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Note for this Excerpt: The following is a summary of the essential, primary features of the
nature and practice of art, as the author understands them to be given or implied in the Bah&'i
teachings. It refers to all the arts collectively, from poetry, painting, music and drama -- to
architecture, urban design and clothing design -- to calligraphy, pottery, beadwork and rug-
weaving. Written with the general public as well as the Baha'i community in mind, it is humbly
offered in the hope it may serve as a point of departure for consultation.

TOWARD A SPIRITUAL, WORLD-EMBRACING PERSPECTIVE ON ART
|. TheNature and Powersof Art

Of all the gifts a bountiful Creator has bestoveedthe human soul, the capacity
to create through the arts is one of the mostirggirand rewarding. Artistic creation is a

human reflection of one of the names of God, thehlemer’ It takes its place alongside
the many divine attributes reflected in the souhichi together endow humanity with
powers that remind us we are created in the iméa@mod.

All human activity is creative in one way or aneathOne of the distinguishing
features of artistic creation is that it gives risea work which serves to communicate
between the artist and others. Art works commueicamany ways and on many levels.
Whether or not artists consciously intend to do thejr works manifest and convey
beliefs, values, perceptions, attitudes and feslimghich together constitute the artist's
vision of life. This accounts for the tremendonffuence art can have upon the public.

Though the different kinds of art vary widely imetr mediums and their ways of
acting, what they have in common is their abilgyaffect the human spirit. The world of
spirit is the common domain of all art forms. Ankaf art, then, is best appreciated in
the light of its intended effect on the spirituiéé lof the receiving public. If the work is
in a design art (such as architecture) or a citl{ as carpet weaving), it is best
appreciated in terms of its intended effect on klbthspiritual and the worldly/material
life of the public.

The arts play a variety of roles in society, raggifrom light entertainment to
emotional and physical therapy. In their highed¢,rhowever, the arts seek to promote
spiritual growth by ennobling and uplifting the imdlual soul and the collective life of
humanity. It is in this role that they fulfill mbsompletely the basic mandate given to all
arts and sciences$o worship and glorify God, to become "a meanaafess” to God, to
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“result in advantage to man," "ensure his progagskelevate his rank."



This role has three main facets — mystical, ma@nadl social. Some art forms lend
themselves more to one facet than to the othersid #ome, such as music, lend
themselves to all three. The principal aims arghést aspirations of the arts may be
described as follows

-- On a mystical plane, to impart spiritual knodde, attract the souls to the
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beauty of the All-Glorious, and fan the flame ofide love

-- On a moral plane, to "represent and inspirentbiglest sentiments and highest
aspirations”, foster a desire for moral excelleand obedience to the divine teachings,

and "be a source of comfort and tranquility forutrted souls;'5

-- On a social plane, to promote social well-beifogter world unity, and raise
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the consciousness of humanity's oneness.

Moreover, art can promote the formation of praiseiy character. It can
disseminate the fragrance of divine teachings. odighn its unifying influence, it can
strengthen the bonds of harmony and fellowship, @xdreinforce throughout the world
the sense of common identity shared by the hum@ilyfa Art can stir yearning for the

Kingdom, strengthen faith in God, help instill fedrHis justice and hope for His mer?:y.
It can galvanize the will to act, to obey His cormdaents and live in harmony with His
teachings, which are the source of our spirituawgh. In so doing, art assists us to

attain the very purpose of our existentteknow, to love, and to worship GOdAll this
is implied in its role oennoblement

Each profession in society renders a service lieaefits a particular aspect of
human life. The farmer and the doctor, for exampéek to benefit the human body —
the one by providing food and the other by healirfgtists who are spiritually aware
address their work directly to the human soul tifiat is where art finds its true theater of
action. The sights, sounds, words, gestures amasfof an art work are picked up by the
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senses and transmitted via the nervous systenetedhl. The soul uses the brain as a
tool to perceive and evaluate the art work's cogmiand emotional content. But it is in

the soul that the art work is truly experienced eeygisters its impaclto.

Art, then, can have a transforming effect on bttt person who creates or
performs it, and the public who receives and irdisravith it. In its highest expression,
art's spiritual power can, and should, be emplotegromote the world's unity and
peace, society's spiritual health, and the ind&idupersonal growth. No longer
dismissed as a mere recreation and pastime, antcsbe recognized as one of the most
powerful tools for the education and developmentomanity. Having such a wide
range of potential benefits, the arts should begrated into the very core of the
curriculum for primary and secondary education thbmublic and private, nationwide
and worldwide.



