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Abstract:  

The fifth volume of the Cérémonies et coutumes religieuses de tous les peuples du monde 

(1723-1743) by Bernard Picart and Jean Frederic Bernard can be considered a key moment in 

the construction of the image of Islam in the early eighteenth-century Dutch Republic, as well 

as in Europe. Kishwar Rizvi has already contended that it provides an example of the ways in 

which the Cérémonies seem to break with stereotypes and preestablished ideas by proposing 

new ways of comparison between Western traditions and the religious rituals of the 

‘Mahometans’. However, earlier research refrains from an in-depth detailed description of one 

of the most spectacular illustrations in the volume: the engraving on the Bairam festival. 

Highlighting the editor’s and engraver’s use of the collage technique, we shall acknowledge 

the extent to which their account of the Bairam festivities differs from earlier descriptions and 

is equally characterised by a combination of a proto-ethnographic approach and other 

interpretational and imagination strategies too. We shall also argue that the flurry of images 

that was inserted in the Cérémonies not only constructed a general image of Islam but made it 

possible for early modern spectators to engage with Islamic culture in a more affective way, 

influencing how they find themselves in relation to the culture depicted. 
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Over the course of the early modern period, the Dutch Republic saw a tremendous change in 

the perception of Islam. On the one hand, from the political perspective, increasing diplomatic 

and commercial relationships with the Ottoman-Turkish Empire stimulated a more intellectual 

engagement with Islam. On the other, from the perspective of religion, Dutch Protestants could 

readily identify with the emergence and endurance of Islam. After all, “Mahometism” also 

originated as a schismatic faith, prompting Protestants to highlight the Muslim openness to 

diverse religions in contrast to the Catholic Church’s outright rejection of any compromise. 

Hence, Muslims went from being the absolute other – the despised enemy even – at the 
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beginning of the sixteenth century, to being a potential political ally and a religious touchstone 

by the end of the seventeenth and the beginning of the eighteenth century, as Lynn Hunt, 

Margaret Jacob and Wijnand Mijnhardt argue (2010b: 252). An excellent source to study this 

unique change in perception of Islam at the turn of the eighteenth-century Dutch Republic is 

the Cérémonies et coutumes religieuses de tous les peuples du monde (1723-1737). 

The Cérémonies was a multi-volume book series by the Amsterdam editor and 

publisher Jean Frederic Bernard (1683-1744) and his companion, the famous Parisian engraver 

Bernard Picart (1673-1733). The books, which have attracted a great deal of interest in recent 

decades, classify and compare all religions known to contemporary Europe in seven illustrated 

volumes.1 The Cérémonies knew a fast international distribution in the Dutch Republic, France 

and England, among other countries. Between 1723 and 1737, a total of seven original volumes 

appeared, each dealing with the rituals and customs of specific religions. Besides Bernard’s 

impressive compilation of a large amount of earlier scholarly work on all the nations and their 

faiths, Picart’s magnificent engravings, which attempted to capture the various religious rituals 

and ceremonies around the world, must have been of particular interest to the early modern 

Western European imagination.  

 For a general understanding of the Picart and Bernard series, we can cite two important 

studies. Paola von Wyss-Giacosa (2006) and Lynn Hunt, Margaret Jacob and Wijnand 

Mijnhardt (2010a; 2010b) have carried out pioneering work on the Cérémonies and their studies 

demonstrate the book’s significance in the early eighteenth century. The volumes were unique 

for their time in terms of their scope and distribution, but they were also ground-breaking in 

terms of content as they constitute one of the earliest bodies of work that classify and compare 

all the religions known to Western Europe at that time. It is therefore not surprising that Hunt, 

Jacob and Mijnhardt (2010b) praise it as The Book That Changed Europe. Unlike previous 

works on the religions of the world, Picart and Bernard tried to avoid prejudices and 

 
1 The order of the original French edition of the Cérémonies varies from set to set. In this study, we adhere to the 

numbering of the set found in the Bibliothèque National de France (BNF, RES-G-562). According to this edition, 

we can identify seven ‘original’ volumes, divided into two groups. The first group consists of the volumes titled 

“tous les peuples du monde” and includes the following components: ‘Tome Premier’ on Jewish and Catholic 

ceremonies (volume 1); ‘Tome Second’ on the remaining Catholic ceremonies (volume 2); ‘Tome Troisieme’ on 

the ceremonies of the Greeks and Protestants (volume 3); ‘Tome Quatrieme’ on the Anglicans, Quaquers, 

Anabaptists and others (volume 4); and ‘Tome Cinquieme’ on Islamic ceremonies (“les Céremonies des 

Mahometans”; volume 5). The second group comprises the volumes on the “peuples idolatres”. This set is divided 

into ‘Tome Premier’ – which consists of a ‘Premiere Partie’ on the ceremonies of the ‘peoples of the West Indies’ 

(“Ceremonies Religieuses des Peuples des Indes Occidentales”) and a ‘Seconde Partie du Tome Premier’ on East 

Indian rituals (“Pratiques Religieuses des Indiens Orientaux”) – and ‘Tome Second, Premiere Partie’ featuring a 

variety of religious ceremonies performed by the Banians, Chinese, Japanese, Persians, and Africans. These 

volumes will be respectively referred to as volume 6 and volume 7. 
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stereotypes. Furthermore, whenever possible, they studied the customs of the religions close to 

home by observing religious ceremonies and festivities as guests in households, churches and 

other places of worship.  In many ways, they tried to prove that systems of belief all had 

different celebrations and ceremonies, while they also attempted to highlight the similarities 

between them. Focusing on the comparative aspect of their inquiry, Hunt, Jacob and Mijnhardt 

(2010b: 2) have argued that Picart and Bernard are important figures regarding the rise of the 

comparative method within cultural, anthropological and ethnographic studies. 

