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Extended abstract

Titus Burckhardt was a Swiss traditionalist theorist who dedicated his life
to studying various cultures and beliefs, including Islam. He explained
and interpreted the philosophy of medieval and Eastern symbols based on
the Perennial Wisdom. According to Burckhardt, the complete expression
of the relationship between art and metaphysics can be found in Plato’s
statement: “Beauty is the splendor of truth.” In his view, it is only through
symbols connected to nature that one can depict the essence of truth, which
is the aim of traditional art. Realistic art cannot achieve this goal, as truth is
neither evident nor earthly.

Burckhardt divided traditional arts into two categories: one includes arts
in Islamic civilization, such as painting and music, which are non-sacred
arts, and the other, like mosque architecture and calligraphy in Islam or
church architecture in medieval Christianity, as sacred art. Sacred art
is a part of traditional art that is directly and intimately connected with
religious principles and is related to religious rituals and ceremonies. To
distinguish it from traditional art, it is referred to as sacred or holy art.
The art of carpet weaving, which is related to this research, is considered a
non-sacred traditional art. The hypothesis of this article is that the motifs of
carpets featuring plant ornamentation can be interpreted through the lens of
ornamentation and color, drawing on Burckhardt’s perspectives.

This article posits that the motifs of carpets featuring plant ornamentation
can be interpreted through the lens of ornamentation and color. This research
aims to analyze the motifs and symbols of the 17th-century Kerman vase
carpet, a relic from the late Safavid period, based on the philosophy of
traditionalism, particularly Burckhardt’s perspective. This research
addresses the following questions: What visual symbols are depicted in the
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2. Associate Professor and Faculty Member of Alzahra University, Tehran, Iran (Corresponding
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Kerman vase carpet? In the history of motifs, what works do its patterns and
colors reflect? And how can the motifs of the carpet, especially the one in
question, be analyzed and examined from Burckhardt’s point of view? The
research method is descriptive-analytical with a historical approach, and
information is gathered through documentary sources and literature. The
pinnacle of carpet design and weaving in Iran was achieved under the
support of the Safavid dynasty from 907 to 1152 AH (1501-1739 AD).
During the Safavid era, the city of Kerman gained real significance thanks
to the efforts of Ganj Ali Khan. According to Sir John Chardin, the best and
largest carpets that made their way to royal courts were mostly designed
and woven by the skilled artists of Kerman. One reason for the fame of the
illustrious Kerman carpets is the abundance of patterns and designs and the
use of a diverse range of colors that are completely in balance with each
other. The vase-design carpet woven in Kerman in the 17th century
represents swirling, intertwined plant motifs of arabesque leaves and
flowers, predominantly using blue tones on its background. This carpet is
identified as having a vase design due to the small vase motifs from which
leaves emerge. The vase symbolizes the earth-mother goddess: “A
distinction must be made between the mother goddess and the earth-mother
goddess. The earth-mother goddess is the source of life and has been
instrumental in primordial creation, eternally a source of abundance for all
natural phenomena; everything comes from her and returns to her, and the
world is her body.” Moreover, plant motifs, especially trees, have held such
prominence in all ceramics, textiles, paintings, and even carvings throughout
Iranian history that they have been regarded with respect by renowned
artists. The cypress trees depicted on the murals of Persepolis are among the
oldest works demonstrating the importance and prestige of this creation of
the Lord among the artists and kings of the Achaemenid dynasty. Especially
regarding the arabesque motifs, there is an older example, although it differs
from later arabesques, it is undoubtedly from the early stages of the
transformation of simple floral motifs into arabesques. This example is a
felt piece discovered along with the findings of the Pazyryk Valley.
Regarding the concept of the arabesque motif, Burckhardt writes that it is
not merely a substitute for figurative art, which is prohibited in Islam. Even
though there are different artistic interpretations of this law, the arabesque,
with its rhythmic repetition, serves a very different artistic purpose than
figurative art and stands in direct opposition to it. The arabesque does not
captivate the eye to draw it into an imaginary world, but on the contrary, it
liberates the eye from all mental distractions. The arabesque conveys no
particular thought and more accurately represents a state of being that is
simultaneously calm and rhythmic. The arabesque is an abstract art form,
composed according to conscious rules, devoid of any subjective, semi-
conscious, or hesitant elements. The arabesque, with its vines of pure



