. The one thing | didn't want to talk about in
this show, which a lot of shows are dealing with, somewhat with a presentist lens, is
race. Race is a later invention with a massive literature we won't get into here.

We want to visualize the variety of types of people that may have lived in Berenike, in
terms of their hair, their skin tones, their makeup, in terms of their fashion. We
understand Fayum much more than Berenike, so the portraits help to enliven that
for us.

MW: You can see examples of Fayum portraits in major art museums, but not next to
this Buddha. Not next to this ivory Yakshi. In terms of the archaeological, you have a
photo which | assume is the find context?

RM: Yes, it was in several pieces when it was discovered. You can see in the
enlargement where pieces have been joined together. | was excited to see it in a
show called Tree and Serpent at the Met about early Buddhism in India.[3] There was
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one room about connections to Rome, where they placed the Yakshi from the
National Archaeology Museum of Naples (Fig. 2).

Fig 2. Unrecorded Artist. Yakshi figure (fertility spirit or perhaps a goddess), c. 1st century C.E., Indian
Elephant Ivory, National Archeological Museum of Naples.

| wasn't aware of it until that exhibition. As a medievalist, it's not something
commonly known; it was never presented in any class. Since it was discovered in
Pompeii it has a firmn date in the first century, and one can also understand it as an
object of trade, because it was found in 1938 in a merchant'’s villa.[4]
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MW: One of the questions you pose — to go back for a second — is why an object is
interesting.

RM: That's the question Keith Moxey asked in “What Time is it in the History of
Art?"[5] How do we generate interest in a particular object? Is it cultural context, or is
it the afterlife of the object, or a combination of the two?

The Yakshi figure, which has well-known counterparts in stone in the architraves of
the famous stupa at Sanchi, has an interest that exceeds its cultural context when it's
transferred to ivory and excavated in Pompeii. That fires your imagination as to what
trade was like. The Indian ivory carver must have thought of his sculpture as
divine-adjacent, yet the trader might have divested her of this meaning, and perhaps
it was titillating to whoever purchased it.

Fig 3. Unrecorded Artist, Statuette of a standing goddess, c. 1st century B.C.E-Ist century C.E., alabaster,
gold, stucco, bitumen, rubies, Babylon, Musée du Louvre, Paris.
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There was another exhibition at the Met which displayed these tiny alabaster and
marble goddesses in a startling way (Fig. 3).[6] They're totally nude, the one in our
show has rubies imported from Myanmar inlaid with bitumen into her eyes, with real
jewels placed in the navel, the eyes, and a gold necklace. Keith's idea allowed for this
comparative analysis, not based on the fact that you can make a causal argument,
but that a comparative approach permits us to recognize sameness in difference,
which is fascinating as they were made in the same century and passed through the
same lands. | think changes in materials are about “dressing” the divine, intensifying
potency, and their small stature makes them personal.

MW: That idea of “knowing exactly” is so interesting to me. In this framework — out
of time — you don’t have to know. Curiosity becomes more important.

RM: Right, and at that point it's about speculation. You're speculating, and in that
speculation, it humanizes the object. Somebody owned it, somebody bought it,
somebody made it, somebody touched it.

MW: Thinking of the Mediterranean, and looking over at the Catalan Atlas, it seems to
illustrate mobility.

RM: Right. We're talking about diverse people who were moving in time and place
that we don't really think about as having that range of mobility. Except for
campaigns of conquest that we associate with the Roman Empire. The hybrid
creations that we see here, from the Ivory Yakshi to the Berenike Buddha, are not a
product of colonial machinations. Rather they evince mutual interest and desire,
which is in my view, quite eloquent and moving.

| hope it motivates you to ask about what kind of difference is interesting to different
time periods. For example, there's a clear distinction in clothing in the Catalan Atlas,
but Cresques probably never saw these things. For example, the camels — he only
understood there was a hump and a long neck. At the same time thereis a
recognition that these animals are incredibly important, as it is the only way to cross
the Sahara, connecting sub-Saharan Africa to the Mediterranean. Camels are the
ships of the desert. So | think the analogy is being made by placing ships next to
camels — there's so many comparisons between a desert landscape and a seascape
(Fig. 4).
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Fig 4. Abraham Cresques, Catalan Atlas (detail), Eight Vellum panels with pigment affixed to wood,
Majorca, Spain, originally bound as a book for the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, Bibliotheque
Nationale de France.

