
International Congress of Aesthetics 2007 
ñAesthetics Bridging Culturesò 

 The sense of unity in the Iranian Islamic 
aesthetics against the occidental aesthetics 

 Comparing Iranian gardens with western 
gardens 

Elham Hatami Golzari, master, Iran 

Since of the era of Plato (Asthetik der Architektur) western philosophers believed in the 

organic beauty of nature. In the west the beauty of the nature appreciated in addition they 

praised the beauty of geometry, lines and circles. In the western belief, aesthetics goes 

back to 2000 years ago, which is the representative of human anxiety and the 

materialistic thought of the world. Before Islam the art and the aesthetics of the Iranian 

architecture were designed on the basis of providing the requirements of man in such a 

way that it addressed the human spirit too. In this belief the beauty of nature and the 

beauty of geometry and symmetry have completed each other like texture and ground to 

reach their ultimate goal. After Islam this belief has become enriched with the concept of 

wisdom which was based on more fundamental facts, and above all of them was the sense 

of unity. From this time forth the terms like sense of unity, unity, multiplicity, regularity, 

science and beauty became meaningful and of these terms "unity" has the greatest 

significance because it conveys the idea of the sense of unity.  

From the Burckhardt (Principes Et Methodes De lôart sacre) point of view the Islamic art 

is an impersonal experience of aesthetics and the world's unity and multiplicity and in 

this experience all multiplicity become unified in a unique regular domain. Reality is the 

conception of beauty and the ultimate art. Reality should express the differences among 

art, the nature of art and the beauty hidden in that. Cassirer  (Kultur und Philosophie) 

explains that the nature is single but that 's the artist who makes it various by taking 

different images of it. Here the intuitive conception and its sensitivity to different subjects 

become important according to the quality of life, earning for life and the dominant belief 

in the society.  

In the perception of beauty the independence of beauty as an exact fact of the human 

beings and of his mind (objective) is not acceptable. it is in close relationship with the 

inner trends (subjective) and psychology which Hegel (Asthetik der Architektur) refers to 

as "taste ". The forms and different artistic beauties are conventional and credited because 

they follow the situations, goals, causing conditions or because of the cultural 

background of their formation, Therefore their meaning and interpretation are diverse 

according to the mentioned cultural relations.  
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Of the best samples of the Iranian aesthetics are the Iranian gardens in comparison with 

the west and the east ones. The Iranian garden is the original product of the subjective 

alternation of the life of Iranians in their natural environment. At first the conception of 

beauty was unanimous with the concept of blessing and usefulness but gradually it has 

changed to space; in a simple definition an independence taste in the domain of forms 

and gestalt. 

Introduction 

1- Concept of aesthetics 

The word ñaestheticsò is an originally Greek word meaning perception. In a broader view 

aesthetics science examines the methods of feeling the environment and manôs situation 

inside of it. In occidental point of view the concept of beauty was considered mostly a 

psychological term in eighteenth century. Thus, beauty was studied in relation with the 

seen perception and the viewer of a part of this whole set or collection. Alexander 

Gottlieb Baumgartner (1714 ï 1762) uses the concept of aesthetics as a concept parallel 

to sciences of morality and logic; the taste in aesthetics got the same role as wisdom in 

morality science; therefore, taste, feeling and perception again got way into aesthetics. 

Following these, aesthetics was known as the philosophy and knowledge of all beauty 

prospects in the twentieth century.  

Peter F.Smith believes in three levels for aesthetics values: ñChanges in aesthetics occurs 

based on a special texture. Beauty takes different shapes in connection with culture 

levels, art styles and the current methods.  

2- Concept of aesthetics from information theory view point 

According to information theory to understand the incidents happening around each part 

of the flood of information which enter our mind as news should be classified and be put 

in its special place. Each of forms and shapes are also made of information set each 

which are in their own places in general structure.  Therefore, each part of information is 

made of perception units named signals or signs put beside each other in a specific 

structure.  

