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are really used to thinking of-much
less actually living-embroidery, or
weaving, or gardening or everyday
conversation and storytelling as in­
tegral acts of prayer. One striking
indicator of this very different under­
standing of the spiritual role of both
'artist' and audience in traditional
Islamic cultures is that the closest
expression one could find for the
humanities or fine arts in many
Islamicate languages, adabiyat is
simply the plural of adab, a term
that could be very roughly translated
as "the spiritually and ethically ap­
propriate attitude and its harmoni­
ous expression in right action in
each particular situation.' From this
point of view, the very act of artistic
creation and appreciation necessar­
ily requires an unsettling and de­
manding kind of inner surrender,
before one can discover the under­
lying peace of the deeper, divine
harmony to which it leads: in fact
those two inseparable aspects of this
expe~ence of the artist's transform­
ing intention--contemplative 'surren­
der' and the resulting spiritual
'peace'-together are the original
literal meaning of the Arabic word
'islam'.

Y et another fundamental feature
of the traditional Islamic arts

and humanities-implicit in each of
~ the points mentioned above-was

the typical anonymity of their cre­
ators and the pervasiveness of those
cultural forms precisely among the
most 'popular' and 'uneducated' el­
ements of society. (As a visible
emblem.. of this reality that once
encompassed every area of social
and communal life, one need only
think of the countless masterpieces
of carpets and textiles woven by
women from the most diverse tribal
~d village settings:) One striking
indication of the' deeper truth of the
Koranic perspective is the way that
the actual concrete realization of
these essential spiritual virtues,
whether in the 'arts' or any other
area of human life, seems to have
remarkably little to do with the formal
learning and 'official' religious ide­
ologies of the past or present.
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The Arabic language has a
singularly expressive term, il;Jsan,
for describing this unique God-given
capacity for actually perceiving, and
then bringing into existence, what is
beautiful-andat the same time truly
good: a single word conveys the
inner unity of that living awareness.
In tl1e Koran, that rare spiritual vir­
tue is connected above all to God's
special love for the prophets or the
most accomplished saints, in a way
that may inevitably seem far re­
moved from our own ordinary, so­
cially constructed conceptions of
either good or beauty. But in a
famous Prophetic l;Jadith that is still
Widely used as a sort of catechism
in many parts of the Islamic world
today, Mu1)ammad describes the true
nature of ihsan in terms that clearly
suggest the most characteristic pIjn­
ciples of Islamic art: the harmonious
marriage of aesthetic, ethical and
intellectual perceptions and demands
within their unifying spiritual Source
and Aim.

The l;Jadith itself recounts the
Messenger's replies to three ques­
tions posed by a mysterious white­
robed stranger, who he eventually
identifies for his companions as the
angel "Gabriel, who came to teach
the people their Religion" (Din, the

,primordial relationship between the
soul and its Creator). Nothing more
clearly highlights the culminating and
guiding role of aesthetic perception
and creation-and the essentially
spiritual understanding of the artist's
activity-Within this tradition. The
stranger's first two questions are
about the intellectual and ethico­
ritual dimensions of religion, which
the Prophet answers by summariz-

. ing the objects of faith and the
essential religious obligations of
monotheism, prayer, charity and
fas~g. Then Gabriel asks him "What
is il;Jsan?", the perception and real­
ization of what is truly beautiful and
good. Mu1)ammad's reply is usually
translated as "To serve God as though
you see Him; and even if you did
not see Him, surely He sees you."
But the last part of his reply can also
be translated even more revealin°gly:
"...and if you are not, then you do
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see Him..." This art has accomplished
its purpose when its viewer (or
listener) disappears in the contem­
plation of that divine Beauty.

T he Islamic arts and humanities
have their genesis, in every

cultural and social setting, in the
ongoing spiritual obligation to com­
municate the primordial message of
the Koran (including that of all the
earlier prophets and messengers) in
ways that can effectively touch and
transform the lives and souls of each
human being. From that perspective,
the recorded teachings of the Prophet
and the Imams (including the l;Jadith
we have just recounted) ~re really
the first Islamic exemplars of that , .
necessarily ongoing creative process'
of teaching and transformation. An
awareness of the fundamental spiri-­
tual necessity of that process, and of
its indispensable preconditions at
any time, suggests rather different
perspectives and agendas from those
so loudly and vociferously pro­
claimed by the modem 'defenders'
(and detractors) of religion.

Another way of opening up
those forgotten perspectives is to
reflect more deeply on just what it
was that enabled the master of Shiraz
to compress everything we have
discussed-and so much more-into
these few lines:

The Musician/Composer of
Love has a wondrous
instrument and song:

The impression of each chord
(S)he strikesl has its way
to a Place.

May the world never be with
out the lament of lovers-­

Such a beautifully harmonious
and joy-giving melody2

it has!

Notes
1. Also: "each veil(S)he removes/sets up...
2. AlsQ: 'intention' and 'air, atmosphere'.
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