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NATURAL CYCLES AND SYMBOLS
OF NATURE IN SHEBEKE ART

Abstract. A shebeke is a decorative plane assembled from many carved
wooden elements and pieces of coloured glass reinforced between them.
Shebeke patterns are geometric archetypes reflecting major metaphysical
principles, including particular natural cycles and images. The report
presents an internally consistent concept of the origin of the types of shebeke
compositions and the symbolism of the numerical series defining their
geometry: 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 16, and 32. It is shown, for example, that 10 and
12-cornered figures symbolise the Tree of Life. To convey the geometry
of the Tree of Life in the visual language of shebeke, folk masters of the
18™ century, creating compositions of the ground floor of the Palace of the
Sheki Khans, presented it in the form of an elongated 12-cornered figure.
The geometric code of the number 32 is scarce in shebeke patterns. It is a
lunar cycle consisting of 28 days and four main astronomical events of a
year: days of winter and summer solstice and spring and autumn equinoxes.
Ilgar Rasulzadeh, a young master of shebeke, created a unique composition
of shebeke in a Latin cross form (2020) for the Vatican Embassy building
crowned by a circle with an inscribed 32-gon within.

Key words: shebeke, natural cycles, symbols, figures of sacral geometry,
Tree of Life.

Introduction. The whole world history can be presented as a way
of successive separation of human beings from nature. One of the most
significant stages of this process is the emergence of urban civilisation. In his
time, the priest and prominent thinker Alexander Men wrote, «The city is a
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symbol of isolation of mankind from nature and at the same time a symbol
of his creative activity» [3, p. 500]. Sheki is one of those historical cities
of Azerbaijan where the opposition between nature and humans, nature and
culture, is least felt.

But Sheki is yet a city. Right here, the folk art of shebeke was probably
born, which has been and continues to be an urban type of handicraft. Sheki
itself continues to be the main centre of this kind of folk applied art. Along
with it, the shebeke art was spread in Ganja, Ordubad, Shusha, and Baku, as
well as in Irevan on the territory of modern Armenia. However, being an urban
craft, shebeke remains a folk art. It is not institutionalised in professional
artistic culture. The skills and mastery of shebeke art are passed on from
father to son, from mentor to pupil.

The interpretation of the main material. A shebeke is a decorative plane
assembled from numerous carved wooden elements and pieces of coloured
glass fixed between them without using glue or nails. The meaning of the
word shebeke is “grid” or “lattice”. The artistic essence of a shebeke lies in
the sunlight penetrating through the coloured glass and the grid of contours of
geometric figures. An artisan first makes standard parts of various shapes from
hardwood — boxwood, walnut, beech, and oak — and then assembles patterns
according to the finished drawing. The desired shape of shebekeis achieved
by inserting into each other small alats — wooden pieces with a projection
and a depression, between which pieces of coloured glass are placed. This
kind of applied art requires considerable physical strength, which is why, for
centuries, shebeke masters have been exclusively men. A dynasty of shebeke
masters originated in Sheki city, founded by Ashraf Rasulov (1928-1997),
known as Usta Ashraf. Today, the leading shebeke artists are his son, Tofig,
and his grandson, Ilgar.

An important feature of folk applied art is that it «obeys its laws,
rather than patterns of stylistic development». There is nothing «useless,
aimless, and lifeless» [5, p. 75, 77]. The master of shebeke strictly observes
tradition. He must adhere to several types of compositions. In addition, the
shebeke artist must observe the traditional colour palette: he has only red,
yellow, blue and green at his disposal. All this completely excludes any
improvisation in the art of shebeke. Therefore, phraseological turns such
as «successfully combining glass of red, yellow, blue, green colours and
their various shades, the master achieved a special psychological mood»
[9] are meaningless.
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A common perception of the symbolism of shebeke is that the four colours
of glass used here represent the four seasons, and the patterns of this art
embody the idea of the infinite Universes and the endless flow of life. Yes, in
a sense, all this takes place. However, only based on sacred geometry, the real
cultural meanings of shebeke art are amenable to the interpretation.

Shebeke patterns are geometric archetypes reflecting the main metaphysical
principles. Rhombus, hexagram, eight-pointed star, decagon, 12-corner, etc.,
are the basis of shebeke ornament is polygons of regular shape. The names of
ornaments in Azerbaijani: ‘alty’, ‘sekkiz’, ‘on’, ‘on iki’, etc., correspond to
the numerical series 6, 8, 10, 12, 16, 32. Each number corresponds to specific
aspects of sacred geometry, expressing various elements of physical and
metaphysical space and time.

The size of the objects and planes that decorate its patterns determine
the physical space of a shebeke. The classics of shebeke are windows and
doorways. A complex aggregate of mental factors set the metaphysical space
of shebeke art. They shimmer in the oppositions of centre and periphery,
statics and movement.