On the whole one news consists of two kinds of information the ñsemanticò and 

ñestheticò. The aesthetics information addresses the mind of perceiver and makes him 

feel satisfied. This feeling is affected by spiritual-social terms and is completely 

dependant on perceiver of information; on the whole they can not be described and used 

directly. The semantic information is exactly in the opposite point of aesthetics 

information; this information lack the value of aesthetics but transfer special meaning and 

concept to mind or on the other hand teach us something. This kind of news is used 

directly, can be expressed and is rational.  

In explaining beauty from the view point of information theory we should say that in 

receiving a piece of message semantic information makes the mind busy but the 

aesthetics information addresses the human sense or feelings; in other words this 

information defines the quality of beauty. Based on this, one message would implicate 

the beauty once its piece of information is of a kind whose ratio of strangeness, means its 



International Congress of Aesthetics 2007, ñAesthetics Bridging Culturesò 

 

 3 

aesthetics contents, is more than the maximum mind perception. In this way the perceiver 

would have to form ñdraft planò and the mind would push itself to higher understanding. 

The ratio of ñstrangenessò in each level of understanding should be more than the 

maximum capacity of mind perception. Satisfying the aesthetics feeling ï at least to some 

extent ï would be gained once the mind can discover a rather good order in a collection 

of apparently disorderly and chaotic stimulations. The more the perceiver makes draft 

plans, based on his national characteristics and cultural structure, the more his 

understanding will go up to upper layers of understanding.  

3- The fruit or result of beauty  

This case can be answered from two points of view: one is mind ï philosophical and the 

other is information theory. sigmund Freud, in the book ñConflict and cultureò, 1930, 

explains the fruit of beauty as: ñIn the initial place it is given to us, life is very difficult 

and lots of pains and unsolvable problems are with it. To endure this life we need 

something soothing. The pain and uproar is mostly result of our unsatisfied instincts.ò 

According to Freud one way of comforting and salvation is that a man cuts off its 

dependence to world and finds his satisfaction in mind processes; in this way the goal of 

instincts changes in a way that their satisfaction will be independent of outside world. 

Enjoying the art ï as one of the value point of aesthetics ï is one of the possibilities of 

this dream like satisfaction according to Freud. Art and beauty have always been 

interrelated; thus, Freud indirectly introduces the beauty as a soothing thing. The need of 

human to beauty ï as a part of culture ï is certain; this matter is confirmed with the fact 

that from the beginning days if his creation man has always tried to make the 

environment beautiful. The base of deducting the necessity of beauty from information 

theory point of view is formation of draft plan; by making draft plan the perception will 

be in good order. When the esthetical information of a message reaches to a specific 

point, the thing sending this message will be considered as beautiful one. This special 

point or level is exactly the volume of information making a perceiver to form draft plan 

and his understanding goes up one level higher than his understanding level or in other 

way we can say that a beautiful thing can create a fruitful understanding for us and this 

beauty satisfy us or according to Freud it will be the means of comforting.  

4- Aesthetics in Christianity and Greek ideology   

In Greek ideology beauty was a means of purifying human soul facing the pains and 

difficulties he felt. In fact the first theory and ideology in art history which refers to 

creation of beauty and the aim of art work belongs to Greek ideology. This ideology 

finally ends up where all human concentration and effort is to get rid of the painful 

difficulties of nihilism. This freedom can be through enjoyment and watching the 

beauties of this world.  

The next period, which was revival of religious views, considering only the worldly 

beauty without spiritual and religious perfection was rejected. Since the order and 

symmetry focused only on the beauty of tangible world, the beauty and bodily symmetry 

of Greek statues was rejected by Christian thinkers; here is no paying attention to soul 

beauty and even if it is considered it is embodied in bodily symmetry and spiritual 

manifestations are seen a few in Greek statues. The metaphysics and rational art highly 
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observes the rational relations between parts and makes the Greek artists to observe this. 

In the opposite side the religious thinkers after Christianity who were stranger to Greek 

world and were dealing with spirituality, truth and holy and exalted affairs could not 

accept Greek art which paid attention to describing tangible beauty; therefore, they had to 

pass this period and go further.  

From this time instead of observing bodily symmetry as Greek did, the Christian thinkers 

describe the spiritual beauties, orders and tunes. Since this time the tangible picture of 

world is broken in Christian art; thus the aesthetics criteria changes and Christian 

aesthetics is not Greek aesthetics. Christianity does not speak about the order, harmony, 

and symmetry of parts and art agents; basically these parts do not mean physical and 

bodily part anymore. In fact Christian artists inspired by what the historical Christianity 

offered and according to this they portrayed spiritual beauties. Here the picture of Christ 

is not a common and tangible one. The common sculpture of Greek time which described 

appearance especially bodily symmetries is forgotten and broken, weak and frail body 

becomes common which manifests holy spirit.  

5- Changes of beauty concept with the passage of time from occidental 
point of view  

It is more than two thousand years that any beautiful thing is recorded and painted. From 

the beginning there were two kinds of beauty from occidental point of view and it 

continues up to this day. The two kinds of beauty are: from the one hand the beauty of 

nature and living beings and on the other hand the beauty of geometry, line and circle by 

Plato (347 ï 427 BC) and Augustinus (354-430 BC). the hypothesis of tangible beauty by 

Aristotle (322-384 BC) until Plotin (205-270 BC) who says: ñthe nature or essence of 

beauty can not be in harmony of the parts; if so beauty could only be found in shapeò. On 

the other hand Leon Battista Alberti (1404-1472) believes that beauty is a kind of 

harmony and coherence between parts which leads to a unity based on number, relation 

and special order as the highest absolute law of nature, wants it to be. For Andrea 

Palladio (1508-1580) whose hypothesis was based on the Vitruvius hypothesis, the 

mental beauty had no meaning but it was only the visual thing that could be experienced 

in relation with architecture. 

Kant (1724-1802) is the only one who puts taste as the only criterion to distinguish 

between beauty and non-beauty. Relying of Plato and Kant theories, Hegel believed in 

two kinds of beauty: the natural beauty and art beauty born of soul; so this is the beauty 

which is born two times. Bernardo Bolzano (1781-1848) who was contemporary with 

Hegel did not agree with him in this field; he believed that understanding beauty does not 

need mental work and said: ñwe call something beautiful when only looking at it delights 

us and convey this enjoyment of sight to us in one look without pushing us to know the 

ideas behind itò.  

In 1860 Gustav Fechner (1801-1887) tried to discover the role of receiver and its relation 

with sensuous stimulation as a message, its analysis of message and the law ruling this 

relation.  
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6- Concept of beauty from East philosophy point of view  

Before Islam the art and aesthetics of Iranian architecture put the basis of design on 

supplying human needs as to address spirit of man. In this belief the beauty of nature and 

beauty of geometry and symmetry were completing each other as the texture and ground 

do to reach their final objective.  

In Burckhardt ideology Islamic art relies on fundamental truth that a spectrum of orderly 

words beside each other express it and in the center of these words ñmonotheismò stands; 

the mentioned words are: monotheism, unity, disunity, order, science and beauty and in 

the collection of these words ñunityò gets a special place to give meaning to monotheism. 

Even though the word ñwisdomò is considered as a topic in the history of thinking and 

mysticism, Burckhardt used it for the first time in its new form and as a part of Islamic art 

added it to theoretical discussion of Islamic art; since then this word was used in the 

process of explanation and expression of Islamic art with its all conceptional weight. In 

fact he set forth the mentioned word regarding his own special consideration of the 

Islamic art.  Regarding this he says: ñAccording to Islam, divine art (in Quran God is 

artist) is the manifestation of sense of unity in the appearance and good order of universe 

in the first place. Unity is reflected in harmony and unification of the world of disunity 

and in order and balance; the beauty (God) in itself has all these aspects and deducting 

unity from the beauty of universe is wisdom itself; for this Islamic ideology necessarily 

considers a connection between wisdom and art. Muslims art, is essentially based on 

wisdom or science and science of any thing that is nothing but a closed and expressed 

deposit of wisdom.  

In fact according to Burckhardt Islamic art is an aesthetics and impersonal experience of 

unity and universe disunity; in this experience all disunities becomes united in a domain 

of new good order.  

In defining Islamic art as a holy art we can say that: art is a revelation of different phases 

of universe in a process of mystical and sensational experience to express to all the reality 

of these phases in the forms of words, music, imaginable or monitoring pictures or 

architecture; in this process of revelation the individual and social life of a man is 

affected and his feeling of exile is brought to end to make him reach the vicinity of God. 