One of the big points we wanted to make is the importance of nomads moving
materials like gold and ivory. Mansa Musa controlled a vast quantity of very pure
gold.[7] Looking at the tents in the Catalan Atlas, these are military tents that Roman
soldiers would have used on temporary military campaigns. But Tuareg tents were
engineered for year-long habitation. Men in Tuareg culture were veiled for practical
purposes, for the desert winds. So, confused and partially known things are merged.

MW: The wall label says that tents were made and owned by women.[8] | didn’'t know
that. I'm also struck by how you characterize Ibn Battuta as a Tunisian globetrotter.

RM: Oh, he talks about nomad women at length, and how they're so beautiful, and
how they control the entire caravan.[9] That was hard to represent through objects,
so we tried to do it later in the show with the Djenne terracotta showing a pregnant
woman alongside the Tuareg dagger.

Risham Majeed and Matthew J. Westerby, “Africa in the World: materials without end. A Conversation with Risham
Majeed and Matthew J. Westerby," Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 14 (2026).
https://doi.org/10.61302/FFCT8180.


https://doi.org/10.61302/FFCT8180

MW: | also enjoy how the labels are written, especially by students in the class. It's not
just about explaining their work, but how they write about their experience making,
and what they're familiar with and not familiar with.

RM: The students’ copies also highlight features you may not notice in the
reproduction alone. For example, there is a hunk of ribs and meat on the Tang camel.
You begin to think about trade and travel and goods, and practicalities. Coiled silk
can be seen, which was traded for horses.[10] Food is prominently shown, which |
hadn't really thought about with this kind of funerary object of prestige (Fig. 5).
Camels were used as currency as well, particularly amongst Rendille nomads in East

Africa.

Fig 5. Unrecorded Artist, Camel, glazed earthenware, Luoyang, China, 728 C.E.
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So while most of these things are copies or reproductions, we have this big plinth
that we spray painted gold. | wanted to have something concrete from Africa tied
into the themes of the show. These are not as old as the 8th and 9th century
Igbo-Ukwu bronzes, the fabulous loans from the National Museum in Lagos that we
saw in Caravans of Gold.[11] The earliest we have are from the 17th century, but they
give you a sense of how much metal was traded in West Africa, and what virtuoso
artistry was expended to craft currency (Figs. 6a,b).

Fig 6a. Unrecorded Artists, Various West African Currencies, metal alloys, 17th-20th centuries (Collection
of Amyas Naegele). Photo: Rachel Philipson.
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Fig 6b. Unrecorded Artist, Igbo-Ukwu double torque detail, copper alloy 17th century (Collection of
Amyas Naegele). Photo: Rachel Philipson.

The bronze plaques that were looted from the kingdom of Benin show the
Portuguese holding this currency. For example, what they called manillas.[12] It's not
a coincidence that there's an efflorescence of bronze plaques as a result of contact
with the Portuguese.

| wanted to bring in the later part of trade with Africa on the West Coast and
Europeans, and not talk about Africa as dominated by slavery, which is a very short
portion of its history. We do talk about the colonial project and slavery when we
come to Benin, of course, but that was not the entry point.

MW: Are these in the catalog?
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RM: They are not. They will be when we enlarge the catalog if the show travels. We
wanted a vignette of metals and various periods, distinctive styles, unique cultures.
Everything has a sculptural, intentional quality to it. And | wanted you to see it from
every angle. No vitrines, as sculpture should be seen.

And these were worn, and used as dowry, as were camels.

MW: Speaking of metals, and going back to reproduction, something we've talked
about is that shiny things do not do well in 3D scans. They're glossy, and in a way
shiny things resist being reproduced. There is also something called a
“user-generated model,” when you upload a 3D model of a real-world object that you
made yourself — like on your phone — to a shared platform. As opposed to a model
created by a museum. User-generated models don't always work, but to me they
convey the experience of a place and a time. | like that result.

