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Calligraphy Aestheticism

Ali Reza Hashemi Nejad
Shahid Bahonar University of Kerman

Abstract

Calligraphy which has roots as any other traditional art in
the society's theology, is the most important and most effective
Persian's traditional arts in Islamic era .The aesthetic analysis of
general eastern arts has not a long pedigree, so their many
values still remain unknown. Owing to the fact that the
analysists were influenced by western aesthetic values, the
nature of some of the traditional arts such as calligraphy, were
denied. Based on western aestheticism, a real art must have two
certain functions: imaginative and expressive. Considering form
and content, even mere mundane aspects, calligraphy has both
of them. Having recognition of the aesthetic concepts in
calligraphy originally depends on having these two senses of
beauty and creativity based on diametrical approach. They
undeniably confine artist's creativity and expression.
Nonetheless a calligrapher has been able to demonstrate his

individual characteristic in his works.

Keywords :
Aesthetics , Calligraphy , Traditional Arts
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1. Introduction

Works of art are the product of a process entailing
enquiry, reaction to the surroundings, sensitivity,
selection of materials and theme, which culminate into
an end product that shapes a certain concept in the mind
of the target audience. All these, are undoubtedly
effective in the analysis and assessment of the works of
art created as the result of interaction between the
above factors.

Intellectual appreciation and assessment of the works of
art -a product of the enlightenment period and an
answer to man’s inclination to eradicate vagueness-
stems from the West, the cradle of the systematic
aesthetic analysis of arts, particularly of plastic arts in
the last couple of centuries or so. Notwithstanding, the
root goes back to ancient Greek philosophers as Plato,
Aristotle, Plotinus and the like.

The orient has never even tried a rational aesthetic
analysis of arts. Whether the shortcoming stems from
scholar’s negligence or community’s attitude, is the
basis of another study. Clearly, any attempt to carry out
intellectual and perhaps quick-tempered and surface
aesthetic analysis of the oriental and particularly Iranian
traditional arts revolves round Western values resulting
in either incorrect analysis or total gainsay of the
essence of a particular art.

The author has no intention of underestimating the
parameters of Western aestheticism, which seems to
revolve round the knowledge of forms and shapes and
their relationships with a human-centered pattern of
thought as a mundane reality in order to limit some
objective and factual measures in the framework of
definitions. Traditional art depicts the relationship of
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form and shape from one side and ratiocination,
illumination and the influence of community’s theology
from the other. So, thorough analysis should not only
take advantage of Western aestheticism, but also rely
on wider and quite different set of parameters which
cover the unknown aspects of such arts. Calligraphy, as
an important and impressive art, bearing traditional and
sacred values of Eastern culture constitutes a suitable
topic for study.

Some believe that calligraphers cannot feel the aesthetic
experience of art, for in calligraphy, this most applied,
systematic and geometric of arts, active artistic
elements such as expression and creativity do not exist.
The author endeavors to show the aesthetic elements of
calligraphy.

2. Definition of Calligraphy

Calligraphy, defined as “the art of beautiful writing”
[Osborne, p185] enjoys a high value in oriental
cultures. It i1s “considered as an act of virtue among
Muslims”. [Soodavar, p 20]. The value does not stem
from beautiful forms, rather it lies in the fact that
calligraphy creates a link between the form and the text
from one side and artist’s mentality from the other.
Calligraphy is not just a means of communication for
an ordinary message, but a medium which carries
universal features. Hence, not all beautiful writings per
se can be called calligraphy. The development of
calligraphy, in cultures having universal expressions
could be attributed to the creation of an outer and inner
link.

