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Extended abstract

The language of symbols and mysteries is one of the methods of expression
and creation in artistic and literary works by the artist. Certain artistic schools
and movements—such as conceptual art, abstract art, art created based on
religious and spiritual elements, art produced by mystics or followers of
futuwwa, and artworks formed within the context of symbol, sign, and
myth—are closely linked to the language of symbols and mysteries.
According to Iranian sages and mystics, meaning can manifest both
externally and internally. The general audience can understand the apparent
meaning; however, understanding the inner meaning requires knowledge
and intuitive awareness. Inner meaning is symbol and mystery, and it can
only be discovered by those familiar with symbolic knowledge. In Sufi
terminology, a symbol is the inner meaning concealed beneath the outward
words, inaccessible to those outside the path. Here, the symbol refers to
what is hidden beneath apparent speech.

This article analyzes the relationship that the Muslim artist establishes with
different degrees of the symbol. This analysis is based on the positions of
the Muslim artist in relation to concepts of symbolization and deciphering
across various levels. The research method of this article is descriptive-
analytical in nature. The information-gathering method is library-based and
relies on indexing tools from primary sources of Traditionalist thinkers and
explanatory secondary sources. These library sources are related to the
subject of symbol, symbolization, and decoding in Islamic art. Data analysis
is conducted qualitatively with a qualitative content analysis approach. The
research findings are obtained through the lens of Traditionalist thinkers
such as René Guénon—a scholar who, believing in the relationship between
form and shape and their levels, considered the higher realm as the archetype
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of the lower and regarded the lower levels as symbols of the higher levels.
The existence of pairs of form and meaning is one of the systems that holds
significance in the world of creation and, consequently, in religious law.
The connection between meaning and its manifestation in form differs
across various artistic expressions. An artist, depending on the worldview
and culture in which he is raised, chooses different methods to achieve this
manifestation in his art, just as the cosmos itself consists of multiple levels.
One level belongs to the world of meaning, and another to the world of
form. Between these two, other levels also exist. However, each level acts
as a veil to the level above it, preventing the perception of the meanings and
truths of the higher levels within the lower ones.

Often, in the transmission of meanings from the world of meaning to the
world of form, the artist undergoes a stage of decoding and a stage of
encoding. In the stage of decoding, the artist interprets the symbols of the
natural world—namely the world of creation—and engages in discovering
or unveiling the secrets of this world. Undoubtedly, symbols are not
unveiled through intellect or sensation alone; rather, the inner capacities of
intuition and insight within the human being make decoding possible. By
outlining the levels of these worlds and their relationship in the processes
of symbolization and decoding by the artist, one can identify three stages—
concealment, unveiling, and manifestation—in the process of creating a
work of art.

In the stage of unveiling, the artist decodes the natural world and extracts
meanings from nature, matter, or the world of creation. But in the stage
of manifestation, these meanings must enter human artistic works. This
stage in the creative process can be described as manifestation. Since in
the manifestation stage, great meanings must once again transform into
material-world appearances, the artist is inevitably required to once again
use symbols and manifest meaning through symbolic forms. Therefore, it
could be said that the work of the artist is both decoding and encoding.
The artist expresses meanings through forms and symbols so that each
person, according to his capacity, may perceive these meanings. The position
of the artist in the process of creating a work of art is of great importance.
This person’s (the artist’s) view of art is not merely as a profession or a
means of earning a livelihood, but as a mission. For a Muslim artist, this
mission is the decoding of the world—a decoding that reveals the mysteries
of existence and manifests them through art. The Muslim artist often learns
artistic skills within a traditional culture and civilization under the guidance
of a master craftsman. However, before teaching the technical skills, the
master first imparts the ethics and values of the craft. In the process of
creating artworks, each artist, depending on the refinement and discipline
of his soul and his connection to the world of meaning, establishes a
different relationship with the concept of the symbol. One group seeks a
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true understanding of the symbol and its manifestation in art, while another
carries only the outward form of the symbols without grasping their higher,
essential meanings.

Thus, artists may be categorized into three levels in their relation to symbolic
concepts: bearers of the symbol, discoverers of the symbol, and creators of
the symbol. Creators of the symbol are those who use the language of art
to manifest hidden messages and meanings in their work. They employ
various artistic media—such as painting, calligraphy, architecture, and
pottery—to convey religious, philosophical, social, and political concepts
in a symbolic manner. They make use of symbols, geometric shapes, colors,
and inscriptions to express meanings that go beyond the surface of the work.
Discoverers of the symbol include both artists and audiences. These are
individuals who attain a proper understanding of the hidden meanings and
wisdom embedded in traditional and Islamic arts. They interpret and expand
upon these meanings through the use of the symbols and forms present in
artworks, acting as intermediaries between the creators and bearers of the
symbol. Bearers of the symbol are artists who serve as a bridge between
Islamic and contemporary art. Although they have not grasped the deep
meanings and hidden wisdom in Islamic arts, have managed to transfer the
cultural heritage of the past to new generations by focusing on techniques
and creating the outward forms of these arts.

Therefore, it can be said that the artist first seeks to discover and understand
the truths of the world, and then seeks to manifest those truths. The language
through which this truth is expressed is the language of symbolism, and the
artist engages in a kind of symbol-making within the world. The process of
creating artworks through the language of symbolism unfolds through the
stages of veiling (sitr), unveiling (inkishaf), and manifestation (tajalli)—a
progression through which the artist, by deeply contemplating these levels,
can attain the truth of existence. Passing through these stages in the creative
process is achievable only for artists at the level of symbol creators. It is
only these artists who have refined and disciplined their souls—who have
reached this rank, and they are exceedingly rare. However, artists at the
levels of discoverers and bearers of the symbol are far more numerous, and
each, according to their position, carries a part of art’s sacred mission.

Keywords: Islamic Art, Sacred Art, Traditionalism, Symbol, Symbolic Art,
Mystical Art
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