Looking at a very well-known object that way, like the Chalice of Abbot Suger,
models can put it in a different space and time.

RM: | didn't use the treasury engraving since we're talking more about the sardonyx
than we are about its Latin Christian liturgical afterlife.[13] What | love about these
three-dimensional prints, based on your scan, was understanding how much detail
you can and cannot accomplish.[14]

So we printed it with those kinds of globules, where there isn't enough information.
What do you think about it being painted?

MW: It's interesting that you followed the watercolor renderings for the colors as
opposed to a photograph. To me the issues of reflection focus on the sardonyx cup. It
has a lot of color, and in my view that gets to what Suger described in the 12th
century, as a combat between qualities in the stone.[15] That is what's so captivating
about the watercolors of the cup, which give it personality.

Contrary to the fact that it's hard to create a 3D model for something that's shiny —
when you give it attention and render it with your eyes and with your hands, you're
doing something different. The 3D Gaussian splat of the Chalice is a different
technology.
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Animation of Suger’s Chalice, made by James Botting (Ithaca College, class of 2026) based on the
Gaussian splats created by Kurt Heumiller (National Gallery of Art). View on YouTube:
https:/www.voutube.com/shorts/Fx8bWiCrCFE.

RM: That's interesting what you just said about reflection and the material properties
that Suger is so invested in. We also have Pliny's writing on sardonyx. And |
remember these images when | was at the University of Chicago, in class with Linda
Seidel. She used a black and white slide of the Rosenberg photograph, and she was
talking about materiality, the iridescence of colors — and you can’t see any of that.
Having never seen it in person, sitting in that dark lecture hall it almost looked like
mercury, as if it were moving (Fig. 7).
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FRONT PART. NATURAL SIZE
HEIGHT 19 CM

Fig 7. Photographer unknown, Chalice of the Abbot Suger, Gelatin silver print (As reproduced in
Rosenberg, 1922). National Gallery of Art Library, Gift of Joseph E. Widener.

Then seeing it many years later, it immediately evoked the memory of seeing
Rosenberg’s photograph and not understanding what it was.

Having an array of reproductions from various stages of the chalice’s life, draws
attention to the sardonyx. There's so much more emphasis on the bowl when you
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don't have the trefoil distraction (added after the 12th century). It has integrity. And
you can see the foot of the original bowl later gets covered up, so you lose the
intentional framing materiality of the sardonyx after all the additions.[16]

MW: You can also see inside the cup. Photographs show that, but the animation
you've made from the model is so effective. It makes you stop.

RM: | think it provokes a sense of wonder around this object. In my view the more
times you reproduce something, the more interest it generates.

Historically, the engraving of the Chalice was the first form of reproduction. Then
photography, 3D printing, and the Gaussian splats. There is a history of reproduction
here, in a way.

MW: And also Suger's description of the cup — not a reproduction, but his words
about the object — compared with your classroom experience where it was narrated
to you.

RM: That was one of the stranger experiences of my life, hearing about “anagogy”
with this black and white image. | thought, this is genius.

MW: Something I've been thinking about with the sardonyx cup in the Chalice — |
wonder, is it a “found object”? Perhaps that's not the right term, but | mean how the
cup has been encrusted in all these other things.

RM: It's another question when you have something cross-cultural or cross-religious,
and how one can reconcile the modifications from one context to another. Of course
for Suger, Rome is the time of Christ, so the idea of Rome is like deep time. Suger
preserving Roman forms is intentional and meant to evoke the sense of profound
time and connection to the content of the Gospels.

And maybe that is why the object has become so overly Christianized, as coming
from the time of Christ, even though the cup is earlier, and Christ wasn't really a glint
in anyone’s eye at that point. | find that amazing too, that the sense of time
associated with certain places may not have reverberations of Christianity.

There is also something to dislodge in calling it “Roman Africa”.[17] As if there was
nothing there before Rome. Of course, trade routes and materials and processes
predate that idea.
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We might also dislodge the distinction between Africa and sub-Saharan Africa,
because the Sahara is not such a boundary. It's more like a highway. There's no way
to get the gold from West Africa into France without it.

