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Abstract

The present article is an analytical-critical description of the concept of the
Mundus Imaginalis or the Imaginal in the reading and interpretation of Iranian
painting. Which thinkers and with what interpretational purposes have put
forward the concept of the imaginal in the reading of Iranian painting? What new
possibilities have they opened up and what obstacles have they brought forth with
the frequent reference to the imaginal in the interpretation of Iranian painting?
The research method is descriptive-analytical and critical mainly developed
through description, comparison, finding untenable claims in other research
sources, lack of examples of painting works, and unprovable and frequent
propositions, as well as raising critical questions. The data collection method is
dependent on library and online research. In addition to showing the theoretical
and methodological shortcomings of this field study, the research aims to
emphasize some other possible readings. | will proceed to explore the ideas of
Titus Burkhart and Seyed Hossein Nasr (traditionalism), as well as Dariush
Shaygan and Majid Akhgar (phenomenological approach) to conclude as follows:
Burkhardt and Nasr, by using the concept of the imaginal and suspended forms
(Sowar al-Mu’allagah) about Iranian painting, did not try to discover the world of
this genre. They instead sought to exemplify their previous ideas about tradition,
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Islam, and art in general. Their references are often unsubstantiated. That is why
they usually draw sweeping conclusions relying on a few limited examples. Not
returning to the paintings themselves in a traditionalist approach implies that these
paintings have no concern but spiritualism in the Islamic mystical context.

Extended Abstract:

The present article is an analytical-critical description of the Mundus
Imaginalis or the imaginal (coined by Henry Corbin) that has been
applied to the interpretation of Iranian painting. There are two principal
approaches in the interpretation of the Iranian painting to be examined
here: traditionalism and phenomenology. The article brings in focus the
ideas of Titus Burkhardt and Seyed Hossein Nasr, as representatives of
traditionalism and tries to discuss some aspects of Dariush Shaygan and
Majid Akhgar’s phenomenological approach as well. | will offer a brief
presentation of their methods and remarks then raise some questions to
show how they miss some crucial aspects of the world of Iranian
painting particularly when they impose their presuppositions rather than
returning to the works themselves.

The main research questions:

Which thinkers and with what interpretational purposes have put
forward the concept of the imaginal in the reading of Iranian painting?
What new possibilities have they opened up and what obstacles have
they brought forth with the frequent reference to the imaginal in the
interpretation of Iranian painting?

Research literature:

As a major contribution in this field, I would like to mention a paper by
Mohammad Reza Abolghasemi: “Considerations on the Aesthetics of
Islamic Painting” a summary of which was published in English titled”
Critical Considerations on Mystical Aesthetics: A Case Study of Iranian
Painting”. Although the titles of the two articles and the place of their
publication are different, it is difficult to consider the two mentioned
articles as two independent and different texts because the central topics
are mostly repeated in both articles, but there are relatively small
differences in the mention of details and research references. Thinkers
such as Corbin, Burkhart, and Nasr have resorted to mystical teachings
centered on the imaginal to explain the aesthetics of Iranian painting.
Starting with the traditionalists’ views the article tries to show that the
way they relate metaphysical concepts to the world of Imagination is
not acceptable due to the pictorial aesthetics of Iranian painting both
theoretically and methodologically. Returning to the paintings
themselves is the best way to reveal the aesthetic aspects of these works
(Abolghasmi, 2014, A). The points of commonality between the



63 | Panjtani, Mohammadzadeh, Shokrpour & Asghari

mentioned articles and the current research is from the point of view
that both of them agree that in the written and solid works of that period,
no convincing evidence can be found that the painters were familiar
with the mystical teachings related to the imaginal, and if so, reaching
this level was possible only for the perfect mystic. Also, both researches
emphasize that the best way to extract the aesthetic aspects of these
works is to refer to them. (lbid and Abolghassemi; 2015: 42). In
addition, Abolghasemi's article has given a sufficient and useful
description of what this world is in two sections, mysticism and the
characteristics of the imaginal world, which has made the present article
unnecessary to reexamine the topic. The current research explores the
repeated propositions about the Mundus Imaginalis attributed to Iranian
painting in the works of several renowned thinkers to reveal how these
interpretations can be made without referring to the works of painting
themselves. Such views have been accumulated so that become
dominant in the interpretation of Iranian painting to impose different
purposes in several periods

Research method:

The research method is descriptive-analytical and critical mainly
developed through description, comparison, finding untenable claims
in other research sources, lack of examples of painting works, and
unprovable and frequent propositions, as well as raising critical
questions. The data collection method is dependent on library and
online research. In addition to showing the theoretical and
methodological shortcomings of this field study, the aim of the research
is to emphasize some other possible readings of these works.

Findings:

The findings of the research can be summarized as follows: Burkhardt
and Nasr, by using the concept of the imaginal and suspended forms
(Sowar al-Mu’allaqah) in reference to Iranian painting, did not try to
discover the world of this genre. They instead sought to exemplify their
previous ideas about tradition, Islam, and art in general. Their
references are often unsubstantiated. That is why they usually draw
sweeping conclusions relying on a few limited examples. Not returning
to the paintings themselves in a traditionalist approach implies that
these paintings have no concern but spiritualism in the Islamic mystical
context. So, how should a great number of minor, daily, and earthly
subject matters of these works be apprehended? In addition,
conclusions such as the certainty of the representation of the imaginal
in paintings or the definite vision of Mundus Imaginalis by painters in
the works of people like Seyyed Hossein Nasr have led to theoretical
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problems suffering from interpretive limitations. Introducing painting
as a spiritual art without paying attention to social and historical
implications, forgetting about the heterogeneous history of the Iranian
painting, and sanctifying it from a religious outlook leads to ignorance
of the aesthetic aspects of the works themselves. Concerning the
phenomenological tendency, Shayegan and Akhgar’s
phenomenological approach does not go beyond Corbin and
traditionalists' views. Again, the return to the works themselves and the
comprehensive examination of works, which are crucial to any
phenomenological approach, are not taken seriously. Moreover, it looks
like their emphasis on the "ambiguity” of the Iranian culture has made
their interpretation ambiguous too. Akhgar's reference and use of the
concept of the imaginal is mainly based on Shayegan's texts. The
distinguishing feature of Akhgar's interpretations is juxtaposing
survival/annihilation and timelessness/temporality in the world of
imagination, the attribution of which to Iranian paintings cannot be
rejected. However, he follows the line of Shayegan and Nasr, in general.
Despite his limited reference to the works of art, he is much more
devoted to returning to works themselves than others.

Discussion:

I should point out that, affected by Corbin, the Imaginal has been central
to the interpretation of the Iranian paintings as an unwritten and
unstudied agreement. The case demands examination as this notion is
frequently presupposed in articles, dissertations, and books like an
axiom.

Results:

The Mundus Imaginalis, which opened a horizon to Iranian painting at
the beginning, has become the only way to understand Iranian painting
after a course of time. Despite the methodological and theoretical
problems, the application of the conceptual model of the imaginal has
its own benefits. It has created a certain meaning for this sort of art. But
on the other hand, the predominance of this mode of interpretation has
concealed some other aspects of this art to be found within the Iranian
life-world. Therefore, it is necessary to get out of the shadow of the
imaginal in order to make room for other meanings to appear.

Keywords: Iranian painting, the Imaginal, Islamic art, traditionalism,
phenomenology.
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