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Extended abstract

The concept of the sublime, as an infinite, transformative, and awe-inspiring
phenomenon of grandeur, has often remained overlooked in the aesthetic
study of traditional art—particularly in Eastern and Islamic arts. Where
studies have been conducted, they predominantly focus on its majestic
aspects. This research aims to provide a nuanced view of the sublime’s
aesthetic in traditional art, juxtaposing it with perspectives from modern art
theory and investigating its nature and quality within a perennial framework.
The primary question is: What aesthetic characteristics does the sublime
embody from a perennialist viewpoint, and how does it fundamentally
differ from the Western modernist perspective? Furthermore, how does the
sublime manifest within Islamic art as a prime example?

This study addresses these questions by initially examining the aesthetics of
the sublime within modern art and philosophy, subsequently analyzing its
perennial interpretation through the lens of sacred art and beauty. The goal
is to craft a discourse that interprets the essence, qualitative dimensions,
and mode of manifestation of the sublime in a traditional reading. More
precisely, this involves investigating the fundamental aspects, nature, and
context of its appearance in Eastern traditional arts—from Buddhism in
India and China to Islamic art, which inherently diverges from modern
interpretations.

As the title suggests, the theoretical foundation of this research draws on the
works of traditionalist thinkers such as Frithjof Schuon, Titus Burckhardt,
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, Martin Lings, and other scholars in the field. The
study contrasts modern interpretations of the sublime with a traditionalist
perspective by employing an analytical, discursive approach. The historical
background of studying the sublime in sacred (traditional) arts is sparse,
with the bulk of existing literature focusing on Western aesthetics, from
Mendelssohn and Kant to Lyotard. Nevertheless, this study references some
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rare examples that approach Islamic culture and art through this lens.

The primary hypothesis of this research is based on the idea that, despite the
extensive analyses of the understanding of the sublime, the comprehension
of meaning and form in traditional art fundamentally differs from the
Western (philosophical West) perspective. The appreciation of beauty for
the Eastern artist, specifically in the case of the Muslim artist, is often
influenced by a mystical worldview, that is, the knowledge of truth. This
perspective has distanced such artists from the mimesis of nature as seen
in Greek visual arts (and, by extension, in the modern conception of art).
According to this interpretation, Western aesthetic theories’ inadequacy in
analyzing traditional artisans’ works is evident and requires no extensive
argument. In other words, one could say that Western aesthetics relies on
fidelity to “appearance” in the sense of the world of multiplicity or creation
and objective display, whereas, for example, the Islamic artist positions
themselves within the realm of “Being,” aiming to reveal the sacred
through manifestations of the Divine. Consequently, they do not adhere to
mathematical proportions. In this discussion, therefore, we seek it within the
sacred to analyze the unified, objective manifestation of the sublime within
a perennial framework. The goal is to investigate how, given the perennial
discourse’s fundamental emphasis on the relationship between knowledge
and truth in the sacred domain, the comprehensive manifestation of the
sublime in art and beauty can be examined. This framework examines the
concepts of sacred, sacred art, and sacred beauty to open a path toward
understanding the quality of the sublime as sacred, along with its modes and
forms of manifestation.

In contemporary discussions of the sublime, scholars such as Richardson
examine it as a practical, experiential concept in painting. At the same time,
philosophers like Burke and Kant approach it from a more intellectual
standpoint, with Kant’s interpretation being mainly conceptual and not
focused on artistic dimensions. Additionally, recent researchers like
Temenuga Trifonova consider the sublime to be a conceptually broad
and contested area, one that easily shifts from Burke’s human-centred
sublime, grounded in human perception of nature, to Lyotard’s “inhuman
sublime,” which is transformative and makes no transcendental claims.
This version of the sublime is rooted in “resistance to rational appropriation
or narrative representation.” What can be taken as an assumption here is
that the modern concept of the sublime, though sometimes interpreted as an
aesthetic judgment, rarely emphasizes beauty. Instead, the focus is typically
on its sense of awe. Thus, the scope of analyses leaves little room for an
interpretation of beauty or the beautiful in the domain of the “principles and
foundations” of this encounter.

The study’s findings indicate that if, based on reflections on the sublime
in modern aesthetics, we view it as a moment where sensory perception
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fails. The mind reaches a conceptual understanding beyond thought and
language—a transformative domain of disorder within order, a destruction
of the stable realm of time and space that embodies vastness, depth, human
awe, and incapacity—and where modern philosophy (particularly Kantian)
leaves no space for an interpretation of beauty or the beautiful within the
“foundations and principles” of this encounter; then, in a traditionalist
reading of sacred art and beauty, it takes on a distinctive manifestation.
The research evidence reveals that if we consider the quality of sacred art
based on features like intellectual intuition, its intrinsic distinction from the
modern, the symbolic coding of timeless truths (beyond the confines of finite
domains), based on revealed religion (rather than ingenuity, empiricism,
and worldly taste), a reflection of principles (rather than an imitation of
nature), multidimensionality (universal—divine and human), coherence
of form and meaning, practicality (harmony of purpose and execution),
as a support for human rationality, and ultimately creation inspired by the
divine (art that is impersonal and rooted in anonymity), we see a system
of knowledge or discourse that positions sacred beauty as stemming from
divine love, as truth (or the splendour of truth), as an incomparable and
liberating force between blind pleasure and abstract form that leads to inner
freedom. Contrary to Kant and his followers, this sacred beauty is objective
and real. Sacred beauty is revealed through intellectual intuition, and its
understanding is rooted in mysticism; its expression can be seen in the
dialectic between beauty (as Beloved) and love (as devotee). Sacred forms
reveal beauty as reflecting divine beauty rather than mere appearances; in
fact, beauty lies not in resemblance to natural forms but in the ideas and
meanings within the essence of these forms. This beauty is absolute and
can be identified with the Creator, the Divine Presence. Based on these
premises, it becomes evident that when the sacred in Islam is revealed
to the Prophet’s (PBUH) heart and takes the form of the Quran (which
itself is divine speech), this expression of beauty in the sublime sacred,
if it fundamentally contains majesty and awe, indeed cannot be devoid of
beauty and grace. The sublime sacred, if restricted solely to divine majesty,
could not fully achieve its ultimate purpose. Based on this understanding,
even the state of annihilation (Fana) in Islamic mysticism can be explained
and justified within the purposeful and practical framework of sacred art, as
without this attraction, there would be no path to follow.

Keywords: Sublime, Perennialism, Aesthetics, Sacred matter, Sacred art,
Amazement, Beauty
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