However, for the fifth volume, on Islam, published in 1737, it must have been rather 

difficult, not to say impossible, for both editor and engraver to attend Ottoman or Safavid 

ceremonies. As far as we know, neither Picart nor Bernard ever left Europe so they must have 

relied on earlier representations of the so-called “Mahometans” to arrive at their own depiction 

of Islam. Focusing on an in-depth, detailed description and visual analysis of one of the 

religious festivals depicted in the Cérémonies, this article aims to show that Picart’s workshop 

used a specific collage technique that resembles not only the way Bernard produced the content 

for his volumes, but also the visual dramaturgy that Picart intended to convey in his overall 

pictorial presentation of the Cérémonies. Central to our analysis is a 1737 engraving made by 

the Dutch artist Jacob Folkema (1692-1767): “Le BAIRAM ou la Pàque des MAHOMETANS” 

(Figure 1).2 The title of this spectacular and closely detailed image reveals that the festival that 

is depicted marks the end of Ramadan, observed by Muslims worldwide as a month of fasting, 

prayer and reflection. In this article, we argue that the Bairam engraving is typical not only of 

the general perception of Islam and Muslims in the Dutch Republic, but also of the particular 

way in which Picart and Bernard represented Islam. Our analysis should contribute to a deeper 

understanding of the complex discourse that is used in the Cérémonies to outline the early-

eighteenth-century religious landscape of the world. 

   

INSERT FIGURE 1 NEAR HERE 

 

In the following sections, we first consider the wider literature on the perception of 

Islam, Muslims and their religious traditions in European writing at the time in order to show 

in what ways Picart and Bernard’s treatment of Islamic culture related to the early modern way 

 
2 Folkema is known to be one of Picart’s most distinguished pupils and he was already part of Picart’s school 

during the latter’s lifetime (“Jacob Folkema”, RKD, last accessed 17 March 2023, 

https://rkd.nl/nl/explore/artists/28478). He already was involved in the making of the series for a longer period, 

which is proven by the great similarities between the various Muslim characters in Folkema’s engraving and those 

Picart himself produced after Jean-Baptiste Vanmour (see below). 

https://rkd.nl/nl/explore/artists/28478
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of imagining Muslims. After outlining a tripartite division that we shall follow throughout this 

article, we also set out a recently conceived methodological approach that will help us to 

understand how the image of Islam was constructed in the Cérémonies. In the subsequent 

sections, we look at the sources upon which both the editor and the engraver drew for their 

depiction of the Bairam festival, providing their Western European readership with arguably 

the most encyclopaedic and non-polemical examination of Islam up to that time, as David 

Brafman (2010: 140) states. Their work presented a flurry of images that together shaped the 

individual imagination of artists, as well as the collective imagination of early-eighteenth-

century Europe. Focusing on the textual account, on the one hand, we stress that Bernard’s 

approach to Islamic ceremonies is in line with the Dutch Republic’s growing fascination with 

Islamic culture during the early Enlightenment, an approach that can be described as a proto-

cosmopolitan attitude to Islam, as stated by Wiep van Bunge (2018: 247). Highlighting 

Bernard’s use of the collage technique, on the other hand, we acknowledge the extent to which 

his account of the Bairam festivities differs from earlier descriptions. Likewise, the engravers’ 

visual use of the collage technique highlights that their attempt was characterised by a 

combination of a proto-ethnographic approach and other interpretational and imaginational 

strategies too. We argue that the collection of images included in the Cérémonies not only 

constructed a general image of Islam but also made it possible for early modern spectators to 

engage with Islamic culture in a more affective way, influencing how they found themselves 

in relation to the culture depicted.  

 

Setting the stage  

In Imagined, Embodied and Actual Turks in Early Modern Europe (2021), Bent Holm and 

Mikael Bøgh Rasmussen provide an analytical framework with which to study how the image 

of Ottomans in early modern Europe came into being. They emphasise that they understand 

image in a broad sense to mean a picture that is triggered in the receiver’s imagination, created 

by either oral, textual or visual depictions. These pictures were not necessarily representative 

of actual Muslims, and they were also affected by filters of European self-fashioning, for 

political and ideological considerations always played an important part in the image of the 

Turk (ibid.: IX-X).3 Holm and Rasmussen introduce three angles from which the early modern 

image of Islam was established in Europe: “actuality, focussing on the actual Turk in 

connection with political and cultural encounters; imagery, dealing with the imagined Turk as 

 
3 The Turk is used here as a reference to the cultural construction of an image of Muslims that is imbued with both 

facts and imagination. I therefore put it in italics whenever I use it in this way throughout the article.  
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depicted in art and literature; and performativity, concerning the embodied Turk as presented 

in ritualistic and theatrical stagings” (ibid.: XI).  

In this article, we aim to demonstrate the applicability of the tripartite division of 

imaging Islam in Europe to the general context of the Dutch Republic. As far as the first angle 

is concerned, we should therefore consider the actual presence of Ottomans in the Dutch 

Republic. While in central and Western Europe, it has long been thought that the presence of 

Muslims in the early modern period was rare and brief, their influence is much more significant 

than has been acknowledged until now. Eloy Martín Corrales (2021:31) argues: “The step from 

seeing Muslims as a group invisible to regarding them as étrangers familiers represents a 

significant advance in our understanding of the matter.” Although there may have been few 

Muslims who actually lived in the Dutch Republic, Islamic culture in fact thrived in the Dutch 

sphere from the seventeenth century onward. After all, Charlotte Jirousek (2019:118) says that 

“Orientalist scholarship increased in the seventeenth century not only because of the continuing 

military, diplomatic, and commercial interactions between East and West, but also because the 

decline of the Ottoman military threat permitted more positive contact”. Of course, when the 

Ottomans conquered Constantinople in 1453, European countries feared the presence of Islam 

and Muslims.4 However, during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, European 

travellers started to visit the Ottoman Empire and dissident voices were increasingly recorded 

(van Bunge, 2018: 237). Moreover, Muslims did not present any military threat to the Dutch, 

for it was simply too remote and the Dutch tried instead to maintain and foster trade and 

diplomatic relations with the Ottoman Empire in the eighteenth century. 