The effort of man to connect the truth higher than thinking, means the only one God, is 

the essence of Islamic art. Therefore, if the notion of beauty in art is considered as an 

accepted notion in Islam, it is for the reason that truth is the beauty itself and since the 

truth is the final goal of art and the aim of art revelation, art would have beauty aspect.  

The esthetical experience of primitive man shows his loneliness and his being different 

from environment. Since the moment human felt unanimity between himself and outside 

world while feeling separation and strangeness with it and this separation was the result 

his exalted spiritual structure, character and value difference, and internal enthusiasm, he 

asked for an elevation higher than himself toward highest points which got meaning and 

manifested in esthetical and visual creativities. 

According to Kaisirer nature is only one; sun, tree, noon, sunshine, sea and landscape. 

But the artist adds variety to it by picture intuition of nature and draws it. Sensuous 

perception is limited to perceiving general and fixed characteristics of things surrounding 
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us, but the nutriment in statistic experience can never be compared with sensuous 

perception. There are lots of potential possibilities in esthetical experience which are not 

ascertained in sensuous experience of daily life. In the works of an artist these potential 

possibilities are activated and curtain on them is put aside and they get a fixed shape. One 

of the greatest advantages of art and one of its deepest incidents is creation of endless 

characteristics of apparent shape of things.  

In other words in understanding beauty its separation as a visual fact (objective) from 

human and mind is cancelled and it has close relation with internal and psychological 

processes (subjective) stated as taste by Hegel. Since the shapes of forms and different 

artistic beauties are conventional due to following the states, goals and creating 

conditions or cultural bases of their creation, the meaning and interpretation of them is 

different and changeable based on mentioned cultural relations. 

On the whole we can say that artist and art work are based on the art truth in their 

existence and the art work adapts its being from the stylish face of art. The stylish face of 

art is the true beauty and the beauty of art work comes from the unity manifested in it. In 

art nobility comes with unity and the variety and disunity of art works are the 

manifestation of unquestionable unity in art which disclose beauty. The appearance and 

content in art work are the tangible manifestation of a single truth, the cause and effect,  

the appearance and inner part are all one truth only.  

Research theories  

Á In western gardens the rough and uneven lands were flattened and geometrical 

order was made to create orderly and sun catching environment in contrast with 

the disorderly and complex environment of surrounding nature, but Iranian 

gardens were designed based on living condition in wide and dry deserts to create 

cool and green environment.  

Á Western gardens show the fight with their surrounding nature since the trees and 

bushes are given orderly and geometrical shapes by tilling while in Iranian 

gardens plants and trees were in their natural form and the only interference of 

human was in their arrangement to an extent not to mishape its natural form. In 

far eastern gardens also naturalism was in the highest point and there were no 

interference of human in them.  

Á In Iranian garden beauty is shaped based on mind concepts and these concepts 

have not changed much by the passage of time and are used as beauty elements 

of garden, but in western gardens the formal shape of garden has been important 

and the identity of garden completed with creating geometrical shapes.  

Aesthetics of Iranian gardens and western gardens  

The history of western gardens goes back to ancient Greece and the fourth and the fifth 

centuries before Christ. Regarding the rationalistic ideas of the time cities were 

considered as the criteria of beauty and not the nature and gardens. On this basis enjoying 

the natural elements in ancient Greece was known as irrational and non-definable. But 
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gardens got importance after Alexander and became popular by the dominance of 

Romans to Greek and the first public garden or park was established in old Greece.  

In Romanôs time, means end of the fourth century and beginning of the fifth century BC, 

renewal of natural landscape was together with symmetrical planting of trees and 

searching geometrical forms for natural plants. Roman gardens were like designed 

pictures decorated with statues of heroes, fountains, pools and temples. ñvilla-gardenò in 

this period as a place for entertainment and residence of the nobles outside of city showed 

the special form of aesthetics of Romans. In villa ï gardens architectural elements such as 

water, statue, etc. were combined with plants shaped using Arte topiaria techniques; in 

this technique plants were tilled in variety of ways and were shaped like cube, cylinder, 

sphere, etc.  