MW: Looking at the gold and beaded wire, and looking back over to the currency
section of the show — what about gold and metalwork?

RM: Suger praises “barbarian” metalwork, as superior to local metalwork.[18] Could
this be a reference to the specialized knowledge of Viking gold, with all its torques
and twists?

MW: But the core is silver.

RM: Heavily gilded silver. And between the cup and the gilding, this is where | start to
think of it as an Indian-African object, rather than a French-Christian object.

Further into this gallery, there are Iberian objects, and what would be an alternative
history of the Chalice if it had been in a different context — I'm thinking here of
Therese Martin's studies of Iberian treasuries.[19]

MW: An Iberian medievalist might see the objects differently. Especially the ivory
Pyxis from Al-Andalus.

RM: Right, and the reason we chose this one is, first of all, it's African elephant ivory,
and you know that because Indian elephants don't have tusks as large as African
elephants.[20] Carved in the Pyxis you see a palanquin on top of this elephant. So it
depicts the elephant, the animal it's made from. | think it shows a self-awareness of
materiality. The tusks are so prominently shown on the elephant (Fig 8).

| also think it's important for museums to start saying where the ivory comes from. Is
it Africa, or is it India? Because that tells you a lot about connections and travel and
knowledge, more than saying “historic ivory,” which is partially to get away from
restitution issues.

MW: Speaking of makers, | see your labels say “unrecorded artist.” How did you
decide on that terminology?
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Fig 8. Unrecorded Artist, Pyxis of Ziyad ibn Aflah, African elephant ivory and metal fasteners, Cérdoba
Spain, 769-70 C.E., Victoria and Albert Museum, London.

RM: In certain cultures, artists are not recorded but known. They're specialists who
handle valuable materials, and obviously this person knew what they were doing.

There's only one tusk, and you can't mess it up — it's not like you can melt it down
and start again.

So | think “unrecorded” means that the artist was recognized but was not recorded
in a way that we think artists function in society now. It's a way of elevating the
person who made it, because they had status in their society, but not in the same
way that we think of an artist.
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MW: One unrecorded artist painted this fresco at San Baudelio de Berlanga. Can you
tell me about the camel?

RM: What's astonishing about this camel from the Cloisters — which I've looked at for
20 years — it was always stated on the label, and in the historiography of medieval
art, that camels represented the Holy Land and biblical ideas. But this is a very
specific type of camel, which is a North African and Arabian camel. You can see it's
based on observation. If you've ever seen a camel, you know that. For example the
hair, with sharp little lines, the way it goes around the perimeter of the animal (Fig. 9).

Fig 9. Unrecorded Artist (s), Camel, San Baudelio de Berlanga (Castile-Léon, Spain), fresco transferred to
canvas, c. 1140s, The Met Cloisters, N.Y.
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So this person knew that camels have to lock their legs as they move. They have this
awkward gait to help them navigate uneven territory like sand. And this is from a
time period and a place where you have converging cultures. And some histories
show that camels were imported into Spain during the Umayyad rule.[21]

Another point we're trying to make here is the imperative role of Islam in Arabia,
North Africa, and then Spain. Islam takes over the Roman Empire there, and
nomadic groups, especially the Tuareg — who we've encountered in the Catalan
Atlas — have been Muslim for a long time.

Again, | think because of their instrumental role in trade, that if the entire region to
the north is also Arabian in the sense that they're coming from Arabia and are
Muslim, West African kings convert to Islam in the 13th century. That conversion,
while it might be guided by faith, it's also in deliberate coexistence with indigenous
faiths. Not in opposition to. Conversion to Islam by sovereigns is not only about faith,
it's more about forming a bond through a lingua franca.

MW: And maybe not coercive in the sense that other conversions could have been
forced.[22]

RM: The king never forced anybody to convert to Islam, and that region was already
known for trade. And the trade was intra-regional, yet it expanded beyond the
Mali-Niger Delta area.

MW: This section is called Technologies of Transport. Looking at this, it is a kind of
technology. Do you think of it that way?

