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Abstract

After the end of the Qajar period, Iran’s artistic atmosphere was increasingly influenced by Western culture
and art, which led to the emergence of modern artistic tendencies. In the field of traditional painting, which
had experienced a long period of stagnation and repetition after the Isfahan School, a number of artists,
including Hadi Tajvidi, established what later became known as the Tehran School of Painting. Under the
influence of the modernist cultural and artistic climate of the Pahlavi period, the Tehran School of Painting,
while benefiting from the technical foundations of traditional painting, emphasized innovation and
responsiveness to contemporary audiences and introduced approaches such as the Iranianization of facial
features. Prior to this development, facial representations in Iranian painting had largely been influenced by
Chinese models and the physiognomy of Central Asian peoples. Formed during the First Pahlavi period, the
Tehran School of Painting exerted a significant influence on painting practices during the Second Pahlavi era
and subsequently on artistic production after the victory of the Islamic Republic. With the advancement of
contemporary painting in Iran, some works emerged at the boundary between traditional painting and
modernist painting. At the same time, certain modernist painters, influenced by the identity secking
atmosphetre of Iranian society, incorporated visual and conceptual signs derived from ancient Iranian painting
into their works. This article was developed based on the central question of how and through which artistic
examples contemporary Iranian painting and drawing have received the influences of ancient Iranian painting.
Accordingly, the main objective of the study is to formulate and categorize the different methods of referring
to ancient painting within contemporary Iranian painting and drawing. The article identifies and discusses
four principal modes through which ancient Iranian painting has influenced contemporary artistic practices.
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Introduction

Defining contemporary Iranian painting is complicated by divergent artistic worldviews and by the
persistence of visible traces of earlier painting traditions within modern practice. In recent decades, visually
dissimilar works have frequently been grouped together within contemporary exhibitions and biennials,
obscuring the boundaries between historical influence and innovation. Simultaneously, a significant strand
of modern production explicitly engages with ancient Iranian painting: some artists reproduce traditional
compositions and formats, while others abstract formal or conceptual elements from historical models to
create innovative visual languages. This study interrogates the nature and extent of those influences. It asks
(1) how ancient Iranian painting differs from contemporary painting, and what the principal identity
components of ancient Iranian painting are; and (2) how contemporary Iranian painting and drawing can be
categorized according to their relationship with ancient painting and which components have been
appropriated. Two empirical tendencies are proposed at the outset: one characterized by direct copying and
decorative revival, and another by inventive reworkings in which the idiom of the past is reformulated in
novel, sometimes unrecognizable, ways.

Materials and Methods

This research adopts a descriptive — analytical approach combining qualitative and quantitative perspectives.
The population comprises contemporary Iranian paintings produced from the late Qajar period to the
present. From this broad corpus, twenty-three works were purposively selected as exemplary cases, chosen
for their representativeness and their capacity to illustrate different modes of engagement with ancient
painting. Selection criteria emphasized the visibility of historical and the works were analyzed with respect to
form, content, technique, and stylistic strategy. The analysis focused on identifying recurring identity
components inherited from ancient painting and on classifying contemporary practices according to the
degree and manner of their indebtedness to historical models.

Results

The analysis yielded a four-fold typology of contemporary practice vis-a-vis ancient painting:

1 .Pre-Isfahan-influenced works: Compositions that draw on visual frameworks established in the Ilkhanid,
Timurid, and early Safavid periods. These works often prioritize literary content and mimic pre-Isfahan
pictorial conventions.

2 Isfahan School-influenced works: Pieces that adopt the elegant, decorative figuration and refined finishes
associated with the Isfahan School, a style consolidated under Shah Abbas I and persistent in subsequent
practice. These works emphasize ornamentation over narrative layout.

3 Khatabati (mystical/ghazal - inspired) works: Images that visualize states of mystical intoxication and Sufi
affect, frequently referencing the ghazals of Hafez and the poetry of Khayyam. Although thematically distinct,
these works share many formal affinities with the Isfahan School.

4 Modernist works informed by ancient painting: A heterogeneous group of innovations in which artists
appropriate the inner essence or formal genes of ancient painting _ through painting, illustration, collage, or
mixed media _ while producing work that extends beyond historical templates.

