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Abstract

This study examines how nature is transformed from a collection of sensible forms into
a meaningful and interpretable text in the mysticism of Ibn ‘Arabi and Kabbalah, and
comparatively investigates the relationship between visual perception, the
manifestation of meaning, and aesthetic experience in the two traditions. The central
question is how natural forms can convey significations that transcend their outward
appearance and on what ontological and epistemological foundations human beings are
capable of interpreting such significations. The study adopts a fundamental-theoretical
methodology with a comparative-analytical approach and is based on library and
documentary research into primary texts and interpretive scholarship. In Ibn ‘Arabi’s
thought, the cosmos is regarded as the “Book of Creation,” and its beings constitute
divine signs; consequently, the interpretation of nature entails discovering the
relationship between sensible forms and the self-disclosure of the Divine Names and
Attributes. Imagination, unveiling, intuitive witnessing, and the human being’s
ontological capacity play essential roles in this process, while the Perfect Human is
conceived as the “living interpretation of existence.” In Kabbalah, likewise, the world
acquires the capacity for spiritual interpretation through its relation to Ein Sof, divine
light, and the Sefirot, while letters, numbers, and symbolic language play a significant
role in the production of meaning. The findings indicate that both traditions conceive
of the world as possessing multiple layers of meaning; nevertheless, they differ
fundamentally in their ontological vocabularies, sources of knowledge, and modes of
interpretation. From this perspective, in both traditions the world is simultaneously a
text to be read and a form to be seen; however, the notion of the “divine work of art”
is understood in this article as an aesthetic interpretation of the structure of divine self-
disclosure and the meaningfulness of the cosmos.

Keywords: visual interpretation, nature, Ibn ‘Arabi, Kabbalah, Book of Creation,
divine self-disclosure, Divine Names, Sefirot, Ein Sof, mystical aesthetics, sacred art.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
This study investigates the visual interpretation of
nature in the mystical thought of Ibn ‘Arabi and in
Kabbalah, with particular emphasis on the
conceptualization of the world as both a readable
text and a visible manifestation of divine meaning.
The central problem concerns the manner in which
sensible forms in nature can function as bearers of
meanings that transcend their immediate
appearance  and  the  ontological and
epistemological conditions that make such
interpretation possible. In mystical traditions,
interpretation is not limited to linguistic exegesis or
the explanation of sacred texts; rather, it involves a
movement from outward form toward inward
meaning and from sensible appearance toward
metaphysical significance. From this perspective,
the world itself may be approached as a meaningful
structure whose forms, relations, harmonies, and
patterns are capable of disclosing dimensions of
reality beyond their empirical presence. In lbn
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‘Arabi’s thought, this interpretive possibility is
grounded in the doctrine of divine self-disclosure,
according to which the cosmos is not an
autonomous reality standing independently before
God but a domain in which the Divine Names and
Attributes are manifested in diverse forms
(Chittick, 1989, 1998). The visible world can
therefore be understood as a “Book of Creation,”
whose beings function analogously to signs and
whose sensible forms may disclose metaphysical
meanings. Ibn ‘Arabi’s hermeneutics does not
negate the outward form in favor of an abstract
inward truth; rather, the outward is precisely the
locus in which the inward becomes manifest. This
principle is crucial for understanding the concept of
visual interpretation developed in the present study.
Visual interpretation begins with the act of seeing
but does not end with optical perception; it refers to
a process in which visible form becomes the point
of departure for discerning ontological, symbolic,
and spiritual relations. In this sense, nature can be
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interpreted not because its sensible reality is
denied, but because that reality is considered
capable of disclosing levels of meaning beyond
itself (Ibn Arabi, 1946).