RM: The process of memorization is a kind of technology as Francis Yates and Mary
Carruthers have shown.[23] It's an advanced mental tool. And | believe that's what
this prayer book is about, which was made for a Tuareg patron around 1900. It
contains spells, incantations, various phrases in Arabic, but it is not a Quran strictly
speaking; but it may have had commensurate spiritual significance for its owner.

If you imagine a Tuareg tent in the desert, it's a vast, empty space. You as an
individual are the only thing animating that space. A sharp memory can only help
you navigate that alone. And to tell stories, to memorize prayers, which you have to
do as a Muslim five times a day.

Risham Majeed and Matthew J. Westerby, “Africa in the World: materials without end. A Conversation with Risham
Majeed and Matthew J. Westerby," Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 14 (2026).
https://doi.org/10.61302/FFCT8180.

19


https://doi.org/10.61302/FFCT8180

While there are no verses from the Quran in this book, there are incantations and
spells.[24] It could be seen as a counterpoint to the Buddha figure, because it's both
Tuareg visuality and spirituality embedded with Islam. It's neither one. It is
something that was tailored to a particular person who partook in both.

MW: You said there's different hands, and | imagine different materials.

RM: The way the Tuareg live is they herd goats, and this is goat hide. You see how
thin it is? Goats are really oily.

| learned all of this a while ago. Qily, but it means that it requires an incredible patina,
and so this one was made as a carrying case for the prayer book.

It's a wallet. We have another one in that market section, but it really has this
beautiful patina as a result of frequent handling and the nature of the hide itself.

Then right next to it we have a reproduction of Andrea Mantegna's Adoration of the
Magi (1495). What do you think of when you now see a very Christian image after this
Islamic interlude (Fig. 10)?

MW: | did get to read a little bit about how you described the painting in the catalog,
and also acknowledging that this is a printed reproduction. | like to think about the
source of a lot of those colors and colorants and the blue that Mary's wearing. I'm
also thinking about the kind of physiognomies present here: where's the artist's
vision of an African person coming from?

RM: We have the Black King, Balthazar, looking over at her, but this Black King does
not seem to me to be based on direct observation of a Black man. Physiognomy is
essentialized and exaggerated though | wouldn't call it a caricature by any means.
Indeed, Mantegna's patrons, Francesco Gonzaga and Isabella d’Este, had Black
servants in their court, so it's possible Mantegna had seen these individuals but I'm
not sure he painted from observation in this case.[25]

What happens is that through Portuguese contact in Kongo and then also in Benin
(last quarter of the 15th century), you have Black people emerging in Italy as
sovereign emissaries for the King of Kongo, for example. They become part of the
Christian church because they convert, which is smart, similar to conversion to Islam
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earlier in the Empire of Mali. What was so striking to me about this painting is that
it's the culmination of all of the ideas that we introduced in the exhibition.

Fig 10. Andrea Mantegna, Adoration of the Magi, Distemper on linen, Mantua, Italy, c. 1495-1505, J. Paul
Getty Museum, Los Angeles.

MW: And sardonyx there!
RM: When | first saw that, | was like, that looks like sardonyx.
MW: The layering, banded, concentric.

RM: That's what spurred this whole show. That is very unique and associated with the
Black King. Then you've got porcelain in the center filled with gold.
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| don't know exactly what this is made out of, some other kind of gemstone. Then
you've got either leopard or cheetah hide as a cope.

And then there is a tiraz with pseudo-Arabic script on the hemline of the Virgin, who
is wearing that deep blue mantle, a color tied to lapis lazuli brought from
Afghanistan. | just thought that this was the perfect culmination of all of the things
that were known in the world as valuable, being given to Christ.

MW: Looking over here at a Christian painting, but thinking back to the San Baudelio
camel, which could have been part of the Adoration of the Magi, in other versions, as
you had said.

What also strikes me is the black background. It brings into contrast everything that
we're looking at and talking about, from the materials, the fabrics, even the ceramic.
Looking over at the bazaar table in the show, | see a blue and white ceramic cup; a
nice echo.

RM: | believe Mantegna was looking at Roman reliefs. They're all very compressed
and shallow. That black background, | think, creates that sense, both of intimacy, but
also reminds me of sculpture.

We didn't put that on the label, but that's another link back to the Roman period,
important for Mantegna as much as it was for Suger.

MW: As much as | mentioned the colors, thinking where they're from, you have very
clearly pointed out in the catalog how Baxandall says that money was very important
in the history of art.[26] Making sure we're talking about the money and currency, to
go back to the earlier section.

RM: It is interesting to think about this picture as a distillation of luxury. You can also
see these little gold coins in the porcelain, which is an amazing thing. They certainly
didn’t have this quantity of gold just lying around. The other striking things are the
individual pearls on the African king, another trade item coming from India, along
with the sardonyx.

| have been thinking of the tiraz as an image of power rather than an appropriation
in terms of announcing the triumph of Christianity over Islam. It's a sign of
worldliness, cosmopolitanism, which was prized at the time.

Risham Majeed and Matthew J. Westerby, “Africa in the World: materials without end. A Conversation with Risham
Majeed and Matthew J. Westerby," Different Visions: New Perspectives on Medieval Art 14 (2026).
https://doi.org/10.61302/FFCT8180.

22


https://doi.org/10.61302/FFCT8180

Muslim societies in this time period are beginning to be known as extremely wealthy.
| think there's an element of being wanted to be associated with, not necessarily the
‘other,’ but rather with the idea of money and power and privilege and place in the
world. Maybe it's a fantasy in some ways.

MW: You mentioned the pseudo-Kufic, and I'm thinking of other [earlier] Italian
panels where there's a tapestry or a carpet or something hanging in the back that
might have a pseudo-Kufic or seemingly Arabic inscription like that, but it's different
here because it is functioning the way that tiraz do in their original contexts, not as
background ornament.

RM: | think, well, what's interesting about it here is as you said that it's worn as it
would have been worn, like very visible on a neckline or on the sleeve, because you
see how it curves for that reason in the copy made by one of the student-curators,
Meryl Palinkas.

MW: | wonder, why this particular one or this example and then reproducing it? Did
you have other ones in mind, or was this the one you immediately wanted to go to
(Fig. 1)?

Fig 1. Unrecorded Artist, Tiraz, Plain weave linen with silk embroidery, Egypt, 10th century C.E.

Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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RM: In some ways, there's so many of these, and you're like, well, you could just do
any one of them, but this one had silk embroidery, which meant that it had some
connection to China. It gave us this kind of entry into the Silk Road, because that was
not the main topic of this class. Plus, the British Museum had just done the Silk Road
show, which also debunked the idea of the Silk Road as a 19th-century fabrication.

It also seemed like this tiraz was pretty complete, and | liked the kind of very
elongated, dramatic calligraphy, but it gave us these different materials.

MW: And for the copy, too, having spent time with a textiles conservator at the
National Gallery, Julia Burke, to talk about silk — it just shatters when it gets really
old. Having a reproduction to think about how it would have draped brings the
meaning of the inscription to life. Meryl wrote about the time it took to make, and
the tiny scale of each thread and stitch. It really struck me.

RM: | like this idea, this meticulous kind of repetition being a kind of spiritual act in
some way that Meryl is talking about.

MW: And you can see these ascenders or descenders are individual stitches, and
they're not one long one. | almost want to count. There's like eight, at least eight or
ten here for each line.

RM: You know, actually, it may also draw your attention to that detail in the original,
which one might not have considered without being able to study the copy so
closely. Probably keeps its integrity better if it's many stitches.

MW: And so now we're in the bazaar.

RM: This is intended to be a really imaginative and creative space. Filled with
historical details alongside speculation.

The striped cloth of the awning | found in an 18th century drawing of stalls around
the perimeter walls of the Kaaba, and so Paul Nicholson [Handwerker gallery
director] and | found a very similar pattern at Walmart and used it.

| wanted to create a sense of luxury, but also the desert, and this gold flecked sand
colored cloth ($5!) was perfect. We also have trade beads that come as far away as
Venice. They're various different colors and materials. They are what you see in the
Djenne terracotta, and that city was a well-established crossroads of trade by the 13th
century.
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MW: But it's nice to be able to handle it.