Three of these groups (1 _ 3) exhibit sufficient formal affinity with ancient painting to be included under the
rubric of “contemporary painting influenced by historical models.” The fourth group, however, comprises
modernist practices that reconfigure historical signifiers within modern visual strategies

and are best characterized as modernist or deconstructive rather than traditional replicas.

In terms of identifiable components, ancient Iranian painting contributes the following recurring elements
to contemporary practice: visual clarity of composition, delicate and precise brushwork, minimal use of empty
space, parity of importance among visual elements, decorative refinement, a sense of timelessness and
placelessness, an inclination toward objective depiction with restrained abstraction, and a pervasive, evenly
distributed light. Conversely, the bright, pure color palettes typical of some historical manuscripts are often
absent in modernist appropriations. Importantly, the influence on modernist painting tends not to be
component-by-component mimicry; rather, the latent structural and conceptual essence of ancient works is
internalized and reformulated.

Discussion

The four-fold classification reveals a spectrum of orientations: from conservative replication to creative
appropriation. The first three groups maintain strong links with established historical grammars and are often
legible to specialists and informed publics as continuations or revivals of classical modes. Group two (Isfahan
School) and group three (KKharabati) are closely related in form and sometimes lack clear boundaries; both
emphasize decorative figuration and poetic affect, though their subjectivities and narrative aims differ. Group
four demonstrates how ancient painting can serve as a reservoir of formal and conceptual resources for
modernist experimentation: artists extract compositional logics, rthythmic motifs, or narrative strategies and
insert them into new media, conceptual frames, or mixed-technique practices.
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The findings suggest that the criterion most decisive for classifying a contemporary work as “influenced by
ancient painting” is the degree to which it appropriates technical and formal features _ rather than merely
referencing historical subjects. Where such formal features are evident, works are read within an Iranian
pictorial lineage; where they are absent, even thematically related works are perceived as modernist and
distinct from the historical tradition.

Conclusion

Ancient Iranian painting continues to exert a wide range of influences on contemporary Iranian painting and
drawing, ranging from conservative revivalism to deconstructive modernism. This study’s typology _ pre-
Isfahan, Isfahan School, Kharabati, and modernist appropriations _ provides a heuristic for understanding
the modalities of influence. While historical formal elements (composition, brushwork, decorativeness, light
treatment) remain salient markers of continuity, many contemporary artists absorb and transform the inner
logic of ancient painting rather than reproduce its surface features. Future specialized research should expand
the corpus, incorporate interviews with practicing artists and curators, and consider audience reception to
map how these historical references function within contemporary institutional and market contexts
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Figure 1. Seven Domes of Bahram, Hadi Tajvidi, 1930 AH, Tehran (URL 1)
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Figure 2. Khosrow and Shirin, Mohammad Sharifi, 2009, Tehran (Private collection)

Osen o B D )y Bl (sla Sy IS 1y 8 (55 sl Sy I (ot polao 0)93 (6,5 B 2g S

opl S 5 loals 8w oyl (6,503 5)le g i 5 Blas p sl 5l ool T yde) g Al Syl & das gy

Jyol 5818 ol o397 SIall oS 51 o (i e 3 0y SdlS ol ] SIS (sloaibgal Juols (g5 sl S

K)oy 1 33 5,5 05 5yt 5 SIS 1595 (528 (630 o S b 0 05

S gl J o3l 525 g8 > ol (e (B8 ) G2 15 S ik 2 ol 305 9 48T Sl o) i (Y

B US8) Eyo 9 S5 Jto (it 313 (Sla IS Sl 0318 ool 3y o 5l (9,5 5 (¥ JS) s 03508
PR P A e ™ —

(Private collection) )l yg ¢ o0 VWAA (s uoldl Bliasmo 3l g 5o plyoo & JSud
Figure 4. Bahram Gour and the Dragon, Mohammad Bagher Aghamiri, 2009, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 5. Voice of a Friend, Amir Tahmasebi, 2001, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 6. Battle of Keykhosro and Shideh, Mahmoud Farshchian, circa 1960s, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 7. Female figure, Bahman Sharifi, unidentified, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 8. Milkmaid, Hossein Behzad, 1967, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 9. The Speed of Love, Bahman Sharifi, unknown, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 10. Girl and Snake, Mirza Agha Emami, unidentified, probably Isfahan (Private collection)
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Figure 11. Zahid, Ali Moti, 1990, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 12. I will not give this position to this world or the hereafter, