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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 Bahá'í 
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 Bahá'í 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 
 
I.  The Nature and Powers of Art  
 
 Of all the gifts a bountiful Creator has bestowed on the human soul, the capacity 
to create through the arts is one of the most stirring and rewarding.  Artistic creation is a 
human reflection of one of the names of God, the Fashioner.

2
  It takes its place alongside 

the many divine attributes reflected in the soul, which together endow humanity with 
powers that remind us we are created in the image of God.  
 
 
 All human activity is creative in one way or another. One of the distinguishing 
features of artistic creation is that it gives rise to a work which serves to communicate 
between the artist and others.  Art works communicate in many ways and on many levels.  
Whether or not artists consciously intend to do so, their works manifest and convey 
beliefs, values, perceptions, attitudes and feelings, which together constitute the artist's 
vision of life.  This accounts for the tremendous influence art can have upon the public.  
 
 Though the different kinds of art vary widely in their mediums and their ways of 
acting, what they have in common is their ability to affect the human spirit.  The world of 
spirit is the common domain of all art forms.  A work of art, then, is best appreciated in 
the light of its intended effect on the spiritual life of the receiving public.  If the work is 
in a design art (such as architecture) or a craft (such as carpet weaving),  it is best 
appreciated in terms of its intended effect on both the spiritual and the worldly/material 
life of the public.  
 
 The arts play a variety of roles in society, ranging from light entertainment to 
emotional and physical therapy.  In their highest role, however, the arts seek to promote 
spiritual growth by ennobling and uplifting the individual soul and the collective life of 
humanity.  It is in this role that they fulfill most completely the basic mandate given to all 
arts and sciences: to worship and glorify God, to become "a means of access" to God, to 
"result in advantage to man," "ensure his progress and elevate his rank." 

3
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 This role has three main facets – mystical, moral, and social.  Some art forms lend 
themselves more to one facet than to the others.  And some, such as music, lend 
themselves to all three.  The principal aims and highest aspirations of the arts may be 
described as follows:  
 
 -- On a mystical plane, to impart spiritual knowledge, attract the souls to the 
beauty of the All-Glorious, and fan the flame of divine love;

4
 
 

 
 -- On a moral plane, to "represent and inspire the noblest sentiments and highest 
aspirations", foster a desire for moral excellence and obedience to the divine teachings, 
and "be a source of comfort and tranquility for troubled souls"; 

5
  

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

6
  

 
 Moreover, art can promote the formation of praiseworthy character.  It can 
disseminate the fragrance of divine teachings.  Through its unifying influence, it can 
strengthen the bonds of harmony and fellowship, and can reinforce throughout the world 
the sense of common identity shared by the human family.  Art can stir yearning for the 
Kingdom, strengthen faith in God, help instill fear of His justice and hope for His mercy.

7
  

It can galvanize the will to act, to obey His commandments and live in harmony with His 
teachings, which are the source of our spiritual growth.  In so doing, art assists us to 
attain the very purpose of our existence: to know, to love, and to worship God.

8
  All this 

is implied in its role of ennoblement.  
 
 Each profession in society renders a service that benefits a particular aspect of 
human life.  The farmer and the doctor, for example, seek to benefit the human body – 
the one by providing food and the other by healing.  Artists who are spiritually aware 
address their work directly to the human soul, for that is where art finds its true theater of 
action. The sights, sounds, words, gestures and forms of an art work are picked up by the 
senses and transmitted via the nervous system to the soul.

9
  The soul uses the brain as a 

tool to perceive and evaluate the art work's cognitive and emotional content.  But it is in 
the soul that the art work is truly experienced and registers its impact.

10
  

 
 Art, then, can have a transforming effect on both the person who creates or 
performs it, and the public who receives and interacts with it.  In its highest expression, 
art's spiritual power can, and should, be employed to promote the world's unity and 
peace, society's spiritual health, and the individual's personal growth.  No longer 
dismissed as a mere recreation and pastime, art should be recognized as one of the most 
powerful tools for the education and development of humanity.  Having such a wide 
range of potential benefits, the arts should be integrated into the very core of the 
curriculum for primary and secondary education – both public and private, nationwide 
and worldwide.  
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II. Religion and Art  
 
 The essence and common foundation of religion is a body of spiritual and moral 
teachings revealed by the Messengers of God, the founders of the world's major 
religions.

11
  Throughout history, and in all known civilizations, art has been intimately 

tied to this body of spiritual and moral teachings.  The reason for the intimacy is that art, 
when quickened by a divine spirit, reflects the creative process set into motion by the 
Word of God.  Art then attempts, in its humble way, to reinforce the spiritual and social 
handiwork of the Almighty.  The bond between art and religion is natural, vital, and 
timeless.

12
  In its highest role, art becomes a handmaiden of divine truth.  

 
 We need to distinguish, though, between religion and religious community.

13
  

Religion is a body of divine teachings revealed by God.  The community is simply a body 
of people who attempt to practice the teachings.  The bond between artist and religion is 
different from the bond between artist and community.  Religion provides a world view 
and a vision of life that envelops, guides, and motivates all arts and sciences.  It is at the 
heart of the role of artists to turn to this divine vision of life and aspire to reflect its 
beauty in their work.  But they are not similarly obligated to the religious community.  
The community should not expect the artist's work to be limited by its devotional tastes.  
In their service to humanity, artists are, on the whole, free to embody their Faith's 
teachings in their own way.  
 
 
 
 As a result, spirituality will be present in any art work that reflects a world view 
inspired by divine teachings.  To be  considered spiritual or religious, a work of art does 
not need to make explicit references to a religion.  Nor does it need to have a specifically 
religious use.  Artists may choose to manifest their beliefs directly or indirectly, openly or 
by implication.  Both ways are legitimate, and under the right circumstances, they can be 
equally appropriate and effective.  
 
 
 
III. The Scope of Art  
 
 Our time has been called "the century of light" and the dawning of the "Cycle of 
Glory."   Humanity's consciousness is spreading to take in the whole earth, and the 
oneness of the human family is gradually establishing itself in people's minds and hearts.  
It is a time for traditional rivalries, discords, prejudices and parochial interests to be left 
behind.  It is a time for the spirit of all-inclusive love, respect, and unity to animate every 
field of service.  
 
 In the sphere of the arts, this new spirit calls for us to abandon all customary 
attitudes, concepts, and terms that have tended to provoke personal rivalries, to exalt one 
art form, one  creative approach, or one culture over the others.  It calls for us to set all 
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cultures and art forms on an equal footing.  And it calls for us to redefine traditional 
categories in spiritual terms, with enough breadth to take in the world's wonderful 
diversity.  
 
 Range of Art Forms. Art forms may be divided into two major groups.  The two 
have equal validity, rank, and dignity.

14
  The group that addresses itself to the human 

spirit, on the one hand, includes the arts referred to in the Occident as "fine arts," as well 
as other, similar art forms.  On the other hand, the group that addresses itself 
simultaneously to the human spirit and to human needs on a worldly plane includes 
design arts and crafts.  
 
 The terms currently used to refer to these two major groups are problematic 
because they reflect the social biases of earlier centuries. (Painting, in the West, is a 
"fine," "elegant,” and "major" art.  Rug-weaving and pottery have been called 
"utilitarian" and "minor" arts.)  Moreover, traditional terminology fails to acknowledge 
the spiritual nature of  the arts concerned.  So it is proposed to use the recent term, 
"seraffic arts," for the first group, and "seraffo-donnic arts" for the second.

15
  

 
 "Seraffic" refers exclusively to arts whose primary aim is to foster spiritual 
ennoblement, and which operate by yielding a product (such as a poem, a song, a 
painting);  this product serves as a kind of communication in which the attractive power 
of spiritual attributes is manifested, thereby drawing the participant into a process of 
discovery and growth.  The seraffic arts include poetry, painting, music, drama, dance, 
puppetry, film, sculpture, photography, wall mosaics, hung tapestry, and others.  
 
 "Seraffo-donnic" refers to any art which operates simultaneously on a spiritual 
and a material/worldly plane.  That is, art which involves the making of goods addressed 
equally to humanity's spiritual life and to its material, intellectual, or social needs on a 
worldly level.  The seraffo-donnic arts include the crafts (such as calligraphy, jewelry, 
rug-weaving, pottery) and the design arts (such as urban design, architecture, interior 
design, garden and landscape, dress design, and industrial design).   
 