When Muslims, in their attempt to write Qur’anic
verses tried to design a beautiful dress for the loved
one, they might have been replying to the question “Do
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we not deserve something to soothe our eyes now that
we have something to caress our ears?”’[Lings, p 29].
As they lacked the appropriate means to write the word
of God, they tried to align the form and content “in
order to write the Qr’an in a style worthy of its eternal
message.” [ ferrier,(Shimmel) , p306]. Although text
constitutes a factor of prime importance but does it
suffice to say that it is the main feature in the
emergence and definition of calligraphy? The answer is
negative. We believe that “to create, or better, to
achieve, true calligraphy to be created, several elements
have to combine: the attitude of society to writing, the
importance of the texts, definite (often mathematically
based) rules about the correct interaction between lines
and space and their relationship to each other, mastery
and understanding of the script, the writing material and
the tools used for writing.” [Gaur, p 165]. In the above
definition, which  could be categorized as
comprehensive, we notice that it were factors such as
text comprehension, clear writing and easy reading that
pushed the Islamic community to create calligraphy and
devise rules to create forms that could be generalized.
What necessitated an accurate record of the text was the
revelation of the Qur’an in a community where the
highest form of written literature was limited to
“Mu’allagat Sab’” (The Seven Suspended Odes)
[Ayati, p 10] which made all factors fro the emergence
of calligraphy to culminate together.

Scribes took advantage of mathematics and geometry to
give letters a kind of “spiritual form” [khatibi &
Sijelmassi, p6]. The Persian and the Byzantine
discovered that mathematics would give them a
capability to ascend to spiritual peaks, for it is not only
a means to  keep away from iconography and
objectivity, but would bring the reflection of the deities
down into the material scene to make it transparent.”
Undoubtedly, = mathematical ratios appear as
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geometrical forms in Islamic arts. That is why the first
basic move towards calligraphy emerged in the form of
three main factors namely “rhombic dot, the ‘standard’
alif and the ‘standard’ circle.” [Gaur, p166].

Up to now all factors cited were outside the artist’s
mind to form calligraphy, while the artist’s mentality
played an important role in the development of
calligraphy even after attaining mastery. The
relationship of calligraphy with the fundamentals of
Islam and its most sacred phenomenon i.e. Qur’an, has
renowned calligraphy as a sacred and religious art. The
Muslim calligrapher is also known as a sacred artist.
The inspiration is metaphysical and supernatural and
the evolution of form and strokes depend on the artist’s
knowledge and observation of the divine. In other
words, the aesthetic development of a calligrapher
shapes from material to spiritual, thus, calligrapher’s
understanding of spiritual world and interpretation is a
determinant factor. One cannot gain full understanding
of all dimensions of calligraphy just through material
analysis of one’s mentality of this word.

| do not agree that the tools have an important role in
the creation of calligraphy, but in specific cultural
environments, one could consider the tools as a major
factor in the development of certain types of
calligraphy. For instance, elimination of reed pen and
ink in Islamic calligraphy would deprive us from
achieving values that are interwoven with calligraphers’
own observation of form and content of the text, their
image of the shape and geometry of letters and their
relations with the environment. The brush plays this
role in Chinese calligraphy. The reed pen and the brush
cannot be replaced in the developed forms of Islamic
and Chinese calligraphy, because the former is destined
to achieve certain geometry. Here the tools have a
definite role.
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3- Aesthetic Qualities of Calligraphy
3-1- Expression
3-1-1- The Essence of Expression in the Sacred Art

When studying aesthetic qualities we run into terms
such as:

“‘dynamic’, ‘vivid’, ‘trite’, ......... ” [Hanfling, p 67].
In the traditional art of calligraphy we find such terms
as strong, sweet, right, simple, pleasant, ranked, etc.
One of the most essential qualities nowadays, is the
‘expressive’ quality. That is, the work has to convey a
message, a feeling, an observation of a moment etc....
Could we see such a quality in calligraphy? If literary
senses and phrases are omitted from a piece of
calligraphy, what other message is left? Or, if not at the
service of writing Qur’an, could it be called sacred art?
Or is it just Qur’anic calligraphy that labels it as ‘the
sacred art’?

To answer the above, one has to say: Were it not
because of their universal message, the phenomena
would never cross the boarder of crafts and would
never be considered arts. They would never come into
existence either. We do not claim that calligraphy could
not have been in the service of Qur’anic writing. We
stated that the existence of sacred texts caused
calligraphy to appear. Civilizations that lack texts of
eastern richness have never felt the necessity of
calligraphy.