By decline of Rome emperor in medieval times, gardening and establishing gardens was 

also declined for two centuries and it was only done by monks or nuns in monasteries. In 

the ninth and the tenth centuries even the monasteries were not paid attention and the art 

of gardening was forgotten again. In the eleventh century England ñNormanò turned to 

religion, the monasteries became popular again and gardening was paid attention, but in 

the seventeenth century the United Kingdom king, sixth Hennry, closed monasteries and 

put an end on gardening of them. 

From the fifteenth up to end of the sixteenth centuries renewal of ancient time and 

learning the architectural designs and gardening of ancient time started in combining 

architecture and nature. In this period the arrangement of ancient gardens (using the 

platforms, Stairs, water fronts, statues and Arte topiaria techniques) was imitated and 

inspired by designers. The unity of space was shaped by a perspective by determining a 

centrifugal point. In this way different aspects of space was classified and ordered in a 

rational and mindful system. The existence of natural sights in painting works is 

manifested as paying attention to nature; the samples of it can be seen in drawings of 

Leonardo Davinchi and Boutichili.  

In Barouk art and architecture time central and limited perspective of medieval time (the 

sixteenth century) is replaced with perspective with an order in centrifugal extreme. The 

literary works of Barouk time is composed of monitoring spaces with unlimited 

perspective and offers contradicting mixture of static and moving spaces. In landscape 

drawings of this time the physical environment of nature is mixed with ancient 

constructions such as temples or ruined places of ancient Rome. Because of the formation 

of new nobility the gardens of this time manifested as ñvilla-parkò.  

God was the first gardener, but when the Iranian man started gardening fought with hot 

and dry nature and by watering and new and generous distribution of rare and life giving 

water re-established it. The appearance and survival of these gardens depend on direction 

of water flow. The water pressure guided from far mountains toward gardens is doubled 

by combining two flowing; this increase of pressure causes the water ejection from 

central pool of garden and determines the shape and surrounding of garden. The story of 

Iranian garden is mostly the travel of water and creation of life after fighting with dryness 

and death. 
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Figure 1. the travel of water and creation of life, fighting with dryness and death, Qanat in 

Yazd 

In ancient Iran these gardens were established based on exact, orderly and geometrical 

designs by skillful engineers. Like French painters and other classic time European 

artists, Iranian gardeners were also engineer but they worked in a completely different 

condition.  

ñLe notreò and his followers created an orderly and sun-catching space by flattening 

uneven lands of jungles; by removing and by splitting jungle heart and creating 

geometrical order which was in the opposite point of disorderly, complex, chaotic and 

dark space, they removed the distance with sky and got it. From the other hand Iranian 

gardeners created green and cool spaces based on their living condition in plain and dry 

deserts. 

 

Figure 2. ñShazde mahanò garden created in dry desert with rectangular plan 
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Western gardens show the fight with surrounding nature in which trees and bushes are 

given orderly shapes while Iranian gardens were always facing and fighting with strange 

and lifeless world. These gardens which are constructed in different times and places 

have lots of differences but the joint chapter of all gardens is the creation of good order 

and intelligent and exact design in disorderly and chaotic environment of their 

surrounding. Destruction of these two, slowly or fast, is done in a different way and each 

are submitted to passage of time in some way. In west, penetration of weed and self 

growing plants and bushes to these deserted gardens makes them embedded again in the 

heart of jungle. In Iran the deserted and forgotten gardens are changed to a lifeless pile of 

soil due to the attack of soil and sand.  

Iranian garden is the noble product of interaction of Iranian mind and life in their natural 

environment and are one of the best samples of manifests of Iranian aesthetics. The main 

role of creating space in Iranian gardens is the boundless perspective of water, water 

presence, space variety, holy sight, place of thinking and rectangular geometry of garden.  

Beauty in Iranian garden begins with the interpretation of artist of his mind concepts and 

by the passage of time gets a new color under the polish of history and environment. The 

concept of beauty was at first joint with the meaning of good and suitable, but gradually 

changed to an independent taste in domain of face and shaping space. 