The theoretical framework of the study is based on
a comparative-analytical method and seeks to
distinguish visual interpretation from arbitrary
symbolism or unrestricted subjective projection. In
both Ibn ‘Arabi’s mysticism and Kabbalah,
meaning is neither entirely contained in the object
as a fixed code nor freely imposed upon it by the
interpreter. Instead, interpretation occurs within an
articulated metaphysical and epistemological
system that establishes meaningful relations among
form, reality, revelation, language, and human
cognition. In Ibn ‘Arabi’s system, the relation
between appearance and inward reality is
inseparable from the structures of divine
manifestation, imagination, unveiling, and spiritual
realization. Imagination is particularly important
because it functions as an intermediary realm in
which meanings acquire forms and forms become
capable of conveying meanings. Corbin’s analysis
of creative imagination in Ibn ‘Arabi emphasizes
precisely this mediating role, showing that
imaginal cognition is neither reducible to sensory
perception nor identical with unrestricted fantasy
(Corbin, 1969). Chittick similarly demonstrates
that Ibn “Arabi’s cosmology requires an
understanding of multiple levels of existence and
perception, within which the visible world
participates in a broader network of meaning
(Chittick, 1989, 1994). Accordingly, visual
interpretation may be understood as a disciplined
mode of seeing that moves from the sensible
toward the intelligible and spiritual without
eliminating the sensible level itself. This also
explains its connection with mystical aesthetics. If
visible form can reveal deeper dimensions of
reality, then beauty cannot be reduced to a merely
psychological response or to formal pleasure.
Beauty may instead function as a mode of
disclosure, drawing the perceiver from sensible
harmony toward metaphysical reflection. Islamic
sacred art offers an important parallel in this regard,

V¥

since proportion, rhythm, geometry, repetition, and
calligraphic form may become vehicles for the
perception of unity, order, and spiritual meaning
(Nasr, 1987). The present study therefore treats the
expression “the world as a divine work of art” as an
analytical metaphor emphasizing the inseparability
of form, order, beauty, and meaning.

In the mystical thought of Ibn “Arabi, the notion of
nature as the Book of Creation provides the most
coherent basis for a visual hermeneutics of the
world. Just as the Qur’an possesses outward and
inward dimensions, so too does the cosmos present
itself as a field in which visible multiplicity can be
related to metaphysical unity. The entities of the
world are not merely material objects but loci of
divine self-disclosure, each manifesting particular
dimensions of the Divine Names and Attributes
(Chittick, 1998). This does not mean that natural
objects possess a single mechanical symbolic
equivalent. Water, light, mountains, trees, or other
phenomena may acquire different significations
depending on the relational context within which
they are perceived. Their meanings are therefore
not derived from a rigid symbolic dictionary but
from their place within the larger structure of
existence, manifestation, and human spiritual
perception. The interpretive act consists in
discerning the relation between form and the divine
reality manifested through it. Such interpretation
also requires the participation of the human subject.
For Ibn ‘Arabi, people do not possess equal
capacities of perception; differences in spiritual and
existential preparedness affect the depth at which
meanings may be apprehended. This does not entail
relativism, because truth itself is not generated by
the interpreter, but the human capacity to receive
and recognize truth varies. The Perfect Human
represents the culmination of this interpretive
structure, since he embodies the most
comprehensive realization of the Divine Names
and therefore becomes not merely an interpreter of
existence but, in a deeper sense, a living
interpretation of the cosmos (Ibn Arabi, 1946;
Nasr, 2006). The act of interpretation thus moves
beyond intellectual comprehension toward
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existential transformation. To understand mercy,
beauty, wisdom, or majesty at the highest level is
to realize these realities within one’s own being.
Consequently, visual interpretation in Ibn ‘Arabi is
simultaneously a theory of the world and a theory
of the human being: the world is meaningful
because it manifests divine realities, while the
human being must cultivate the capacity to
perceive and embody those meanings.

Kabbalah offers a different yet structurally
comparable model of the world as a field of layered
meaning. In Kabbalistic thought, especially in its
major medieval and post-medieval forms, the
world is understood in relation to the divine
infinite, Ein Sof, and to the dynamic structure of the
Sefirot, through which divine manifestation and
cosmic order are articulated (Idel, 1988; Scholem,
1974). As in Ibn ‘Arabi, the sensible world is not
treated as a closed material domain devoid of
transcendental significance. However, Kabbalah
develops its hermeneutical framework through a
distinctive emphasis on sacred language, Hebrew
letters, numbers, textual structures, and symbolic
relations. The Torah occupies a central position,
and its visible and linguistic forms are often treated
as layered realities whose deeper meanings exceed
the literal surface. Scholem’s studies show that
Kabbalistic hermeneutics repeatedly construes the
scriptural text as a garment or outer form that
conceals and reveals deeper levels of divine truth
(Scholem, 1941, 1965). The same interpretive logic
can extend from sacred text to the cosmos itself.
The Sefirot provide one of the principal conceptual
structures through which relations between the
infinite divine reality and the finite world are
understood, while light becomes a central metaphor
for emanation, manifestation, and intelligibility.
The Sefer Yetzirah is especially important for the
relation between language and creation, since
letters and numbers are associated with the very
structure of cosmic formation (Kaplan, 1997).
Methods such as gematria, notarikon, and temurah
illustrate how linguistic and numerical forms may
become instruments for revealing hidden relations
among words, concepts, and metaphysical
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structures. In this context, letters are both read and
seen, and their visual configuration, numerical
value, and relational arrangement can participate in
a broader interpretive process. Wolfson’s work is
particularly significant for understanding the
interconnection between vision, imagination,
language, and mystical interpretation in Jewish
mysticism, where seeing and reading are not
always sharply separated but can constitute
mutually reinforcing modes of mystical cognition
(Wolfson, 1994, 2005).

