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Abstract:
The arts rise above the limitations of language and texts to offer a window onto
other cultures. Artistic beauty and aesthetics can travel across time and place, and
transcend cultural and ethnic boundaries. But at the same time, the arts can reflect
values and ideals of a particular culture expressed within a particular time and
place. Looking particularly at Islamic arts, this article explores the close
connection between beauty and the sacred, between a search for beauty and
refinement of one’s desire and character, between nature and revelation.
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What is this tent? Could one say thus:
An ocean full o f pearls?
Candles, ten thousand, in a bowl
Of enamel so brig ht?
[Nasir Khu sraw - 11th. century]

In thi s poem, Nasir Khusraw expresses a deep sense of awe
befo re the beauty of creatio n. Taking to heart th e Qur' anic
verse, "And we shall show t hem our sign s in the hor izon and
in t hem selves" (41:53), he looks upon th e book of natur e as
replete w ith symbo ls intimating the presence of its Creato r.
Like a paintbrush of wo rds in t he poet 's hand, Khus raw 's
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tent, a huge glass bowl shimmeri ng w ith poi nts of light,
Khusraw revels in th e aw esome magnif icence ofthe universe.
The arts rise abov e the lim ita tions of lan gu ag e an d t ext s
t o offe r a w indow into othe r cultur es. Capt iv ati ng the ear
and eye, th ey d raw o ne more readi ly into unf am iliar wo rl ds .
In many cases, gening to know anot her cu lture thro ug h it s
visua l and performing arts is m ore pr ofound and movi ng
t han only throu gh its w ritings and cu stoms . The arts form a
bridg e between peop le w ho are dis t ant from each ot her and
have no co nnectio ns save fo r t rade. Th e beauty and aest hetics of arts can travel across time and place, and transcend cu ltural and ethnic bo und aries.

It can also crea te a

sha red ethos among th ose w ho do not hav e a com mo n reli gion or race. In A ndalu sia, for instance, th e M udej ar arts
w ere app reciated and cu lt iva ted not o nly by M us lims, but by
J ew s and Christians ali ke.

In part icular, de corativ e arts

found in the orna mentatio n and desig n of text iles, cerami cs,
carpets, ti les, metal ware, fo untain s, arches, and gardens
lend t hemselves t o w ider use in a soci ety.
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At the same time, w hile t he app eal of artist ic expression

(48:10).The calli grapher's praye r is to become an in strume nt in

transcends cultures, th e arts also reflect th e values of a partic-

t he Hand of God th rou gh perfect surrender, co ncentration, and

ular culture. Islamic arts mi rror t he tim eless ideals of Islam

devotion. As a sym bol of creat ivi ty as we ll as intellect, the pen

expressed w ithin a part icular place an d ti m e. They manifest

is m enti oned

both perennial spirit ual values as we ll as local notions of

Muham mad : " Recite! And thy Lord is the Most Bounteou s, He

aestheti cs and crafts manship. Islamic arts play on th e con cept

w ho teaches by the pen, t eaches humanity wh at it knew not "

of th e One and th e m any: the One as the bounteou s Source of

(96:3). Calligraphy, the most distinctiv e and cultiv at ed of

in t he fi rst ver se rev ealed

to

Prop het

the many, and the fe licitou s return of the many to th e One.

Islam ic arts, has apt ly been describ ed as the geom etr y of the

They direct atte ntion to God 's nearness, yet my stery, th rou gh

spirit. Hazrat A li, know n as th e fou ndin g patro n of calligraphy

aesth etic experiences mediated through th e senses, experi-

and inventor of th e Kufic sty le, report edly said: " The w hole

ences th at evoke th e wo nder of creation. It is oft en said th at art

Our 'an is contained in et-Fetiti s (Opening surah); th e Fatiha in

in Islami c cultures exists not ju st for the sake of art itself, but to

t he Basma Jah, th e Basm alah in th e Ba, and t he Ba in th e dot

act as a cons tant remind er of th e beauty of God 's presence.

below It" Originatin g wi th a single point from w hich are drawn

Both nature (God 's creati on) and th e arts (human creatio ns) are

an endless variety of lines, shapes and me anin gs, calli graphy

understoo d as intimatio ns of Div ine me rcy.

demands exquisite cont ro l, balance, and proport ion. Th e most

In Islami c arts, t here is a connect ion between beauty and th e

handso me calli graphy is thu s a sign of refinement and signals

sacred. The Our 'an is filled w it h ve rses exhort ing huma n

discipline of hand, m in d and so ul.

bei ngs to wi tness the endless ma rvels of God 's creativity. The

metaphorically, is also a script or wo rk o f art in progr ess; each

Every human lif e,

word" aya t" refers not only to th e verses of revelat ion in the

person a pen writing and sketching his or her own life. In life

Our 'an but also to creatio n itself. Divine creativ ity and wisdom

as in art, t he que stion is

w hether th e individu al, th rough

are inexhaustible as expressed in the ve rse, " If all the t rees on

repeated mom ents of surrende r (islam ), w ill w rite his o r her life

earth we re pen s, and if t he sea eked out by seven seas more

w ith God 's hand guid ing it.

w ere ink, th e Words of God could not be written out unto th e

In Islam, the re is an intimate relati onship between the search

end" (31:27). Not only is God 's creation conti nuous and limit-

fo r beauty and th e refine me nt of one's nature. The aest hetic

less, its very unfoldi ng is purpos eful : "Sa y: 0 God ! Thou hast

pu rsuit of beauty has an ethical im pulse since t he artist culti -

not created thi s in vain" (3:191). Islam ic arts t hus involve the

vates a wa y of being in t he w orld that intuits and senses

th ou ghtful con templat ion and remembrance (dhikr) of Creator,

minutely th e inherent com plexity and intricacy of t he uni verse.

creation, and creat ivity.