 When both groups of art – seraffic and seraffo-donnic – are taken into account, 
we see that the term "artist" implies a very wide range of practitioners.  
 
 
 Range of Approaches and Styles.  It is important to acknowledge that a wide 
variety of art styles and approaches to artistic creation also share equal validity.  One kind 
of variety is produced by the range of styles reflecting the different cultures of the world, 
which can be called "Geographical Diversity."  
 
 Another kind embraces classical art, folk art, traditional forms, and contemporary 
approaches – a range we can collectively refer to as "Historical Diversity."  Proponents of 
classical and traditional art styles emphasize the value of approaches and methods that 
have passed the test of time.  Proponents of contemporary art often emphasize the need 
for discovery and innovation, for personal expression unrestrained by traditions.  In a 



6 

 

balanced, world-embracing perspective, we can recognize the merits of both without 
disparaging either one.  
 
 Yet another kind of variety of styles stems from the uses of art in venues ranging 
from solemn to light, from reverential to entertaining.  This can be called "Usage 
Diversity."  Again, the full range is valid and to be respected.  
 
 One of the hallmarks of the new age that civilization is entering is the shift toward 
a more inclusive, world-embracing attitude on the part of both artist and public.  Artists 
throughout the world have the right to adopt any style or approach to artistic creation, 
without fear of criticism for being either too outmoded or too innovative, and without the 
crippling humiliation of representing a supposedly "backward" and "inferior" culture. 
 
 Indeed, there is now a growing tendency for artists to regard the entire world, past 
and present, as their cultural inheritance. This leads them to feel free to draw on the 
heritage of more than one culture or time period, to work in more than one style, and to 
shift at will from one to another.  In the past this multifaceted approach has been branded 
with the rather disparaging term, "eclectic."  Today, it should be recognized as a normal 
feature of creative work in a multicultural world, and would be more appropriately called 
"the Global Approach."  
 
 Rights of Individuals.  Historically, and worldwide, women and artists 
representing minority cultures have had limited access to the infrastructure of artistic 
promotion, in comparison with men and with artists representing a majority culture.  As a 
result, civilization as a whole has been deprived of the enormous contribution they might 
have made.  To correct this wrong, prejudices toward women and minority artists need to 
be overcome so they can gain full access to systems of artistic education, production, 
publicity, distribution, and remuneration.  
 
IV. The Practice of Art  
 
 The Artist's Role. The Bahá'í teachings call on every individual, in relation to 
society, to strive to be "a source of social good", "a cause of peace and well-being, of 
happiness and advantage".  They exhort the individual "so to live and act as to enrich and 
illuminate the world".

16
  This applies to artists as much as other individuals.  In their 

response to this call, the highest objective to which artists may aspire is to render a 
spiritual service, which consists in seeking to help ennoble the human soul through their 
creations.  The works that artists offer to humanity are a kind of communication that 
manifests spiritual attributes.  By the beauty of these attributes the soul is attracted and 
stirred, the knowledge of divine realities is imparted, attitudes to life are spiritualized, 
morality is strengthened, and service is rendered to the cause of spiritual growth.  
 
 In the highest form of service, then, the artist may be regarded as one who 
inspires love for the beauty of the All-Glorious; a reinforcer of the divine handiwork; a 
spiritual educator; an exponent of a divine vision of life; an agent of spiritual, moral, and 
social well-being; a promoter of the oneness of humankind and of world unity.  
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 Spiritual Responsibility.  Any vocation that can exercise such wide-ranging, far-
reaching effects on the quality of society's life inevitably carries certain responsibilities.  
Since the effect of art is mainly spiritual, the nature of the artist's responsibility, too, is 
spiritual.  And it is weighty.  The artist can exert an influence, for better or for worse, on 
the development of the soul itself; an influence that can aid us to draw nearer to our 
Creator and in that measure assist us to fulfill the very purpose of our existence.  The 
responsibility looms even larger when we consider that a single artist's influence can be 
extended, through the mass media and world communications, to touch the lives of 
thousands and potentially even millions of people around the world. 
 