In Far-eastern and Islamic regions, there are texts of
sacred origin and °‘the sacred means the absolute
invisible and super humane that represents Minoo and
Divinity’. [Sattari, p 71] for “ the sacred marks an
eruption of the higher worlds in the psychic and



material planes of existence. All that comes directly
from the spiritual world....” [Nasr, p 6] such that the
beginning of Quranic Sura No. 68 thus: ““ ‘Nun, and by
the Pen!” could inspire the pious to ponder the secret
qualities of letters and to invent ever new variations.” [
Ferrier,(Shimmel), p 306]

3-1-2- The Reality of the Sacred and its Relation with
Expression

To the people of primitive and traditional communities,
the sacred is quite real and undeniable for “the sacred is
equivalent to a power, and, in the last analysis, to
reality. The sacred is saturated with being. Sacred
power means reality and at the same time enduringness
and efficacity.”[ Eliade, p 13]. So, what is a
calligrapher expressing vis-a-vis the sacred and the
environment emanating the sacredness? The sacred and
the divine are far from human emotions and feelings. It
does not emanate mundane concepts. There flows the
truth of perfection. To the primitive man, it is the sacred
which embodies any perfect phenomenon. In other
words, it covers the beauty or the absolute reality. That
IS why the artist refrains from worldly matters and
expresses the divine truths. This quality, i.e. expression
of beauty is the absolute end of the sacred art.

Of course this quality encompasses all traditional arts
and ‘“‘the traditional art is concerned with the truths
contained in the tradition of which it is the artistic and
formal expression.”[Nasr, p 254]

3-1-3- Expression vis-a-vis Application of Traditional
Arts

Traditional arts have come into being along man’s
tangible life, as a deniable reality to fulfill real needs.

AR



Refuters of the expressive aspect of the traditional arts
have based their reasoning on the same applicatory
aspect saying that calligraphy is an applied art and the
artist, using fixed shapes of letters, is just at the service
of recording man’s thoughts and if the linguistic
element is omitted, we face forms signifying nothing.

The applicability of traditional art is of prime value per
se, since it is at the service of absolute beauty and
discovery of excellence. This leads us to the belief that
“traditional art is functional in the most profound sense
of this term, namely, that it is made for a particular use
whether it be the worshiping of God in a liturgical act
or the eating of a meal. It is, therefore, utilitarian but
not with the limited meaning of utility identified with
purely earthly man in mind. Its utility concerns
pontifical man for whom beauty is as essential a
dimension of life and a need as the house that shelters
man during the winter cold.”[Nasr, p 255]

An understanding of the beauty of traditional art in
modern man’s life frees him from the monstrous image
of the material life and pushes him towards divinity
where one faces an eternal cycle of becoming, a
mystical journey. In a link to the unknown, perfection
gains endless meaning. One experiences a new facet of
the beauty. Every moment a new and different aesthetic
feature is revealed. The link ties the man to a source of
eternal beauty.

Do not observe this art as sheer forms,

That suddenly ends up in the sleep of death,
Take the form as clothing and a walking stick
Do they move if not clad in intelligence and soul?

[Rumi, p 499]
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3-1-4- Expression of Beauty, the Ultimate Aim of
Calligraphy

A calligrapher aims to express his view of beauty. This
endeavor, of course, makes sense just within the
cultural spirituality out of which it has emerged. It is in
such an environment that the calligrapher creates forms
of letters in pursuit of perfection. This is manifestation
of Divinity in an earthly space. The artist’s imagination
has really been focused on reality while shaping the
forms. According to Ghazali:” In this state of mind the
imagination does not get the forms from apparent and
sensible beauty, rather they are revealed from the divine
realm and since they are truthful, at the end everything
beautifies.” In fact, “Calligraphy can be regarded as an
expression of man’s spiritual state.” [Ferrier,(Shimmel),
p 306] When we observe calligraphy regardless of the
above interpretations, the qualities of creating
proportionate scale of elements and perfection of
geometrical forms only, can label calligraphy with such
aesthetic attributes as glory, dynamism and inclination
towards movement and freedom.