In th is respect, th e artist shares t he t emperam ent of the scien-

The artist seeks to become like the pen in th e Hand of God

ti st w ho pays close attention to thi ngs in order to appreciate

alo ng w ith those w ho pledg e alleg iance to the proph et and are

their intrinsic nature. Both th e search for beauty and th e

thu s gui ded by God: "The Hand of God is upo n th eir hands"

respon se t o it is root ed in a di sposit io n th at cult iv ates a
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partic ular m o od and di scip lin e, o ne that is attenti ve to th e

boo ks wide n the read er's int el lectu al ho rizons, so too Islami c

sig ns of di vi ne my steries in th e ho rizon and in the self. A ll t he

arts tr ain t he view er's eye to ext end its v isio n of life beyon d t he

senses are enliste d in t he search for beauty bot h du rin g t he

v isib le spect rum .

pro cess of its imaginat iv e creat io n as w ell as at the m om ent of

A rtistic endeavor is th us a particular way of atte nd ing to the

its percept ion and co nte mplat io n. In th e Qur'a nic ve rse tha t

wo rld. Any effort at artistic creat io n from th e most or d inary of

d escri bes th e sou l's companio ns in t he gar de ns of parad ise,

objects (a p ray er cap) to t he m ost su blime (t he Al hambra)

beauty and good are identif ied as o ne: "Wherei n are fo und

requ ires o ne to cont em p late th e nature of a thing, w het her it is

(co m panio ns) good and bea ut if ul" (55:70). The role ' of t he

a f lower, brick, rock crysta l o r snowflake. As w e pass a f lower,

senses in perceivin g beaut y is crucial, and they m ust be m ade

we may see it mindl essly, w it hout really attending to its pres-

keen th rou gh piety and pu rity. Th e pursuit of beauty is t hus ti ed

ence. A n artist who pass es th e f lower looks at it d ifferently.

t o the perfect io n of desi re and character. In Ism ail i th oug ht,

Trained t o perceive beauty and st ruct ure in t he m ost ord in ary

t his co nst it utes th e t ransformat io n of th e low er sou l (nafs) into

of thin gs, th e art ist's eye notices t he f lower's beaut iful shape ,

th e hig her spi rit (r uh) of t he self.

t he soft textu re of its petals, th e w ay they sw irl arou nd its cen-

In hi s Sym posiu m , Plato insists tha t t rain ing in th e percep-

ter, th e sat uratio n and hues of its colors, and its delicious and

t ion of beauty is indisp ensable for perfecting human life since

soothi ng scent. By payi ng atte ntion in th is way t o t he f lower,

it lead s th e self to a proper or ie ntat io n w it hin th e u niverse. He

t he artist has lost herself in it , and in th ose few m oments as

argues , in fact, t hat t hose w ho possess t he keenest abi lity to

she surrenders herse lf to its exqu isite beauty, she gratefu lly

perceive beauty come closest to t ouchin g immo rtali ty.Thi s per-

receives its mystery. This generosity t hat nature y ields t o t he

cept ion , how ever, is not m erely t he enjoyme nt of beaut iful

percept ive eye alte rs t he inn er wo rld and articu lates a relati on -

ob jects . More import ant ly, it refe rs to t he di scern m ent of beau-

ship t o Go d's creat io n t hat gove rns how o ne oug ht to treat all

ty in t hou ghts, emot io ns, acti o ns, and soc iety. For Plato, t he

tha t is in it includ ing t he fl ow er. Much is t hus taug ht to us by

ultimate purpose of t raining a pe rso n t o perceive beauty is to

th e pages of nat ure w hich are as saturate d with m eanin g as

d raw out t rue v irtue.

Similarly, in Islami c aestheti cs the per-

are t he div in e verses of revelati on. Learnin g t o perceive th e

cept io n of beauty is considered to hav e moral implication s and

wo rld w it h an app reciat ive eye is th us also a path t o pr ofoun d

effects. Since respons ive ness to beau ty is sim u lta neously an

humility and und erscor es t he et hica l imperati ve enjo ined upo n

expressio n of g ratit ude to th e So urce of all beauty, it endows

Ada m and hi s desce ndan ts, [l .e., hum anit y ) to care for God's

o ne with a generosity of spirit that is essential to all m o ral

creatio n. Th e centra l ethic of Islami c arts is to liv e as if

responsib ility . Thi s is becau se, ultimately, all arts are bo rne out

"Whichsoever way you t urn is t he face of God " (2:115). ...

of acts of gene rosity, fo r th e arti st shares insight s into reality
that are often beyo nd t he ken of the o rd inary perso n. Ju st as
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