 Another angle focuses on imagery: how were the Turks imagined and depicted in 

literature and art? Early modern imaging of Islam is imbued with a European interpretation of 

the relations and actual encounters outlined above between Muslims and Europeans. When the 

political climate changed, cultural production followed and caused a shift in the imagery of 

Islam. As the number of Muslims who effectively settled in Western Europe at the beginning 

of the eighteenth century was insignificant, the imagining of the Turk as an exotic ambassador 

held sway in countries like the Dutch Republic (Corrales, 2021: 65). This image became 

widespread because of the proliferation of travelogues and narratives on the Ottoman Empire, 

which were extremely popular from the second half of the seventeenth century onward. In this 

period, the use of Turkish elements in various cultural fields such as fashion, interior design, 

 
4 For a survey of the historical ties between the Ottoman Empire and Europe, as well as the Ottomans’ crucial 

influence on the transformation of the Christian Commonwealth in the West into the state system of early modern 

Europe, see Pelt, 2021. 
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music and theatrical costume, was often stylised – incorporating elements that stemmed from 

Ottoman and European traditions, as well as an occasional reference to the classical period 

(Jirousek, 2019: 123). To our modern eyes these references to exotic elements are not always 

obvious, although they must have been so to contemporary audiences (ibid.:119). Haydn 

Williams (2014: 7) summarises this particular European vision of the Ottoman Turkish world 

in a variety of art forms as the manifestation of Turquerie: “a reflection of the cultural milieu 

that conceived it, rather than a representation of the supposed subject; and certainly not a style, 

but a theme that in the course of the 18th century sparked a variety of responses in different 

places”.  

From painting and architecture to costume and interior design, interest in the Middle 

East and the popularity of Turkish themes caused an immense influx of cultural goods that in 

turn transformed into knowledge in the form of a shared cultural image or framework of the 

“Mohametans” and their socio-cultural, political and religious characteristics. This sowed the 

seeds for the growth of an imagined Orient, not least in the Cérémonies.  

This may become clearest in the third angle; that of theatrical performance, which saw 

a proliferation of Turkish characters by the end of the seventeenth and the beginning of the 

eighteenth century. Julia Landweber (2005: 183-4) has called this on-stage embodiment of 

Muslims the difference between the grotesque and the charming image of the oriental other in 

early modern cultural traditions. However, these two strands could easily intertwine, as the 

grotesque image of Islam was also very often used to express criticism of European traditions 

– Catholicism and the court in particular. This was the case in Molière’s famous 1670 play, Le 

bourgeois gentilhomme, in which the grotesque and exaggerated image of one of the Turkish 

characters was paradoxically meant to criticise the king, the court and its royal policies 

(Hodson, 2010: 99-101). This performative embodiment of “the Turk”, however, also led to 

popular and charming depictions of Islam in the Dutch Republic, as illustrated in a 1667 

comedy by Pieter Nederhoven entitled ‘t Verwarde Huwelijk (The Confused Marriage), in 

which “the endless rants against barbarous Turks are apparently meant to be funny – not 

because it is fun to ridicule Turks, but because the characters displaying their attitude of 

superiority over the Ottoman Empire are themselves eminently ridiculous” (van Bunge, 2018: 

235).5 Again, a change in perception occurs over the course of the late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth century.  

 
5 The genre of the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Dutch “Turk plays” is in urgent need of research. For a 

couple examples of the dubious and contradictory character of these Ottoman characters in contemporary plays, 

see Johannes and Leemans (2013: 564-5). 
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Nevertheless, the distinctions between these three angles, as Holm and Rasmussen 

(2022: XI-XII) acknowledge, are by no means clear in practice, as they constantly overlap and 

intervene. This applies not only to the specific image of “the Turk” as a person, character or 

persona on stage, but also to the broader image of Islam in general. After all, because of changes 

in the political, social and cultural climate that constructed the image of Muslims in the early 

modern Dutch Republic, as Jan Loop (2019: 33-34) states, the traditional idea of Islam as a 

devilish force or a completely absurd religion started to become at odds with the more pious, 

modest and virtuous conduct of followers of that religion as witnessed by the Dutch in 

literature, art, theatre and actual encounters with Muslims. The context of a general shift toward 

a greater appreciation of Islamic culture (i.e., lifestyle, fashion and furniture) paved the way 

for a normalisation of the social, political and religious aspects of Islamic culture too. 

Therefore, it will be argued below that this framework can also be applied specifically to the 

publication of Picart and Bernard’s Cérémonies.  

In “Tolerating Turks? Perceptions of Islam in the Dutch Republic”, van Bunge (2018: 

241) shows that, over the course of the first decades of the eighteenth century, Islam became 

to some Dutch and other European readers “one of the most arresting Wonders of the World”. 

In his analysis of early eighteenth-century Dutch perception of Islam, he highlights the global 

and comparative perspective set out by Picart and Bernard in their Cérémonies, and argues that 

it must have made a stunning impact on its European readers:  

 

it was a revolutionary effort, but perhaps its appeal to many eighteenth-century 

readers should not be accounted for exclusively by its novelty. Perhaps it also 

confirmed what some early modern sources appear to tell us as well: that foreign 

countries, religions and people may instil genuine fear, but that they can also be 

exciting, informative and worthy of respect. (ibid.) 