«Sacral geometry is a morphogenic structure underlying reality itself»
[8, c. 68]. Figures of sacral geometry possess a remarkable property of
mutual transformation. «Plato articulates the basic idea of sacred geometry:
«Demiurge is a geometer» [4, c. 367]. «The forms of sacred geometry do not
represent simple figures: they are processes, pictures and models of things
in a frozen formy [4, c. 599]. It is this frozen form that the shebeke patterns
convey.

The Flower of Life is the foundational figure in sacred geometry. The
various figures within sacred geometry are interconnected through a specific
mechanism of mutual transformation. All other figures unfold from the Flower
of Life, and they fold into it. To be more precise, the Flower of Life serves as
a matrix for all possible manifestations of form. According to the tradition,
which is in question, «The Flower of Life is the source of all languages. It
is the primary language of the universe, the pure form and proportion» [2, p.
65]. Somewhat simplifying, we can say that the graphic image of the Flower is
seen as a hexagon inscribed in a circle. The hexagons inscribed in circles form
the internal structure of the Flower. Surprisingly, world art knows absolutely
exact images of the Flower of Life. One of them is depicted on the wall of the
Temple of Osiris in Abydos, Egypt, and dates back to approximately the 4th
millennium BC.
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The Tree of Life is the central figure of sacral geometry in shebeke patterns.
Purely formally, we can consider it a symbol of nature. However, the Tree
of Life figure is actually only one element of a whole system of archetypes
concentrated in the universal matrix of the Flower of Life.

The question of the symbolism and structure of the Tree of Life is not a
simple and unambiguous one. There are at least two versions of the geometry
of this sacred figure. The first of them has been developed most fully in
Jewish doctrine. «The ten sephiroths — the branches or fruits of this tree
— represent the ten qualities of God as evidence of his presence in matter»
[7, p. 143]. According to Jewish doctrine, the Tree of Sephiroth organises
the fundamental structure of the four worlds into which the universe is
divided. The Sephiroths are depicted in the drawing of the tree in the form
of small circles — these are balls of light. The second version is that «there
were originally twelve components in the Tree of Life, and this twelve-fold
version of the Tree of Life also fits perfectly into the image of the Flower
of Lifex» [2, p. 66].

The point is that the sacral figure of the Tree of Life originally has been
depicted as an elongated hexagon, within which an atomic structure of ten
elements is inscribed. Four of these do not coincide with the corners of the
figure. To convey the geometry of the Tree of Life in the visual language
of shebeke, the masters of the 18" century, creating compositions for the
ground floor of the Palace of the Sheki Khans, presented it in the form of a
vertically elongated 12-cornered hexagon, within which a composition of
four rhombuses is packed. Moreover, the fourth, in turn, is packed inside
the central, larger rhombus. The palace is an integral artistic and symbolic
organism. The heraldic compositions on the facade walls between the
window openings, featuring two peacocks standing before the Tree of
Life, confirm that the shebeke pattern under discussion symbolises namely
the Tree of Life.

The number 32 completes the series we have designated. This value was
not easy enough to give any convincing interpretation. Nevertheless, it was
found. It is a lunar cycle consisting of 28 days and the year’s four major
astronomical events: days of winter and summer solstice and spring and
autumn equinoxes. So, the number 32 fully describes the most fundamental
time cycles with the most direct and profound impact on life on Earth.

The geometric code of 32 as a separate figure in shebeke patterns occurs
very rarely. In most cases, the number 32 and the geometric shapes it defines
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play a supporting role in shebeke compositions. We do not know of any
shebeke compositions based on the geometry of the number 32 in traditional
architecture. They are probably lost. It is possible to cite a single example. At
that, it is from contemporary artistic practice.

[lgar Rasulzadeh, a third-generation master of shebeke, created the
magnificent work in 2020. The composition of the entrance group for
the Vatican Embassy building has a height of three human statures. The
geometric basis of the composition is a Latin cross. 16-cornered patterns
form the plane of the cross. A circle in which a 32-gon is inscribed crowned
the top of the cross. The universal language of shebeke allowed art born
in the traditional space of the mosque to visualise Christian symbols. It
is substantial that verbatim crowning this composition, the 32-gon also
crowns the geometry of shebeke, acting as the supreme digital code of
this art form.