The comparative analysis demonstrates that the
most important similarity between Ibn ‘Arabi’s
mysticism and Kabbalah lies not in the identity of
their concepts but in the structure of the problem
they address. Both traditions assume that reality
possesses levels of meaning and that the sensible
world cannot be exhausted by its first appearance.
Both also maintain that interpretation depends upon
disciplined forms of knowledge and spiritual
preparation rather than arbitrary subjective
association. In Ibn ‘Arabi, the principal conceptual
language involves divine self-disclosure, the
Divine Names and Attributes, the imaginal realm,
unveiling, witnessing, and the Perfect Human; in
Kabbalah, the central vocabulary includes Ein Sof,
the Sefirot, divine light, Torah, sacred letters,
numerical relations, and, in certain historical forms,
tikkun. These concepts should not be treated as
equivalents. The Sefirot are not simply identical to
Ibn ‘Arabi’s Divine Names, and tikkun cannot be
reduced to the same role as ta’wil or spiritual
realization in Islamic mysticism. Nevertheless, the
two systems display a comparable concern with the
mediation between transcendence and
manifestation and with the role of human
interpretation in recognizing meaning within the
world. Their epistemologies also differ. Ibn ‘Arabi
integrates  revelation, reason, imagination,
unveiling, and mystical witnessing within a
complex hierarchy of knowledge (Chittick, 19809;
Nasr, 2002). Kabbalah, by contrast, gives
particularly strong emphasis to Torah, sacred
language, letters,  numerology, symbolic
correspondences, and esoteric textual interpretation
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(Idel, 2002; Matt, 1995). Yet both traditions resist
the reduction of mystical interpretation to merely
conceptual knowledge. Interpretation is tied to
transformation, practice, and participation in sacred
meaning. The same applies to aesthetics: beauty in
both traditions may be approached as more than
sensory attractiveness, because visible order and
harmony can become occasions for contemplating
deeper realities. Thus, the world as text and the
world as image are not mutually exclusive
metaphors. Rather, they converge in the possibility
that visible forms may be “read” and meaningful
structures may be “seen.”

In conclusion, the study shows that visual
interpretation provides a productive conceptual
framework for explaining how nature may be
experienced simultaneously as sensible form,
meaningful sign, and spiritual manifestation in the
mystical systems of Ibn ‘Arabi and Kabbalah. In
both traditions, the world exceeds its immediate
appearance and becomes capable of bearing
multiple levels of meaning, yet the mechanisms
through which this meaning is articulated differ
substantially. Ibn ‘Arabi constructs his interpretive
vision through the metaphysics of divine self-
disclosure, the Divine Names and Attributes,
imagination, unveiling, spiritual witnessing, and
the Perfect Human, whereas Kabbalah develops a
distinctive interpretive architecture through Ein
Sof, the Sefirot, divine light, Torah, sacred
language, letters, numbers, and symbolic
structures. The comparison therefore confirms that
the principal convergence lies in the
meaningfulness of the cosmos and in the conviction
that the visible can mediate the invisible, while the
principal differences lie in the ontological
vocabularies, epistemological sources, and
interpretive techniques of the two traditions. The
concept of the world as a divine work of art should
consequently be understood as an analytical and
aesthetic metaphor rather than as a literal
identification of divine creation with human artistic
production. Its value lies in emphasizing that form,
order, beauty, and meaning can be integrated
within a unified field of mystical perception. In this

\§

framework, visual interpretation becomes a form of
disciplined perception through which the human
being learns to see sensible reality without being
confined to its surface, to seek meaning without
arbitrarily imposing it, and to recognize a dynamic
relation between appearance and inward truth. The
world can therefore be understood at once as
something to be seen, something to be read, and
something through which the relation between the
human, the sacred, and the structure of reality may
be contemplated.
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