 

Indeed, as van Bunge indicates, novelty was only one aspect of acquiring information in the 

early modern affective knowledge economy that was the Dutch Republic.6 Over the course of 

the seventeenth century, the Republic turned into the Bookshop of the World, as Andrew 

Pettegree and Arthur der Weduwen (2019) argue in their eponymous publication. As a Republic 

of Letters, it was responsible for a considerable proportion of European book exports and the 

immense popularity of Dutch texts, maps, prints and engravings helped to set a new cultural 

 
6 See Leemans and Goldgar (2021). 
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standard that was strongly aimed at presenting visual spectacle. In “Imagineering, or what 

images do to people” (Korsten et al., 2021), the authors set out and instrumentalise the 

conceptual term “imagineering” to understand this major shift in the production, distribution, 

reception and consumption of early modern images. They state that the material production of 

images in the early modern Dutch Republic no longer has a merely decorative function or 

constitutes a mode of appearance, but amounts to a collective cultural imagination that relies 

on formal media techniques and societal techniques alike. It is at this point in the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, that we witness a change in the perception of 

Muslims too. In this sense, imagineering seems like a suitable methodological concept to 

analyse how the above-mentioned tripartite division of actuality, imagery and performativity 

can be applied to the Cérémonies. For the conceptual concept of imagineering: 

 

- implies a matter of representation that works performatively and is constitutive of 

reality; 

- does not concern a process engineered by controlling powers but is the result of a 

complex interaction between actors and media, which together result in new 

conceptions of reality; 

- lays on individual and collective imaginations while being propelled by them; and 

- involves readers or viewers by taking them up in a circulation of images that 

influence how they find themselves in the world as selves. (ibid.: 17) 

 

In the subsequent sections of this article, we intend to show that the engravings in the 

Cérémonies, and more particularly those in Volume 5, the volume on Islam, were meant to 

arouse a more involved, affective and embodied experience on the part of the spectator. 

Focussing on the Bairam engraving, it will be argued that the mass of images presented in this 

kind of illustration changed not only contemporary European readers’ perception of Islam, but 

also the very way in which the readers themselves related to these images. Following van 

Bunge’s statement quoted above on the dialogical combination of fear and appeal inherent to 

the image of Islam in the Cérémonies, we argue that what made these volumes so interesting 

for the early modern European readership was the exciting adventure of acquiring knowledge 

by means of an affective and embodied experience. As von Wyss-Giacosa (2019: 252) argues, 

Picart and Bernard’s visual and rhetorical strategies triggered a “many-layered, thought-

provoking challenge” to the early modern European audience, a challenge made possible, as 

we shall show, by the creative collage techniques applied by the artists at work.  
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Constructing an image of Bairam 

Performance and performativity in the construction of a new conception of Islam 

In “Persian pictures: Art, documentation, and self-reflection”, Kishwar Rizvi (2010: 190-1) 

calls Picart and Bernard’s portrayal of Islam a “Drama of Difference” because of their use of 

different media, words and images, recombining and reinventing them in ways that altered “not 

only the very concept of a world united through its rituals of devotion but also the manners in 

which it would be represented ever again”.7 This theatrical reference is not at all surprising, as 

most of the rituals depicted by Picart and his students are characterised by a high degree of 

theatricality. Referring to the Bairam engraving, for instance, we can easily recognise elements 

that point at the multi-sense experience of the festival that almost turns the streets into a theatre 

itself: there is the orchestra playing in the right-hand corner on an improvised stage provided 

by the threshold; there is a crowd overlooking the whole scene from the balconies on both sides 

of the plate; there is a kind of procession, with a big wheel, passing through a crowd of 

onlookers; and there are revellers gathered in the square, who can be seen as either spectators 

or actors themselves, according to their position and function in the wider scene. Clearly, this 

depiction of Bairam must be seen as performative, for it is a matter of performance in the most 

straightforward sense of the word. However, it is also a matter of performativity, for it actively 

shapes the contemporary viewer’s image of the religious festival and is thus constitutive of 

reality. 

According to Rizvi, the performative qualities of the Bairam engraving are hidden 

within its details, as there is humour as well as criticism in this engraving. Rizvi analyses the 

Bairam image against the backdrop of her larger argument of social criticism expressed in the 

Cérémonies. Rizvi postulates that humour was used here to ridicule the Muslims, especially 

the turbaned man on the swing who is foregrounded in the centre and explicitly calls for 

attention. Because of the serial nature of the engravings in the Cérémonies and Folkema’s 

detailed design of this character’s costume, Rizvi argues that this is a cleric and also states that 

he should be seen as an object of satire, and even as a “denigration of the culture depicted”:  

 

Folkema’s engraving emasculates the cleric with his act of swinging and also points to 

the fickleness of the Ottomans depicted. Showing them in such compromised and 

 
7 In this article, Rizvi argues that Picart and Bernard seem to privilege the Persians over the Ottomans. I do not 

elaborate further on this argument here but focus exclusively on the representation of this particular Ottoman 

festival known as Bairam.  
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feminine poses subjects them to the sexual and gender hierarchies of eighteenth-century 

European visual culture. (ibid.: 189) 

 

This analysis points to a more structural principle of hidden criticism of the clerical elites and 

their devotional practices in Picart and Bernard’s discourse. While we do not fully agree with 

Rizvi’s sense of the “denigration of the culture depicted”, for earlier sources all highlight the 

traditional fun of swinging during Bairam (e.g., Jean de Thévenot and Joseph Pitton de 

Tournefort), she does highlight an important aspect of criticism in the Cérémonies.8 For 

subjective critical hints are certainly found throughout the series, as in the Islamic section: 

especially concerning the actual rituals, customs and fixed ceremonies performed by individual 

clerics. However, we argue that we should look for these performative utterances that attempt 

to constitute a different reality in other details of the engraving. While earlier research tends to 

describe the Bairam illustration from a philological point of view, referring to the references 

outlined by Bernard himself, we argue that the sources for Folkema’s engraving should at least 

partly be sought elsewhere. 