 To whom are artists responsible?  They are responsible above all to God for the 
service they aspire to render to humanity, as this is service to the divine Kingdom and a 
form of worship.  They are also responsible to society, of which they form a part, and to 
whose spiritual life their work is addressed.  If working for hire, they are, naturally, 
responsible to the person or body who gives the commission.  And they may be 
responsible to a specific institution if they are working on a project under its auspices.  
Far from acting as ropes that bind and restrict the freedom of artists, such responsibilities 
are in reality the very arteries that connect them with the tissues and organs of society, 
enabling them to contribute, to receive, and to participate as a cell in the collective life of 
the body of humanity.  
  
 What are artists responsible for?  The spiritual role outlined above appears to 
carry with it responsibilities in several areas. First, artists would seem to be responsible 
for continually enriching their understanding of the Sacred Word.  For how can art realize 
its role of spiritual ennoblement and upliftment unless artists draw their vision of life 
from its ultimate Source?  The more artists understand, feel, and live the divine teachings, 
the better they can serve as a channel for the bounty of the Holy Spirit.  The more the 
mirror of an artist's heart is free of the dust of worldly attachments, and is turned toward 
the Kingdom above, the better it can reflect in his or her creations a celestial light.

17
  

 
 Second.  Since all occupations should be regarded as a form of service to 
humankind, artists are responsible for viewing their vocation, too, as a kind of service; 
and for seeking to practice it in ways that would ennoble and enhance the spiritual life of 
humanity.  
 
 Third.  The nature of art's role appears to place upon artists the responsibility of 
aspiring to make their creative work a living example of divine teachings and virtues.  
Only when an art work embodies divine precepts and spiritual qualities can it produce in 
the participant's soul an experience that would tend toward ennoblement.   
 
 This may involve an open declaration of beliefs, but it can be more effective when 
subtler, indirect means are used.  One of the distinctive features of art is that it is able to 
attract, edify, and inspire the soul by example (as distinguished from open assertion), and 
this by embodying divine truths, spiritual attributes, and their corresponding beauty in 
forms that are metaphorical.  In this connection we should keep in mind that every aspect 
of art, even the energy of a painter's brushstroke, can serve as a spiritual metaphor.  
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 Fourth.  The experience which a work of art engenders in a person’s soul depends 
on that person’s sensibility, receptivity, judgment, and previous experience.  Artists 
cannot be held responsible, then, for the variable experiences produced by their work in 
the hearts of participants, for the experience is heavily influenced by what the participants 
bring to it from their own background.   
 
 However, artists are responsible for their attitude to the public, and for the 
spiritual quality of the experience that they hope and intend to produce within the 
participant.  Specifically, the responsibility of artists is to take care that the beliefs, 
values, attitudes and emotions that are manifested in their art, on the one hand, and those 
they intend to stimulate and reinforce in the participant, on the other, vibrate in harmony 
with the divine teachings.  This is the best artists can do to make it likely that the 
experience their work engenders in the soul of the participant will have an ennobling 
effect. 
 
 This responsibility does not interfere with freedom of expression.  Though it calls 
on artists to be guided by the divine teachings and to embody the same in their work, they 
are free to achieve that embodiment in their own way.  Under such conditions, the artist's 
vocation would involve both voluntary compliance to spiritual ideals, and great latitude 
for individualized artistic expression.  
 
 Knowing the Light by Darkness.  When artists voluntarily comply with spiritual 
ideals, the resulting art works are not necessarily serene, harmonious, delicate and 
blissful.  They may be and they may not be.  There is room for pain, conflict, discord and 
suffering in a spiritually inspired art.  It is legitimate for art to portray the workings of 
humanity's darker and lower nature, provided the latter is presented in its proper relation 
to humanity's higher, spiritual nature.  What is important is not only the subject matter of 
an art work but the way it is treated; not only its content but also, and especially, the 
effect such content is intended to have on the knowledge and the feelings of the 
participant.  
 