Conclusion. Thus, the basis for the principles of the compositional
structure of shebeke patterns is the endless reproduction of determined
geometric figures. In other words, the decorative plane of shebeke has no
centre and periphery and does not know the pictorial dynamics familiar
to the eye. It means that the art of shebeke relies on a natural cyclical
worldview and draws its cultural meanings from the deepest layers of
tradition.
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SOBOKO SONOTINDO TOBIOT SIKLLORI VO ROMZLORI

Saboko coxlu sayda kosmo agac elementlorindon yi8ilmis vo onlarin
arasina borkidilmis rongli sliso parcalarindan ibarat dekorativ miistovidir.
Soboko naxiglar1 asas metafizik prinsiplori, o ciimlodon miioyyon tobiot
sikl vo obrazlarin1 oks etdiron hondosi arxetiplordir. Moaqalodo soboko
kompozisiyalari tiplorinin yaranmasinin daxilon ziddiyyot toskil etmoyon
konsepsiyasi vo onlarin say siras1 hondoasasini — 4, 6, 8, 10, 12, 16, 32-ni
miloyyon edon romzlor toqdim olunmusdur. Misal iigiin, gostorilmisdir ki,
10 vo 12 bucaqli fiqurlar Hoyat agacini simvolizo edir. Sobokonin vizual
dili vasitosilo Hoyat agacinin hondososini oks etdirmok {iciin X VIII asrin
xalq sonotkarlar1 Soki Xan sarayinin birinci mortobasinin kompozisiya-
larin1 yaradarkon onu dartilmis 12 bucaqli formasinda toqdim etmislor.
32 sayinin hondasi koduna soboko naxislarinda ¢ox az rast golinir. Bu,
28 giindon ibarot ay sikli vo ilin 4 osas astronomik hadisasi — qis vo yay
giinosdurusu, yaz va payiz giin baraborliyidir. Gonc soboka ustas1 Ilqar
Rosulzado Vatikan sofirliyinin binasi {i¢lin iist hissasinds dairs olan vo
onun daxilindo 32 bucaqlt yerlosdirilon Latin xa¢1 formasinda unikal
soboko kompozisiyasi yaratmigdir (2020).

Acar sozlor: soboko, tobiot sikllori, romzlor, sakral hondoso fiqurlari,
Hoyat agac.

Jprernn Canam3sane (Asepoaiidrcan)

IMPUPOJHBIE UKJIbI U CUMBOJIBI ITPUPO/IbI

B HCKYCCTBE HIEBEKE

[IleGexe — 3TO JEeKOpaTUBHAS MIOCKOCTb, COOpaHHAas U3 MHOXECTBa
PE3HBIX JEPEBSHHBIX 3JIEMEHTOB U YKPEIJIEHHBIX MEXKJY HUMHU KyCOd-
KOB IIBETHOT'O CTEKJIa. Y30phl e0eKe — 3TO FeOMETPUUECKHE aPXETHIIBI,
OTpa)KkalollMe IIaBHbIe MeTaU3NUeCcKUue NPUHIUIBI, B TOM YUCIIE Ollpe-
JIeJICHHbIE NIPUPOAHBIE LIMKIBI U 00pa3bl. B gokiane npeacraBieHa BHY-
TPEHHE HENPOTUBOPEYMBAsi KOHLENIMS BOSHUKHOBEHUS TUIIOB KOMIIO3H-
Ui mebdeke M CUMBOJUKHU OMPEAENISIONIET0 UX MeOMETPHUI0 YHCIOBOIO
psana: 4,6, 8,10, 12, 16, 32. [Tokazano, Hanipumep, 4yto 10 u 12-yronpHeie
¢burypsl cuMBOIU3UPYIOT JpeBo xu3HU. UTOOBI mepenaTb reoMeTpHIO
JlpeBa >XKM3HU BU3YaJbHBIM S3bIKOM IIeOeke, HapoaHble mMactepa XVIII
BEKAa, CO31aBasi KOMIIO3ULUK NIepBOro 3Taxka J[Bopua [lIeknHCKUX XaHOB,
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NPEACTaBUIIM €r0 B BUJIE€ BBITIHYTOro 12-yronpHuka. ['eomerpuueckuii
Koz yuciia 32 BcTpedyaeTcs B y30pax mebeke KpaitHe peako. DTO JTyHHBIN
IUKJI, COCTOSAMUNA U3 28 MHEH U 4 TIaBHBIX aCTPOHOMUYECKUX COOBITHUS
rojia: AHU 3UMHETO U JIETHEr0 COJIHIECTOSIHUS, BECEHHEr0 U OCEHHEro
paBHOAeHCTBUs. Moisogori mactep mebeke Mnerap Pacymsane coszman
YHUKAJIBHYIO KOMIO3ULHMIO I1ebeke B BHje JIaTUHCKOro kpecrta (2020)
JJIs 31aHUST TIOCOJbCTBA BarmkaHa, KOTOpas yBeHUYaHa KPYroM CO BIIH-
CaHHBIM B HETrO 32-yroJbHUKOM.

KuroueBble ciioBa: medeke, MPUPOIHBIEC IIUKIIbI, CHMBOJBI, (DUTYPHI Ca-
KpaJIbHOM TeoMeTpuH, J[peBo :KU3HU.