As indicated in the introduction above, neither Picart nor Bernard ever left Europe to 

study Islamic religious ceremonies and customs firsthand, but it would, nevertheless, not be 

appropriate to describe them as mere “armchair travellers”. Brafman (2010: 146-152) has 

mapped Bernard’s most important sources for the fifth volume, which include Guillaume 

Postel’s Alcorani… et Evangelistarum concordiae liber (1543) and De orbis terrae concordia 

(1544), Edward Pococke’s Lam‘ min akhbar al-‘arab: Specimen historiae arabum; sive, 

Gregorii Abul Farajii Malatiensis de origine et moribus arabum (1650), Jean de Thévenot’s 

Relation d’un voyage fait au Levant (1664), Paul Rycaut’s Histoire de l’état présent de l’Empire 

Ottoman (1667), Adriaan Reland’s De religione Mohammedica (1705), Jean Chardin’s Voyages 

en Perse, et autres lieux de l’Orient (1711), Charles de Ferriol’s Recueil de cent estampes 

représentant differentes nations du Levant (1714-1715), Joseph Pitton de Tournefort’s Relation 

d’un voyage du Levant (1717), Jean Gagnier’s De vita et rebus gestis Mahommedis (1723), and 

Henri de Boulainvilliers’s La vie de Mahomet (1730), among others. As the richness of this 

material shows, Bernard was very well read and relied on a collage technique to cull primary 

sources, collecting only the most recent and reliable publications for his book. This also applies 

to the Bairam account:   

 
8 The illustrations by Jan Luyken that inspired Folkema’s depiction of this religious festival also feature two men 

swinging through the air.  
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Je commencerai la description des fêtes à la lune du mois de Siewal, qui est le 

dixiéme mois de l’année Mahometane; à cause que le Bairam, qui se trouve dans 

cette Lune, a quelque rapport avec le nouvel-an des Chrétiens, & que c’est un tems 

de souhaits & de félicitations chez les Musulmans, comme chez nous le nouvel-

an. Il est pourtant vrai aussi que le Bairam suit le jeûne de Rhamadan comme 

Pâque suit le Carême, & que les Mahometans le commencent par une 

réconciliation solemnelle & générale. (Bernard, 1737: 257) 

 

After providing his readers with some general information on the timing of the tradition, as 

well as on the correspondences with Dutch holidays such as the celebration of the New Year 

and Easter, Bernard first mentions the most important sources he relied on in depicting Bairam. 

As he indicates, Jean de Thévenot’s Relation d’un voyage fait au Levant (1664), Paul Rycaut’s 

Histoire de l’état présent de l’Empire Ottoman (1667), and Joseph Pitton de Tournefort’s 

Relation d’un voyage du Levant (1717) are among the most reliable sources. This already 

indicates that Bernard, in shaping his idea of the Bairam festival, engaged in a complex 

interaction between his various sources, thereby formulating his own conception of reality. 

Next, he moves on to a restricted ekphrasis of Folkema’s engraving:  

 

Les divertissemens du Bairam sont représentés en partie dans la taille-douce 

qu’on voit ici. On tend des escarpolettes dans les rues & l’on y voltige en l’air 

assis sur un siége de bois posé au milieu de l’escarpolette que des hommes 

conduisent avec plus ou moins de violence, selon la volonté de celui qui y est 

assis. Cette escarpolette est ornée de plusieurs festons. Un autre divertissement 

des Mahometans c’est cette roue de fortune, prise si souvent pour l’image de la 

vie humaine, où ceux qui sont assis se trouvent tour à tour haut & bas. (ibid.)  

 

Unfortunately, this is all Bernard has to say on the Bairam festival. Although his description is 

entirely based on de Thévenot, Rycaut and de Tournefort, Bernard’s section on Bairam is 

considerable shorter those found in his predecessors’s works. For example, he opts to leave out 

de Thévenot’s (1664: 87) account of the “danger de sortir le jour de Bayram”: 

 

durant ces trois iours il y a des gens qu’on ne peut éuiter, ce sont la pluspart Ianissaires, 

qui se mettent au milieu de la ruë, tenant d’une main une petite bouteille pleine d’eau 
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rose, don’t ils vous iettent quelques goutes quand vous passez, & tendent l’autre main 

pour receuoir les aspres que vous leur voulez donner, & si vous pensez passer sans leur 

rien donner, ils vous arrestent.  

 

Why does Bernard choose to omit this striking passage on the apparent greed of the Janissaries? 

Is it because he intends to make the event sound as familiar as possible? Drawing cross-cultural 

references to New Year greetings, Lent and Easter, as well as inventing a significant title for 

the accompanying illustration, seems to indicate his general modus operandi. By referring to a 

Christian holiday, the Islamic Bairam festivities are set in a broader, socio-cultural framework 

that is known to his readers. Again, comparison between two religions, which is one of the 

main characteristics of the series, is stressed in the Islamic section. Although Hunt, Jacob and 

Mijnhardt (2010b:260) argue that Bernard considered clerics one of his prime “bêtes noires”, 

the editor’s primary focus on the evils of priestcraft does not fully shine through in the 

fragments on the Bairam festivities quoted above.9 On the contrary, it seems as if he is depicting 

a festival that is very similar to those familiar to his European audience. 