RM: We have no casework, which is marvelous, but somebody swiped our sardonykx,
so there's a little danger.

MW: Go to the rock shop, people! They cost almost nothing. That's the funny thing.
The cost is in the polishing. Viewers must be able to understand the elasticity of value
across cultures by seeing and handling materials here that otherwise are sealed in
vitrines in museums.

RM: Precisely. How much something weighs, what it feels like in your hand, we have
the ability to do that here. For example we've got West African [Asante] gold weights
that are anthropomorphic. You know, that some have to do with proverbs, some have
to do with trade, like fish. Some have to do with merchants in the desert and their
slippers.

MW: Does this speak to the personalities of the people using them, as a kind of
presence, or even absence?

RM: They speak to the entire nexus of metaphor, materials, and desire. They are
foremost fabricated to measure, so the aesthetic or iconographic component also
communicates a value, whether that is moral or material. For example, there is a
cannon, a machete, and then a mudfish, which is very particular to West Africa.
Because it can survive in water and land it relates to the dual nature of the king [Oba,
Benin] who has the power to control the sea and the land.

MW: With the combination of raw and worked materials here, you can kind of see
how one of these quartz crystals could have been taken down to a bead.

RM: Indeed. This crucifix made of rock crystal, is a copy of a 6th century one at the
Met. | got it for $30, yet in its time it was almost a quizzical material that had a direct
link to the divine in a variety of spiritual practices from reliquaries to devotional icons.

MW: It does make me think of that show at the Met, Relative Values, that indicated
value by putting little images of cows on the labels, which was new and effective.[27]
This was instead of gold coins or something, because the relative value of a cow was
easier to transfer across time.
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RM: Both the relativity of value across time and space, as well as a consistent shared
heritage for cultures, religions after the collapse of Rome was a point we wanted to
emphasize.

MW: That does come through. Let’s look at this Corinthian column; is it part of the
college’s collection?

RM: Most colleges have plaster cast collections from decades ago. This capital is
ordinarily in our architectural studio, and it was readily available because a big point
that needed to be made was to decouple Roman visuality as the exclusive heritage
for Christianity.

| wanted to emphasize that the classical world became a common heritage for
Judaism, Islam, and Christianity. And so this Corinthian capital is meant to serve as an
idea of Rome and the importance of Rome, but also how it is found in mosques and
synagogues and then later Romanesque appropriations of the same floriate form. It's
a point of departure for fashioning new identities and arguments built on the
foundation of Rome.

MW: Alongside the cast, you also have reproductions of the Great Mosque of
Cordoba and a signed floriate capital from the palace complex of Madinat al-Zahra.
Just the marble is making me think back to the Buddha, especially with this
drillwork. And | don't know if you thought to put those two in dialogue, but just the
importance of marble that was brought from Paros to Alexandria and then to
Berenike.

RM: Absolutely, right.

MW: | also love thinking how these plaster casts were for instruction, right? Students
would sit and draw it, and that was part of fine arts education. So to have it used in
this way — | want to say deployed in this way — it's really interesting to me.

RM: Yes, it's a surrogate that has the scale and texture of the original. In the late
19th-20th centuries, plaster casts were exported all over Europe and America. They
were believed to be as good as the original: Winckelmann wrote his magnum opus,
centered on the Apollo Belvedere, based on plaster casts.
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MW: It makes me think of Chuck Little, and exporting the Met's plaster cast
collection to a museum in Taiwan.[28] That shows how devalued this form of
reproduction has become for certain institutions but indispensable to others.

RM: There was a massive atelier in Paris that was part of the Museum of Comparative
Sculpture, which Viollet-le-Duc created for the World's Fair of 1878 at the Trocadéro
Palace. Even after the fair the museum continued to produce plaster casts, especially
for American museums.[29]

But the interchangeability of a cast to the original is this kind of an amazing thing,
right? It divests the original of its materiality, but then reacquires it through
patination. This capital should be white but it is painted to resemble stone.

