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Frithjof Schuon (1907-1998), a Swiss-German thinker, is one of the most
significant figures of the Traditionalist School. Schuon's artistic perspective is
rooted in an awareness and symbolic expression of the Absolute. This article
seeks to examine the works of Sohrab Sepehri, an Iranian painter and poet,
through the lens of Schuon's Traditionalist views on art. It aims to address the
question of how Schuon’s concept and meaning of art manifest in Sepehri’s
poetry and paintings, and with what characteristics. The research is
fundamental and theoretical in nature and employs a descriptive and analytical
method of data analysis. Specifically, the article aims to describe Schuon’s
views on Traditionalist art and then analyze Sepehri’s works (poetry and
painting) by focusing on six concepts: expression of the intelligible, symbolic
nature, lack of innovation, utility and functionality, conformity of form,
primary materials, and symbolic expression aligned with the principles of
Traditionalist art. To this end, selected samples of Sepehri’s poetry and
paintings were chosen randomly.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The intersection of Traditionalist thought and contemporary art provides a unique lens through
which to evaluate the works of Sohrab Sepehri, an iconic figure in Iranian poetry and painting. This study
explores the influence of Frithjof Schuon’s Traditionalist philosophy on Sepehri's creative expressions,
employing a descriptive-analytical methodology. By situating Sepehri’s art within the framework of
Schuon’s spiritual aesthetics, this research seeks to unravel the embedded symbolism and metaphysical
principles that underpin Sepehri’s oeuvre. Specifically, Schuon's articulation of art as a manifestation of
the Absolute and a conduit for conveying the divine resonates deeply with Sepehri's poetic and visual
representations. Thus, understanding the philosophical underpinnings of Sepehri’s work requires an
appreciation of Traditionalism's foundational concepts (Coomaraswamy & Tabatabaei, 2007; Schuon, 2005).

Schuon’s philosophy emphasizes the symbolic nature of art, advocating for a representation that
transcends mere physical forms to embody spiritual truths. Sepehri’s paintings and poetry exemplify this
principle through the recurrent use of nature as a metaphorical and spiritual element. In Schuon's view,
the material world serves as a mirror reflecting higher, intelligible realities. Sepehri, similarly, uses natural
elements like trees, water, and the desert to evoke an awareness of the transcendent. His minimalist visual
style and succinct poetic expressions are not simply artistic choices but deliberate reflections of
metaphysical concepts. As Rahmati (2015) notes, Traditionalist art remains ever-relevant, existing beyond
the confines of historical or cultural specificity, a notion vividly apparent in Sepehri’s works (Rahmati,
2015).

The notion of "non-innovation” in Traditionalist art, as discussed by Schuon (2005), further
elucidates Sepehri’s approach. Contrary to modern art’s emphasis on originality, Traditionalist art derives
its authenticity from the timeless truths it seeks to convey. Schuon argues that true art transcends
individual creativity, channeling collective spiritual wisdom (Schuon & Cutsinger, 2007). Sepehri's art
aligns with this ideal, as his work often eschews the personal in favor of expressing universal spiritual
themes. The repetition of symbols and the lack of narrative complexity in his paintings underscore the
eternal, immutable nature of the spiritual realities they depict. This approach reinforces Schuon's assertion
that art should serve as a vessel for divine presence rather than a platform for personal expression
(Fitzgerald, 2010).

Sepehri’s art also embodies the practical and functional aspects of Traditionalist aesthetics, which
Schuon (2005) describes as art’s inherent purpose to guide humanity towards spiritual awareness. His
poetry and paintings are imbued with a sacred quality that invites contemplation and introspection,
facilitating a connection between the mundane and the divine (Schuon, 2005). Sepehri’s frequent allusions
to water, a symbol of purity and spiritual renewal, exemplify this concept. The sacred utility of his art lies
in its capacity to elevate the observer’s consciousness, transforming ordinary experiences into moments
of spiritual insight. Mahdavi (2012) argues that the integration of beauty and utility is a hallmark of
Traditionalist art, a principle Sepehri meticulously observes (Mahdavi, 2012).

The compatibility of form, materials, and symbolism in Sepehri’s work with Traditionalist
principles is evident in his artistic techniques and thematic choices. Schuon emphasizes that the physical
aspects of art must align with spiritual objectives, using simplicity and abstraction to represent the
ineffable. Sepehri’s paintings often feature muted tones and abstracted natural forms, devoid of excessive
detail or three-dimensionality, reflecting Schuon's ideal of static materiality (Schuon & Cutsinger, 2007).
His poetry mirrors this aesthetic, using minimalist language to convey profound spiritual truths. By
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employing a limited color palette and eschewing representational accuracy, Sepehri adheres to the
Traditionalist emphasis on essence over form, creating art that resonates with Schuon’s vision of sacred
simplicity (Satari, 1997).

In conclusion, this study reveals that Sepehri's work encapsulates the six defining characteristics
of Schuon’s Traditionalist art: the expression of intelligible realities, symbolic representation, non-
innovation, functional purpose, form-material congruence, and adherence to necessary artistic conditions.
By interpreting Sepehri’s poetry and paintings through this philosophical lens, the research underscores
the enduring relevance of Traditionalist aesthetics in contemporary art. Sepehri’s integration of spiritual
themes and natural elements fosters a contemplative experience that transcends cultural and temporal
boundaries, affirming Schuon's assertion that art should be a reflection of the divine order. This analysis
not only contributes to a deeper understanding of Sepehri’s artistic legacy but also highlights the profound
impact of Traditionalist thought on modern creative practices.
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