In garden establishment art of the world, Iranian garden is known with its own style and 

identity whose shaping principles ages around 2500 years. The famous shape nobility 

theory ñChahar Baghò in planning Iranian garden is the most famous theory of spiritual 

basis of space shaping and sight making in Iranian gardens which is not in accordance 

with most of the historical samples. Thus, by examining the samples we are examining 

what the Iranian gardens are. 

If we briefly explain about the far east gardens, we would say that the primitive gardens 

in Japan were very simple complex of river basins, islands and streams and the design of 

each part of garden shows part of nature. Considering different shapes of stones, their 

arrangement, water, decorative plants and creating special relation between them had lots 

of importance. In the nature of Japanese gardens orderly and flat stones are not used but 

the disorderly shapes and different surfaces of stones create beauty. The arrangement of 

stones itself is sign of a word, meaning or a symbol; the big and long stones are signs of 

mountain, dark stones with various breaks mean fire, small and even stones mean hill and 

rectangle and polished stones mean quite water. The main elements in Far East include 

stone and water (river basin, fall, marsh and small streams with bridges). The sidewalk 

floors are decorated with stone, rubble stone or shaped stones.  

Conclusion 

Á In introduction section aesthetics concepts were examined from different views 

and the research theories were defined as that Iranian aesthetics is based on Islam 

concepts and manifestation of wisdom and sense of unity concepts while western 

aesthetics is defined based on body beauty principles. 

 



International Congress of Aesthetics 2007, ñAesthetics Bridging Culturesò 

 

 10 

   

Figure 3. Iranian aesthetics is based on the sense of unity concepts while western aesthetics is 

defined based on body beauty principles 

 

Á To prove these aesthetics theories the two Iranian and western style gardens were 

examined by comparison method and research theories were all approved; the 

below conclusions can be emphasized as Iranian garden design theories and ideas 

for the today man. 

 

The joint elements which make the beautiful scenes in Iranian gardens 

1- Infinite view 

    There is a pivot in an Iranian garden which is spread in the longer length. This pivot 

is the backbone, a place for important, working elements, and the main view. Setting the 

pivot, in spite of its operation as the place for the garden's elements, is not an effective 

role, but creating a unique atmosphere in which the view is genuine, is important. To 

achieve this goal, creating the atmosphere and a special view which describes the state of 

an Iranian garden, is much more noticeable than the locality of operations. The main role 

in an Iranian garden is the soul, which describes the eternity, gloriousness and 

endlessness. The aim is to separate the spectator from the outsight and paying attention to 

the insight, creating a noteworthy atmosphere by facing the eternity and thinking of the 

unlimited world in a limited one. Sensing the eternity makes every spectator feel so 

peaceful that he wonders about the immensity of the nature and thinks about existence.  
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Figure 4. the main pivot in ñFin gardenò 

This pivot creates an endless view that recalls every spectator to the insight without the 

aim of showing a view of the garden but with the use of all abilities which provide virtual 

perspectives in the atmosphere. The spectator in this space is an element among the sight. 

The sight is a perspective of existence with the intensification of the spiritual mood and 

explanation of its eternity in which the spectator plunges into it. The spectator is not 

dominated on the sight, even not strange with it, but a part of it and dependant on it. The 

garden and its endless pivot present separation from the outsight paying attention to the 

insight. The first step for an Iranian garden designer after choosing the place to build the 

garden is the main road which is dependant on the water reservoir, the sight and the earth. 

The road is the main part for the spectator's geometric location which starts from the 

entrance. The main view of the garden is the effect of setting the pivot, a scene which is 

formed strongly and doesn't let the spectator see random ones. That is why most people 

think analogous to each other.  

The road in the garden is a "place" to join the nature and the man's existence there. The 

spectator's perception from the "garden place" is not possible without the facts of 

combining the man and the nature. In "Pasargad" the road which shows the gloriousness 

of the nature is seen as a square and it is long opposite to the palace. In "Shazde Mahan" 

Garden the road is a narrow and long pass, both describing the immensity of the universe 

that is worthy for the man to be integrated in. In spite of the east art the nature stays 

genuine here and modeling is done by the man's interpretation. The beauty in Iran's 

nature is achieved by interference of the man. According to an analysis of an Iranian 

garden it can be concluded that the beauty in the gardens is achieved by the man's and the 

nature's aid. 