In contrast, Folkema gives an account of the Janissaries that is less sympathetic. For 

there are two figures that are performing an economic transaction on the far left of the plate: a 

kind of charlatan and a Janissary. These two characters seem to represent the description in 

Thévenot’s Relation: “tenant d’une main une petite bouteille pleine d’eau rose […] & tendent 

l’autre main pour receuoir les aspres que vous leur voulez donner” (ibid.: 87). While the figure 

on the left bears no clear resemblances to any cultural-specific figure as did the characters 

above, the only stock-figure that we might recognise is that of the Charlatan, a word that is 

frequently used by Bernard (1737:253) to recall Islamic as well as Christian clerics. In contrast, 

the representation of the Janissary is clearly reminiscent of other contemporary depictions of 

Janissaries, especially because of the typical headwear called a “börk”. As the Janissaries were 

often criticised in earlier accounts for their paid services and their abusive actions, it is not 

remarkable that they are represented by Folkema in an economic transaction, which counters 

Bernard’s restricted and more positive depiction. Moreover, it is a clear example of how the 

collective imagination of these earlier sources shaped the visual argument in Folkema’s 

engraving. There are elements within Folkema’s representation of the Bairam festival that are 

 
9 Hunt, Jacob, and Mijnhardt (2010b:261) do acknowledge that Bernard did not appreciate dervishes as much as 

Picart did. They argue that Bernard really was obsessed with the evils of priestcraft, which kept him from seeing 

the potential interest in them. However, he always gave his “dissertations” straightforward and unbiased titles.  
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explicitly based on earlier sources, especially regarding specific characters that Bernard ignores 

in his textual account.  

 

A circulation of individual and collective imaginations of Islam 

Considering the engravings in the Cérémonies series as a whole, the Islamic section can be 

regarded as the odd one out. As Jeff Moronvalle (2012: 428) has shown, most of the engravings 

in the Islamic section are indebted to the legacy of Marquis Charles de Ferriol’s Recueil de cent 

estampes représentant differentes nations du Levant (1714-1715), better known as the Receuil 

Ferriol. Unlike earlier volumes, Picart only supervised the production of the plates for the fifth 

volume. He did not invent new scenes, and he certainly did not draw the rituals and ceremonies 

“d’après nature” as he did with many of the engravings in the previous volumes. Moreover, by 

the time the fifth volume in the series was published, Picart had already died, although we can 

assume that his artistic legacy was carried forward by his students.10 Their production of 

engravings based on the famous seventeenth-century paintings by Jean-Baptiste Vanmour 

effectively shaped knowledge about – and the image of – Islamic culture in early-eighteenth-

century Europe. While a couple of images were based on illustrations in other sources too (i.e. 

Paul Rycaut’s Histoire de l’état présent de l’Empire Ottoman [1676], Adriaan Reland’s De 

religione Mohammedica [1705], and Jean Gagnier’s De vita et rebus gestis Mahommedis 

[1723]), the illustrations in the Cérémonies were almost all based on those made by Vanmour, 

but the Bairam engraving is of a different kind.  

Although earlier research does not explicitly mention the specific origins of the visual 

details in the Bairam illustration, it is clear that the overall scene is copied from Jan Luyken’s 

depictions of the same festival in Jean de Thévenot’s 1689 illustrated edition of the 1664 

Relation d’un voyage fait au Levant (see Figure 2) and G. v. Broekhuizens’s 1681 Dutch 

translation of the same work (see Figure 3).11 This immediately becomes clear when Folkema’s 

engraving is compared with Luyken’s originals. However, several details reveal that Folkema 

relied not only on Luyken’s individual depictions of the Bairam festival, but on a variety of 

images that together shaped the collective imaginary perception of this festival and of Muslims 

 
10 Inger Leemans (2010: 51) has argued that Picart employed a long list of mainly Dutch and Flemish students 

who generally worked exclusively for him. 
11 Brafman (2010) only mentions the overall importance of Jean de Thévenot’s travel literature for the textual 

account of the Cérémonies, as does Giovanni Tarantino (2019: 648), who recalls that the illustration was “inspired 

by Thévenot’s travel observations”. Rizvi (2010:182) adds that “the primary sources utilized for contemporary 

life were Jean de Thévenot on Turkey and the Levant, and John Chardin on Iran”. However, neither of them refers 

to the striking resemblances with Jan Luyken’s original engravings for the 1681 Dutch edition by G. v. 

Broekhuizen (trans.) and Nicolaas ten Hoorn (ed.) and the 1689 illustrated edition of the French original. 
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in general. Consider, for example, the cityscape in both pictures. The architectural features that 

feature in Luyken’s illustrations are clearly based on actual urban scenes. After all, Luyken 

accompanied de Thévenot on his Eastern expeditions. In contrast, Folkema, who could only 

build on secondary images and writings on the Islamic world and culture, turns the venue into 

a European-looking street with classical features – except for the minarets, for the composition 

of the buildings that frame the sides of the picture seem to add a kind of renaissance theatrical 

perspective to the engraving, recalling well-known contemporary designs for scenery. As a 

result, viewing and on-looking are far more central to Folkema’s engraving.  

 

INSERT FIGURES 2 AND 3 NEAR HERE 

 

Another aspect that highlights Folkema’s use of a variety of sources for the imagining 

of Bairam is the inclusion of the symbol of the crescent moon on most of the buildings that 

feature in the background. Although the crescent was often used as a religious symbol on top 

of the minarets of mosques, the extent to which these are featured in Folkema’s illustration is 

far from realistic. Marian Coman (2016: 195) argues this can be explained by the ever-changing 

semantic metamorphosis of the crescent in the early modern period. He notes that the Islamic 

moon symbol developed from an iconographic detail, deliberately and functionally used from 

the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries onward to express power or rule on maps, to a decorative 

element, used by the end of the seventeenth century to create an oriental atmosphere without 

any military or heraldic significance. Moreover, the specific characters that are copied by 

Folkema (i.e. the swinging men, the musicians and some of the spectators), their postures and 

clothing, as well as several other details, reveal that Folkema was heavily indebted to a larger 

mental archive than is usually acknowledged. He grounded his Bairam depiction in both an 

individual source – the Luyken originals – and a broader collective imagination of Islam in 

general. This becomes very clear when we look at a selection of specific characters in the 

Bairam illustration. 