3-2- Creative Calligraphy

Some aesthetic qualities are here cited to prove the
presence of the element of creativity in calligraphy:

3-2-1- Innovation

Calligraphy and other traditional arts are the object of
criticism as to the point that they are just repetition of
the forms developed by the earlier artists without
innovation and creativity.[Castera, p 20], as stated
above, calligraphy was developed based on
mathematics and geometry. For example, in the
development of the ’Nastaliq’ style of calligraphy the
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early calligraphers defined the geometry of letters and
words that were almost accepted by all calligraphers in
general. Yet a review of ‘Nastaliq” works shows the
wide range of creativity within these limited and fixed
rules that only the connoisseur calligrapher would
notice. Of course, this is not the kind of innovation that
occurs in the Western arts where it is claimed that the
essence of the art is based on man’s mentality and
therefore any change in the artist’s mind becomes
visible in the end product. Creativity in calligraphy is in
fact achieving the ultimate proportion of ideal and
golden scales. Calligraphers at first, face easy and plain
forms. As they progress, many a mysteries appear and
the artists show their rank (Sha’n) in their works
creatively  through visionary and illuminative
inspiration.

3-2-2- Rank ( Sha'n)

Rules set for calligraphy cover surface as well as inner
qualities of the work/artist. After the calligraphers learn
the first ten rules

(Encyclopaedia lIranica,), their hand gains attributes
that depict the inner qualities of the artist/work.
Pleasantness (Safa) is a quality by which the
calligraphers show their mystical teachings in their
works. No innovation takes place at this stage and no
individual style can be traced. Later on comes another
quality known as rank (Ska 'n) meaning status/estate. In
this place, the calligraphers try to perform their own
perception of the forms based on fixed rules. Here, they
are no mere imitators of the master. Spaces, settings,
strokes, and the belief all speak of a certain individual.
It is at this stage that they have to resort to
unassumingness to show their freedom.

3-2-3- Unassumingness/ freedom
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When calligraphers let the rein of their pen at the
disposal of their creative mind within the framework of
the rules, some lasting and unique works appear. In
Chinese calligraphy, artists must have thorough liberty
and confidence in striking the brush. Retouching
lessens the aesthetic worth of the work. They repeat
neither their own nor others’ previous strokes. What
they make is the mature version of the forms previously
created for several times. It is an instantaneous stroke
the artists experience inwardly and momentarily. Sharp
angles have to be avoided as they reduce the
slenderness and distractedness. All unassuming works
are curved. In Persian calligraphy this inclination
towards curved forms is shown by the distracted form
known as Shekasteh (broken style) an example of ethnic
creativity. The curved form is a move towards
perfection and beauty. The circle is the symbol of the
world and the man is the macrocosm and therefore
capable of inner creation. Perfect forms are in fact the
symbol of inner creativity. Abstract works that attracted
the West so much as the specimen of excellent art,
come into being when the calligraphers create a page of
letters and words, an abstraction based on geometry. Of
course this manifestation would never shape if the
calligraphers cannot stay away from the text. In
calligraphy in general, from shaping of letters to the
development of the page, creativity is clearly seen in a
state of perfection.

4-  Conclusion
To get to know the real aesthetic values of traditional
arts and calligraphy, one has to know the essence of

these arts. Any endeavor to achieve this knowledge,
would be in vain if not in line with the rise and
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development of traditional arts. “Understanding of
calligraphy becomes just possible through deep
observation of mysteries and knowledge of the rich
cultural, literary, religious and historical background
that gives rise to calligraphy.[Safwat, p 9]. The study
was not meant to give more weight to calligraphy vis-a-
vis western arts, but tried to prove that calligraphy owns
universal and global values.

Cloudy, touched by many hands and dirty is my feather,
It was the reflection of God’s grace that made it tender.
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