&$ Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar
(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom and Art)
Vol. 3, No. 1 (4), Spring & Summer 2024

rhythm, exhibits an unbroken flow, opposing stages, and a balance of solid
and empty shapes. At times, this art has been deemed “lacking human
qualities” due to its abstract and formalistic nature. It speaks of the centrality
of the human spirit and soul among purely plant-based decorations, devoid
of any non-plant-based decorations. Burckhardt states that from the
perspective of a Muslim artist or craftsman in the Islamic world, the
geometric intertwining pattern was undoubtedly the most rational approach
to ornamenting a surface, as this motif points to the idea that divine unity or
the oneness of divinity is the foundation of the endless variety of the world.
Indeed, the unity of divinity lies beyond all manifestations because its
essence, which is total and whole, leaves nothing outside of itself and
encompasses everything. Nevertheless, it is through the harmony cast over
the world that divine unity becomes apparent, and harmony is nothing but
“unity in diversity,” just as “diversity in unity” exists. In addition to the
arabesque motifs, the Shah Abbasi flower (lotus) also appears in the vase
carpet motifs. According to Burckhardt’s writings, in Indian culture, Agni is
the spiritual seed or gemma from which the totality of human nature grows;
therefore, Agni is hidden in the sacrificial altar, just as it is concealed in the
human heart. It is born from the primordial waters, which are the sum of all
potentialities, whether spiritual or cosmic and for this reason, the lotus
flower serves as its vehicle. Burckhardt asserts that the art of carpet weaving,
a distinguished hallmark of the Islamic world, has not been hindered by the
exclusive use of geometric forms following artistic compositions on a flat
surface and the absence of images in the literal sense. Although the arabesque
functions like rhythm and meter, it maintains its primary connection with
plants. Its plant-like virtues manifest on suitable occasions, and its stylized
framework, along with the unique genius of the artist or ethnic group,
reconciles the artwork with nature. Despite distancing itself from realism, it
remains connected to abundance and fertility, as in a dry, barren land,
decorative motifs must present an image of wealth and the abundance of
greenery before the eyes. The sublime theme of the urban carpet is the
garden, which is naturally a depiction of the Quranic paradise, described as
“gardens beneath which rivers flow.” It is woven with representations of the
heavenly nature that also cover the earth, framed by a border resembling a
river, which is filled with floral ornaments of Shah Abbasi flowers or lotuses
and leaves placed upon Khatai motifs. This is based on the idea that in the
Quran, ‘“al-Jannah” (paradise) has two meanings: “garden” and
“concealment.” Regarding the color of the carpet, the Kerman vase carpet
is primarily blue with crimson-red borders. Blue is a soothing and powerful
color that conveys serenity, loyalty, and faith. According to Burckhardt,
blue is a color that has been extensively used in sacred places, such as the
glazed tiles of mosques and the Qur’anic inscription tiles across different
Islamic periods and countries, as well as in the stained-glass windows of

11



12

Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar %

(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom and Art)
Vol. 3, No. 1 (4), Spring & Summer 2024

medieval churches. This aims to instill a sense of freshness and coolness in
the space., much like the shade of an oasis in the desert. In summary, the
analysis of the Kerman vase carpet reveals that the plant motifs of the carpet
and the symbol of the tree date back to ancient times, such as the Achaemenid
period. Over time, the circular motifs evolved into spirals and then into
lines adorned with flowers and leaves, known as Khatai, and ultimately
became arabesque motifs. The blue color of the carpet, in all traditional
Iranian and European arts, speaks of nature and the sky and symbolizes
heartfelt faith and divinity. The abundance of plant ornamentation in the
carpet reflects the idea that the world is based on harmony; despite the
diversity of phenomena, they all ultimately return to the absolute, unified
essence of God. The Shah Abbasi flowers or lotuses, in Indian belief, serve
as the vessel for primordial creation. According to Burckhardt, only
someone with inner illumination can read nature and ultimately understand
the symbols. He believes traditional art aims to depict the essence of truth
solely through symbols linked to nature. Achieving this goal is not possible
through realistic art, as truth is not manifest and earthly.
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