First, in Folkema’s engraving, a lot more revellers are seen and grouped together more 

densely then in Luyken’s original. They all seem to be engaged in the festivities that are taking 

place, including the people who are watching everything from their balconies. The very 

detailed costumes of the various characters are reminiscent of the richly decorated robes and 

cloaks that feature in Picart’s copies of Vanmour’s paintings. It should be noted that the same 

Vanmour originals were used by Jean Berain II, who in 1711 officially took over his father’s 

position at the Paris Opera, in the sets for a play starring a Turkish character (see Figure 4). On 
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the one hand, this shows that academic study and popular culture had far-reaching interests in 

Islamic culture that clearly intertwined. On the other, it also illustrates how the Recueil Ferriol 

was used not only for ethnographic purposes, but also for entertainment and the construction 

of an embodied Muslim.  

 

INSERT FIGURE 4 NEAR HERE 

 

Second, and immediately catching the eye of the spectator, are the three stumbling men, 

depicted in the shadows on the far right of the engraving. These characters are taken from 

Nicolas de Nicolay’s influential Les navigations, peregrinations et voyages, faicts en la Turquie 

(1576), where they are referred to as ‘Les Iuroignes’, from left to right: Azamoglan, Leuenti 

and Azappi (see Figure 5). Mirrored in Folkema’s collage, these characters represent enslaved 

Christians who were forced to serve in the Ottoman army. Nicolay’s work gives a very negative 

description of these men: they are referred to as “drunkards” and “addicts” who are sent out 

onto the streets, endangering all passers-by, as we saw earlier in de Thévenot’s (1664: 158) 

description of the Janissaries. Correspondingly, they had a tremendous impact on the 

development of later stereotypical images of Muslims in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. The exaggerated style of these characters’ facial expression, posture and dress isolate 

an “ethnic and social gestalt”, Brafman (2009: 158) argues: “Nicolay’s subjects are culturally 

typecast characters on the world’s stage. In fact, his image of an azamoglan is strikingly similar 

to that of a supporting character from the Commedia dell’arte.”  

Arguably, this is exactly the reason why these characters still resonate in Picart and 

Bernard’s early-eighteenth-century proto-encyclopaedia of religion. Besides the “Iuroignes”, 

other stereotypical characters that stem from Nicolay’s work can be found in Folkema’s, such 

as the Cadilesquer riding his horse on the left, various Muslim women and a feathered delly 

who is somewhat hidden in the mass central to the engraving.12 This last character is 

particularly illustrative of the way in which Folkema made use of stereotypical Muslim 

characters that gained cultural significance over time. Nicolay’s delly (or deli) became a 

stereotypical figure in the European imagining of Turkish stock characters, representing more 

the fear Europeans felt of this frightening Ottoman soldier than his actual appearance (see 

Figure 6). These kinds of characters combine, in a way, the grotesque and the charming image 

 
12 Respectively a lord chief justice and a member of a light cavalry unit.  
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of the “oriental other” in early modern theatrical traditions of the time (Landweber, 2005: 183-

4). 

 

INSERT FIGURE 6 NEAR HERE 

 

In Folkema’s Bairam engraving, most of these characters are no longer taken out of 

their contexts. On the contrary, they are placed within the specific framework of the festival: 

being portrayed on the early modern Dutch stage that is the Cérémonies, in a concrete and 

contextualised ceremonial event that has recognisable similarities to the religious celebrations 

of other European traditions, they must fulfil their roles in a specific dramatic narrative of 

resemblances and differences between an imagined Islamic crowd and a particular European 

audience. Unlike the isolated stereotypes with exaggerated characteristics in Nicolay’s 

Navigations, the characters in Folkema’s illustration are turned into dramatis personae, 

offering the spectator a more affective and concrete look into the Bairam festival. 

 

Constructing an image of the self 

The above sections indicate that Picart and Bernard were operating at a significant turning point 

in the development of Dutch and European perceptions of Islam, and it is likely that they were 

aware of this. In fact, the preface to the fifth volume of the Cérémonies starts with a substantial 

publisher’s comment, suggesting that Picart and Bernard were acutely conscious of the 

importance of Islam in this series of volumes: “J’ai averti le Lecteur des raisons qui peuvent 

justifier la separation que je fais ici du Mahometisme d’avec toutes les autres Religions” 

(Bernard, 1737: 1A). Indeed, in the previous volume Bernard had already announced that the 

ceremonies and customs of Islam would be tackled in a separate volume: 

 

Il a été impossible de renfermer les Mahometans dans ce Volume, & d’ailleurs il 

est comme necessaire de les isoler. Il seroit peut-être odieux de les mettre avec les 

Chrétiens, & il y auroit eu de l’injustice à les ranger auprès de Nations Idolatres. 

On les donnera donc dans le Volume, suivant, qui doit être le dernier. (Bernard, 

1736: VI) 
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Here, Bernard mentions two important points: first, he states that it is necessary to treat Islam 

separately from the other world religions, indicating that Muslims’ practices cannot be 

unequivocally related either to any other monotheistic religion or to the so-called “idolatrous” 

peoples in Africa, Asia or the Americas; second, he announces that the volume on Islam will 

be the last in the series. This could mean that the section is one of the most important, or that 

it should be regarded as including a culminating argument within the series as a whole. 

In effect, Bernard’s account of Islam is presented in three different types of chapters. 

