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Focusing on five symbolic painting works from Golchin Asha’r of the Shiraz-
Behbahan school dating back to 1398, the current study attempts to approach
the world of meaning of these works in light of Henry Corbin’s
Phenomenological-Hermeneutical thought. It will answer the following three
guestions: What is the relationship between geosophy (visionary topography)
and these symbolic paintings? What are the advantages of Corbin’s
philosophy to interpret traditional Iranian painting, particularly the Shiraz-
Behbahan school? What meanings does the world of these works present?
The findings show that it is possible to apply the symbolic painting’s method
of representation instead of the familiar drawing methods to present geosophy
/ visionary topography (geography). The visionary history and geography do
not occur on the natural earth but the celestial one through the faculty of
imagination. If such a world, celestial earth, is supposed to be represented,
the Iranian symbolic painting will be a perfect choice. Corbin’s ideas make
the interpretation of such paintings possible by decoding their visual aspect
and content. Accordingly, Golchin Ash’ar’s paintings can represent
geosophy, in which the question of “‘what” the earth turns into the question of
“who” as the visionary earth replaces images of the natural earth, through
some references to the Mazdic texts.
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Extended Abstract

Applying Henry Corbin’s phenomenological-hermeneutical approach, the current study reflects on
five symbolic painting works from Golchin Asha’r of the Shiraz-Behbahan school dating back to
1398. It tries to provide answers to the following questions: What is the relationship between
geosophy (visionary topography) and these symbolic paintings? What are the advantages of
Corbin’s philosophy to interpret traditional Iranian painting, particularly the Shiraz-Behbahan
school? What meanings does the world of these works present? The article intends to take
advantage of Corbin’s thoughts to describe and analyze Shiraz-Behbahan School of Painting. For
Corbin phenomenology is defined as unveiling, to uncover the hidden that are the phenomena of
the sacred book and the mirror. With hermeneutics, he thinks of 7a ‘wil (interpretation) which is to
turn everything back to its origins. It is necessary to understand and let others understand to save
phenomena. This kind of interpretation is fulfilled through understanding for which Corbin uses
wa’y (awareness). The root of this Arabic word implies the particular determination of the
individual’s existence. Dasein or self will interpret itself via the interpretation of the text to re-birth
through this quest. The power of imagination makes this kind of awareness, which occurs in the
symbolic or the imaginative sphere, possible. The symbolic spiritual interpretation concerns the
essence and the appearance at once. Thus, such experience and interpretation cannot take place but
in a pure imaginative perception, particularly in the realm of every individual perception.
Moreover, underscoring the world of ideas or the “eighth sphere”, as the touchstone of Corbin’s
thought, the concept of the earth has been regarded within the symbolic geography to explain its
relationship with the self in the holy books of ancient Iran. For Corbin, earth, overcoming the
natural geography, is elevated to theosophical geography. That is also the case with the self. The
transformation of the soul is possible within the middle world which is the world of ideas or
imagination. The soul transformation is experienced in form of particular presences. This is the
creative imagination that understands this intermediary world. It is not possible to apprehend the
geosophy following positive or empirical geography. Corbin points out that a kind of visionary
topography is required which, inspired by ancient Persian texts, can be called “Khorne
perspective”. Khorne perspective cannot also be conceived commonly but through symbolic art as
a means of revelation. Based on Corbin’s reference to Corps spirituel et terre céleste: de I'lran
mazdéen a I'lran sht'ite, five painting works from Golchin Asha’r of the Shiraz-Behbahan school,
as the representation of Khorne perspective, have been selected to elaborate on such visionary
topography. Here, the genesis of different elements of mountain, river, plant, and sea within the
Khorne perspective as well as the role of the self are significant. These elements are not natural but
codes need to be interpreted. The reason behind the emergence of such images is the visionary
topography that is capable of providing proper scenes for visionary events. The self is, in fact, a
part of those events. Plants, rivers, and mountains are turned into symbols. It means that they are
understood through the power of ideal forms which are identical to the vision. That is why all of
them are apprehended in the ideal world. The events of the soul occur within the symbolic
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topography without which there would be no place for such events. Approaching these Iranian
paintings, as symbols for the representation of visionary geography, can participate in the
continuation of this hermeneutical tendency emphasizing the particular existence of every
individual and her/his understanding within a meaningful horizon without addressing the holy
books or religious context. Ancient Persian texts and Islamic philosophers, Suhrawardi in
particular, demonstrate that symbols resist categorization. At the same time, each self will interpret
symbols, again and again, to return them to their origin. The paper attempts to continue the process
of interpretation focusing on paintings as a world. In other words, the objective of applying the
phenomenological-hermeneutical approach, or Corbin’s spiritual/interpretive unveiling is to bring
back the paintings for the present time.
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