MW: And thinking of that, with the chalice over there, it's one thing to make a plaster
cast of an architectural column, which is structural and decorative. For something
like the chalice, which has a liturgical and sacred use, | don't know if you thought
about that as 3D printing it and painting it, if that was another comparison you're
making here.

RM: That's a great point: the “naked” print and then the painted one. Because | have
worked on plaster casts, that was something top of mind for me, but | don't think we
emphasized the parallels in the labels. These analogies can be pursued depending
on how you want to approach the show: through a cultural lens, a material one, or
the role of reproduction in this experience. It's sort of nice as there is no beginning or
ending to the show.

MW: One thing we haven't talked about are the masks. They are pretty startling
creatures: a lobster and a shark.

RM: There is a group of West African islands that have been trading for a very, very
long time. And these creatures are available and prevalent, but transmit a
relationship between Africa and the marine world, which we don't really think about.
We wanted to have something in the window that people passing by can see and
come in (Fig.12).
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Fig 12. Unrecorded Artist, Shark (helmet) mask, wood, raffia and pigment, Bidjogo Islands, Guinea
Bissao, c. 1930.

In some ways, Africa is highly visible in the show because of masquerade traditions
that are much later [19th-20th centuries] than the time that we're talking about.

In calling the show “Africa in the world,” | felt we needed to represent the material
and visual culture of place, because there's a latent critique, “well, you're not talking
about indigenous African cultures.” The message of the show is also, what does it
mean to call an object “African”? Why the need to separate Islam as “foreign” when it
has been a living religion and culture in Africa since the 7th century? Ethiopia is one
of the first Christian realms. The monotheistic religions are part of African indigeneity.
Full stop.
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You don't need to separate “African indigeneity,” as if this monolith existed entirely on
its own with no contact from the rest of the world. This is an idea that is not only
erroneous but keeps Africa out of time and place rather than being the central player
in trade and ideas throughout history.

MW: And the label for these also mentions that the Niger Delta and islands would
have been some of the first areas to trade with Europeans in the 15th century.

RM: At first glance, they don’t communicate “Africa” because they're naturalistic and
enhanced by polychromy, which is also a result of the colonial period, which
transitions us to currency. | thought it was important to have this mastery of the lost
wax method on prominent display. It wasn't in the service of any of the recognizable
aforementioned religions, and here we can talk about the interconnected nature of
the continent, but also its pivotal role as an intermediary between India, China, and
Europe for centuries.

MW: On that point, one thing | don't see here is a map that we would think of today.
We have the Catalan Atlas, the historical object. You can think of the shapes of
continents, for example, and routes between them. Was that part of your discussion
in design?

RM: When you have a map, even if you don't put national boundaries on it, you
mnemonically do it. And so this kind of unmoored space and time was intentional. |
didn’t put the map that is the most comprehensive of the time period we're
covering, but | thought putting a traditional map would mute the narratives.

MW: Or even an orientation. You can flip the folios up and down — a non-linear sense
of time and space.

RM: Being disoriented was a goal for us to get an audience to rethink some of the
canonical objects of Art History. These are really famous works of “global” art. We
wanted to be able to access these big ideas through important objects, not
anomalies. There was no way to get the actual loans, so here we are with this mixed
array.

MW: Would you do it again, in a different world, if you could put all these originals
together? Would you want to?
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RM: Of course! | think giving them this context has been very interesting to
audiences to think about connection rather than separation.

It could only be in a temporary exhibition because of the way museums are
organized and the proprietary nature of departments. For example, which
department would the Berenike Buddha “belong” to? South Asia? Greece and
Rome? Egypt? Could it go to the Rockefeller Wing? [Both laughing].

MW: Right. And as museums acquire works, they have to rethink how departments
are organized.

RM: If we were speaking strictly as medievalists, a lot of these objects we've learned
in classic surveys as medieval Christian objects, that have a primary devotional role,
whereas ours is a completely different approach.

MW: And | feel like the first question | had was, where's religion in this? Even as a
through line, it's a subsidiary one.

RM: For example, Arabic is a language of trade, not only the language of the Quran. It
was a bit of a risk to take this approach.

And | hope nobody has swiped anything else from the bazaar, as far as | can tell.

MW: Well, there's always Amazon.
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