First, there are the fundaments of Islam: the history of the religion (I), its rules (III), Koran (V), 

confession (VI), catechism (VII), a classification of its sects (XI), and a short biography of 

‘Mahomet’ (II); second, Bernard incorporates two chapters on misconceptions, prejudices and 

stereotypes about Islam that were circulating that time (IV and VIII); and finally, two chapters 

that deal especially with the precepts, customs, rituals and ceremonies found in Ottoman 

Turkey and Safavid Iran (IX and X). In order to fully understand Bernard’s contradictory 

account of Islamic ceremonies, we must briefly consider the importance of his use of aligning 

misconceptions. Here it becomes very clear that the fifth volume, on Islam, can be regarded as 

a kind of exemplar for the whole series, as Bernard constantly stresses the bigger picture, 

pointing out, for example, that  

 

On a tant d’exemples de l’ignorance volontaire ou involontaire, où l’on est des 

Religions différentes de la notre, & il est si bien prouvé par l’Histoire ancienne & 

moderne, même par l’Histoire sacrée, que la plupart des Religions n’ont pas été 

connues par leurs ennemis, ou qu’ils les ont chargées malicieusement de 

calomnies, qu’après cela on ne doit plus être surpris que la Religion Mahometane 

ait subi le même sort. (Bernard, 1737: 87) 

 

Bernard here claims that ignorance is the worst enemy of both a mutual understanding of 

different religious practices, and of tolerance. Crucial for understanding this statement, are the 

personal backgrounds of both the editor and the engraver. Picart and Bernard were French 

Protestant refugees who had to flee France after Louis XIV’s revocation of the Edict of Nantes 

in 1685. Their writings on the various religious ceremonies of the world should therefore 

always be linked to a very broad history of criticism on the part of Protestants that dated from 

the fifteenth century. However, there is an important difference between the modus operandi of 

these two Protestant refugees and their critical predecessors; it is far more implicit than other 

Protestant sources in earlier years. Although they undoubtedly had access to these critiques, 
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they also rely on a broad variety of sources from the religions they depict. Nevertheless, there 

is absolutely no way of avoiding the fact that all religions are equally criticised for their highly 

“theatrical” way of staging religious ceremonies. This is already stated in Bernard’s opening 

words in his “Dissertation sur le culte religieux”, at the beginning of the first volume: 

 

La plus grande partie des hommes ignoreroit qu’il y a un Dieu, si le culte qu’on 

doit lui rendre n’étoit accompagné de quelques marques exterieures. Moins on a 

connu l’Etre supreme & plus ces marques ont été bizarres & extravagantes. 

L’Ignorance a même poussé la Devotion jusqu’à l’inhumanité, & les plus sages 

parmi un nombre infini de redoutables Devots sont restés au ridicule. (Bernard, 

1723: III) 

 

However, while he clearly denounces the overtly theatrical features of all religions, in the 

Islamic section, it seems as if Bernard is looking for a religious ally. After all, he used the last 

volume of the series on all the world’s religions to raise a couple of troubling and subversive 

questions on the nature of devotion, turning Islam into a test case for monotheism in general. 

This might explain why he chose to leave out the rather explicitly negative depiction of the 

Janissaries that is found in de Thévenot (1664). In contrast, Folkema found a more implicit 

way to highlight the ambiguous role played by the Janissaries in the Bairam account. 

Completely in the style of Picart, he did so by performatively embodying within his engraving 

Islamic characters that had previously featured in Luyken and Nicolay. Rizvi indicates that, 

through this “economic reuse of images”, the engravers of the Cérémonies deliberately 

animated the illustrations they copied from other artists by conflating proto-ethnography and 

the visual arts – encompassing theatre, music, literature and painting. In this way, they required 

their spectators to “participate in an artistic endeavor that moved from an engagement with 

visual authenticity toward an emotive connection with human subjectivity” (Rizvi, 2010: 180).  

Taking up his spectators into a flurry of images that were circulating throughout and 

beyond the Dutch Republic and relying on a collage technique to assemble different details 

within one and the same engraving, Folkema’s depiction of the Bairam festival clearly relies 

on an individual as well as a collective Dutch imagination of this Islamic festival. 

Consequently, this sort of design imprinted on the general perception of Islam in the Dutch 

Republic a new conception of Ottoman rituals that had an undeniable performative impact. 

Moreover, it shaped the ways in which an early modern Dutch readership formed in image not 

only of Muslims, but also of itself in relation to Islam. Thus, Folkema’s Bairam engraving is 
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indeed exemplary, not only of the general perception of Muslims in the Dutch Republic, but 

also of the particular way in which Picart and Bernard represented Islam in the Cérémonies.  
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Figure 1: Jacob Folkema, Le BAIRAM ou la Pâque des MAHOMETANS, 1737. 

Engraving, 334 mm x 215 mm, in Bernard Picart, Cérémonies et coutumes religieuses de tous 

les peuples du monde. Volume 5 (Amsterdam: Jean Frederic Bernard, 1737), after page 256. 
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Figure 2: Jan Luyken, Popular entertainment at the Bairam Festival (1), 1681.  

 

Engraving, 169 mm x 131 mm. In Gedenkwaardige en zeer naauwkeurige reizen van den heere 

De Thevenot: Uit het Fransch vertaald door G. v. Broekhuizen (’t Amsterdam: by Jan Bouman, 

1681), after page 76.  



 25 

 
 

Figure 3: Jan Luyken, Popular entertainment at the Bairam Festival (2), 1689. 

 

Engraving, 143 mm x 81 mm. In Jean de Thévenot, Voyages tant en Europe qu'en Asie et en 

Afrique, 4 parts (Paris: Charles Angot, 1689), page 141.  
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Figure 4: Jean Berain II, Costume de Turc avec étude d’une coiffure alternative, entre 

1714 et 1726. 

 

Engraving, Musée du Louvre, Département des Arts graphiques, 1658 DR/ Recto. © RMN-

Grand Palais (Musée du Louvre) – Thierry Le Mage. 
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Figure 5: De Dronkcaerts, 1576. 

 

Engraving in Nicolas de Nicolay, De schipvaert ende reysen gedaen int landt van Turckyen 

(Antwerp : Williem Silvius, 1577), after page 180, fo. 153. 
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Figure 6: Delly/D’welck te segghen is/ stoute Sot, 1576. 

 

Engraving in Nicolas de Nicolay, De schipvaert ende reysen gedaen int landt van Turckyen 

(Antwerp : Willem Silvius, 1577), after page 248, fo. 250. 