II. Religion and Art

The essence and common foundation of religionbedy of spiritual and moral
teachings revealed by the Messengers of God, thed&rs of the world's major

religions.11 Throughout history, and in all known civilizat®nart has been intimately
tied to this body of spiritual and moral teachingde reason for the intimacy is that art,
when quickened by a divine spirit, reflects theatike process set into motion by the
Word of God. Art then attempts, in its humble whayreinforce the spiritual and social
handiwork of the Almighty. The bond between art aeligion is natural, vital, and
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timeless. In its highest role, art becomes a handmaidefivirfie truth.
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We need to distinguish, though, between religion aeligious community.
Religion is a body of divine teachings revealeddmd. The community is simply a body
of people who attempt to practice the teachingse Bond between artist and religion is
different from the bond between artist and communiReligion provides a world view
and a vision of life that envelops, guides, andivatés all arts and sciences. It is at the
heart of the role of artists to turn to this divimsion of life and aspire to reflect its
beauty in their work. But they are not similarlgligated to the religious community.
The community should not expect the artist's worke limited by its devotional tastes.
In their service to humanity, artists are, on thieol®, free to embody their Faith's
teachings in their own way.

As a result, spirituality will be present in anyg work that reflects a world view
inspired by divine teachings. To be consideradtapl or religious, a work of art does
not need to make explicit references to a religiblor does it need to have a specifically
religious use. Artists may choose to manifestrtheliefs directly or indirectly, openly or
by implication. Both ways are legitimate, and unide right circumstances, they can be
equally appropriate and effective.

[11. The Scope of Art

Our time has been called "the century of lightd Zime dawning of the "Cycle of
Glory." Humanity's consciousness is spreadingat@ in the whole earth, and the
oneness of the human family is gradually estabiglitiself in people's minds and hearts.
It is a time for traditional rivalries, discordg,ejudices and parochial interests to be left
behind. It is a time for the spirit of all-inclusi love, respect, and unity to animate every
field of service.

In the sphere of the arts, this new spirit catls dis to abandon all customary
attitudes, concepts, and terms that have tendptbtmke personal rivalries, to exalt one
art form, one creative approach, or one culturer die others. It calls for us to set all



cultures and art forms on an equal footing. Andalls for us to redefine traditional
categories in spiritual terms, with enough breatdthtake in the world's wonderful
diversity.

Range of Art FormsArt forms may be divided into two major group$he two

have equal validity, rank, and dignlltli/. The group that addresses itself to the human
spirit, on the one hand, includes the arts refetoad the Occident as “fine arts,” as well
as other, similar art forms. On the other hande droup that addresses itself
simultaneously to the human spirit and to humandsean a worldly plane includes
design arts and crafts.

The terms currently used to refer to these twoomgroups are problematic
because they reflect the social biases of earketucies. (Painting, in the West, is a
"fine," "elegant,” and "major" art. Rug-weaving darpottery have been called
"utilitarian” and "minor" arts.) Moreover, tradifial terminology fails to acknowledge
the spiritual nature of the arts concerned. Sis ijproposed to use the recent term,
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"seraffic arts," for the first group, and "seratfonnic arts" for the second.

"Seraffic" refers exclusively to arts whose prisnaim is to foster spiritual
ennoblement, and which operate by yielding a prodqeach as a poem, a song, a
painting) this product serves as a kind of communicatiowlich the attractive power
of spiritual attributes is manifested, thereby dregvthe participant into a process of
discovery and growth. The seraffic arts includetpg painting, music, drama, dance,
puppetry, film, sculpture, photography, wall mosaitung tapestry, and others.

"Seraffo-donnic" refers to any art which operasgaultaneously on a spiritual
and a material/worldly plane. That is, art whiokalves the making of goods addressed
equally to humanity's spiritual life and to its m@al, intellectual, or social needs on a
worldly level. The seraffo-donnic arts include ttrafts (such as calligraphy, jewelry,
rug-weaving, pottery) and the design arts (suclurasin design, architecture, interior
design, garden and landscape, dress design, amstiiadl design).

When both groups of art — seraffic and serafforilor- are taken into account,
we see that the term "artist" implies a very widege of practitioners.

Range of Approaches and Style#t is important to acknowledge that a wide
variety of art styles and approaches to artiseéaton also share equal validity. One kind
of variety is produced by the range of styles witey the different cultures of the world,
which can be called "Geographical Diversity."

Another kind embraces classical art, folk artgitianal forms, and contemporary
approaches — a range we can collectively refes tiHastorical Diversity." Proponents of
classical and traditional art styles emphasizevididae of approaches and methods that
have passed the test of time. Proponents of cqueary art often emphasize the need
for discovery and innovation, for personal exprassiinrestrained by traditions. In a



balanced, world-embracing perspective, we can razegthe merits of both without
disparaging either one.

Yet another kind of variety of styles stems frdm tises of art in venues ranging
from solemn to light, from reverential to entertagn This can be called "Usage
Diversity." Again, the full range is valid andbe respected.

One of the hallmarks of the new age that civil@aais entering is the shift toward
a more inclusive, world-embracing attitude on tlaet @f both artist and public. Artists
throughout the world have the right to adopt aryesbr approach to artistic creation,
without fear of criticism for being either too outed or too innovative, and without the
crippling humiliation of representing a supposettigckward" and "inferior" culture.

Indeed, there is now a growing tendency for atistregard the entire world, past
and present, as their cultural inheritance. Thalsethem to feel free to draw on the
heritage of more than one culture or time periodywork in more than one style, and to
shift at will from one to another. In the paststimultifaceted approach has been branded
with the rather disparaging term, "eclectic." Typdi& should be recognized as a normal
feature of creative work in a multicultural worlahhd would be more appropriately called
"the Global Approach.”

Rights of Individuals Historically, and worldwide, women and artists
representing minority cultures have had limitedesscto the infrastructure of artistic
promotion, in comparison with men and with artiggresenting a majority culture. As a
result, civilization as a whole has been deprivethe enormous contribution they might
have made. To correct this wrong, prejudices tdwasmen and minority artists need to
be overcome so they can gain full access to systédnastistic education, production,
publicity, distribution, and remuneration.

V. ThePractice of Art

The Artist's RoleThe Baha'i teachings call on every individual, réation to
society, to strive to be "a source of social godd'cause of peace and well-being, of
happiness and advantage"”. They exhort the indiVitho to live and act as to enrich and

iluminate the world”> This applies to artists as much as other indafsiu In their
response to this call, the highest objective tocWwhartists may aspire is to render a
spiritual service, which consists in seeking tophehnoble the human soul through their
creations. The works that artists offer to humaiite a kind of communication that
manifests spiritual attributes. By the beautyladse attributes the soul is attracted and
stirred, the knowledge of divine realities is impear; attitudes to life are spiritualized,
morality is strengthened, and service is rendeyele cause of spiritual growth.

In the highest form of service, then, the artistiynbe regarded as one who
inspires love for the beauty of the All-Glorique reinforcer of the divine handiwqrk
spiritual educatgran exponent of a divine vision of ljfan agent of spiritual, moral, and
social well-being a promoter of the oneness of humankind and ofdwanity.



Spiritual Responsibility Any vocation that can exercise such wide-rangfag
reaching effects on the quality of society's lifievitably carries certain responsibilities.
Since the effect of art is mainly spiritual, thetura of the artist's responsibility, too, is
spiritual. And it is weighty. The artist can eixan influence, for better or for worse, on
the development of the soul itselin influence that can aid us to draw nearer to our
Creator and in that measure assist us to fulfél wiery purpose of our existence. The
responsibility looms even larger when we consitiat & single artist's influence can be
extended, through the mass media and world commtioins, to touch the lives of
thousands and potentially even millions of peopteiad the world.

To whom are artists responsible? They are redplensbove all to God for the
service they aspire to render to humanity, asithgervice to the divine Kingdom and a
form of worship. They are also responsible to etyciof which they form a part, and to
whose spiritual life their work is addressed. lbrking for hire, they are, naturally,
responsible to the person or body who gives thenagsion. And they may be
responsible to a specific institution if they areriing on a project under its auspices.
Far from acting as ropes that bind and restrictfitbedom of artists, such responsibilities
are in reality the very arteries that connect theith the tissues and organs of society,
enabling them to contribute, to receive, and tdigpate as a cell in the collective life of
the body of humanity.

What are artists responsible for? The spiritwdé routlined above appears to
carry with it responsibilities in several areagsgiartists would seem to be responsible
for continually enriching their understanding oét8acred Word. For how can art realize
its role of spiritual ennoblement and upliftmentiass artists draw their vision of life
from its ultimate Source? The more artists unadexdtfeel, and live the divine teachings,
the better they can serve as a channel for thethairthe Holy Spirit. The more the
mirror of an artist's heart is free of the dustwairldly attachments, and is turned toward

the Kingdom above, the better it can reflect indriser creations a celestial Iig]l'71t.

Second. Since all occupations should be regasted form of service to
humankind, artists are responsible for viewing rtlveication, too, as a kind of servjce
and for seeking to practice it in ways that woulth@le and enhance the spiritual life of
humanity.

Third. The nature of art's role appears to piagen artists the responsibility of
aspiring to make their creative work a living exaenpf divine teachings and virtues.
Only when an art work embodies divine precepts spidtual qualities can it produce in
the participant's soul an experience that would teward ennoblement.

This may involve an open declaration of belieis, ibcan be more effective when
subtler, indirect means are used. One of thendistie features of art is that it is able to
attract, edify, and inspire the soul by examplediainguished from open assertion), and
this by embodying divine truths, spiritual attriesif and their corresponding beauty in
forms that are metaphorical. In this connectionsiveuld keep in mind that every aspect
of art, even the energy of a painter's brushstro&e serve as a spiritual metaphor.



Fourth. The experience which a work of art engesith a person’s soul depends
on that person’s sensibility, receptivity, judgmeahd previous experience. Artists
cannot be held responsible, then, for the varialRjgeriences produced by their work in
the hearts of participants, for the experienceesvily influenced by what the participants
bring to it from their own background.

However, artists are responsible for their atgétud the public, and for the
spiritual quality of the experience that they hoged intend to produce within the
participant. Specifically, the responsibility oftiats is to take care that the beliefs,
values, attitudes and emotions that are manifastéieir art, on the one hand, and those
they intend to stimulate and reinforce in the ggstint, on the other, vibrate in harmony
with the divine teachings. This is the best atisan do to make it likely that the
experience their work engenders in the soul ofgasicipant will have an ennobling
effect.

This responsibility does not interfere with freedof expression. Though it calls
on artists to be guided by the divine teachingstargimbody the same in their work, they
are free to achieve that embodiment in their owg.wdnder such conditions, the artist's
vocation would involve both voluntary compliancedpiritual ideals, and great latitude
for individualized artistic expression.

Knowing the Light by DarknessWhen artists voluntarily comply with spiritual
ideals, the resulting art works are not necessadyene, harmonious, delicate and
blissful. They may be and they may not be. Thereom for pain, conflict, discord and
suffering in a spiritually inspired art. It is iéighate for art to portray the workings of
humanity's darker and lower nature, provided tliedas presented in its proper relation
to humanity's higher, spiritual nature. What igortant is not only the subject matter of
an art work but the way it is treatedot only its content but also, and especially, the
effect such content is intended to have on the kedge and the feelings of the
participant.

It is not enough for art to merely display the kings of humanity's lower nature.
If it is to be edifying, the portrayal needs to fdaced within a spiritual context, within
the framework of God's purpose in creating humathkirfror it is only against such a
framework that darkness can be perceived as thedadight, evil as the absence of
good. Only against such a framework can the visweteners or readers of a work of
art measure their own potential and be stimulategrow spiritually. In other words, if
artists refer in their work to the darker as wallthe brighter side of human nature, they
should try to do so in such a way as to engendéhirwithe participant's soul an
experience that will aid him to journey on "the doahich leads to divine knowledge and
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attainment.

In an art work, if negative attributes such asistice and greed are presented in
the light of divine teachings, they will be recargu as but the relative lack of the
spiritual attributes of justice and altruism. Hauty is regarded as a power of attraction



inherent in spiritual attributes, then it is pos$sibor art to be beautiful even when its
subject matter is superficially unappealing be edifying even when its subject matter is
apparently base.

Artist and Community The Baha'i social ideal guarantees that artigss,
individuals, can serve society without their irtitte@ or creativity being stifled. This
ideal involves "a social system at once progressavel peaceful, dynamic and
harmonious, a system giving free play to individaaativity and initiative but based on

co-operation and reciprocit)%?"The attitude which such a relationship would cail dn
the artist's part, then, is one of loving servim¢hie entire body of humankind.

Society and artists have mutual rights. We hawvethe one hand, the undoubted
right of artists to express themselves. On therpthie have society's right to expect that
the products of artists seek to promote the ma@djal, and spiritual well-being of the

public.20

The flowering of art in an emerging world commynitepends not only on the
dedicated efforts of artists, but equally on sgtsetsupport. This should not be
surprising. For any vocation to function well, gt¢ needs to provide some kind of
infrastructure.  Scientists rely on a vast web ovegnment agencies, companies,
universities, laboratories, banks, equipment martufars and others to bring a single
product to market. Similarly, the great achievetsesf artists in past centuries were
often facilitated by a social and cultural infrastiure.

This infrastructure was composed of a networknstiiutions and organizations,
both public and private, which educated artistieretli them a coherent philosophy of art,
sought their spiritual services, commissioned thedrks, and provided the means for
public performance, distribution, and remuneratidb.is probably safe to say that for
most artists today, such a well-integrated infrattire is hard to find, when it exists at
all. As its parts are pieced together, and aslémand grows for the spiritual services of
artists, we will eventually see a new Renaissanrpassing even the most inspiring
achievements of history.
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