 It is not enough for art to merely display the workings of humanity's lower nature.  
If it is to be edifying, the portrayal needs to be placed within a spiritual context, within 
the framework of God's purpose in creating humankind.  For it is only against such a 
framework that darkness can be perceived as the lack of light, evil as the absence of 
good.  Only against such a framework can the viewers, listeners or readers of a work of 
art measure their own potential and be stimulated to grow spiritually.  In other words, if 
artists refer in their work to the darker as well as the brighter side of human nature, they 
should try to do so in such a way as to engender within the participant's soul an 
experience that will aid him to journey on "the road which leads to divine knowledge and 
attainment."

18
  

 
 In an art work, if negative attributes such as injustice and greed are presented in 
the light of divine teachings, they will be recognized as but the relative lack of the 
spiritual attributes of justice and altruism.  If beauty is regarded as a power of attraction 
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inherent in spiritual attributes, then it is possible for art to be beautiful even when its 
subject matter is superficially unappealing; to be edifying even when its subject matter is 
apparently base.  
 
 Artist and Community.  The Bahá'í social ideal guarantees that artists, as 
individuals, can serve society without their initiative or creativity being stifled.  This 
ideal involves "a social system at once progressive and peaceful, dynamic and 
harmonious, a system giving free play to individual creativity and initiative but based on 
co-operation and reciprocity."

19  
The attitude which such a relationship would call for on 

the artist's part, then, is one of loving service to the entire body of humankind.  
 
 Society and artists have mutual rights.  We have, on the one hand, the undoubted 
right of artists to express themselves.  On the other, we have society's right to expect that 
the products of artists seek to promote the moral, social, and spiritual well-being of the 
public.

20
  

   
 The flowering of art in an emerging world community depends not only on the 
dedicated efforts of artists, but equally on society's support.  This should not be 
surprising.  For any vocation to function well, society needs to provide some kind of 
infrastructure.  Scientists rely on a vast web of government agencies, companies, 
universities, laboratories, banks, equipment manufacturers and others to bring a single 
product to market.  Similarly, the great achievements of artists in past centuries were 
often facilitated by a social and cultural infrastructure.  
 
 This infrastructure was composed of a network of institutions and organizations, 
both public and private, which educated artists, offered them a coherent philosophy of art, 
sought their spiritual services, commissioned their works, and provided the means for 
public performance, distribution, and remuneration.  It is probably safe to say that for 
most artists today, such a well-integrated infrastructure is hard to find, when it exists at 
all.  As its parts are pieced together, and as the demand grows for the spiritual services of 
artists, we will eventually see a new Renaissance surpassing even the most inspiring 
achievements of history.  
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 ‘Abdu’l-Bahá described the creativity of artists as a reflection of the Holy Spirit in the 

mirror of the artist’s mind:   
 

All Art is a gift of the Holy Spirit.  When this light shines through the mind of a 
musician, it manifests itself in beautiful harmonies.  Again, shining through the 
mind of a poet, it is seen in fine poetry and poetic prose.  When the Light of the 
Sun of Truth inspires the mind of a painter, he produces marvellous pictures.  
These gifts are fulfilling their highest purpose, when showing forth the praise of 
God. (Quoted in The Chosen Highway, p. 167.) 
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 “...Things are often known by their opposites.  Were it not for darkness, light could not 
be sensed.  Were it not for death, life could not be known.  If ignorance did not exist, 
knowledge would not be a reality.  Night and day must be in order that each may be 
distinguished.”   ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 82. 

 
 “Man must walk in many paths and be subjected to various processes in his evolution 

upward.  ... If evil deeds were unknown, how could you commend good actions?  If 
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sickness did not exist, how would you understand health?  ...  Briefly, the journey of 
the soul is necessary.  The pathway of life is the road which leads to divine knowledge 
and attainment.  Without training and guidance the soul could never progress beyond 
the conditions of its lower nature, which is ignorant and defective.”  ‘Abdu’l-Bahá, 
The Promulgation of Universal Peace, p. 295-6. 
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 The Universal House of Justice, The Promise of Universal Peace, p. 3. 
 
20

 See the Universal House of Justice, Individual Rights and Freedoms in the World 
Order of Bahá’u’lláh, 6th, 7th and 8th paragraphs from the end. 

 


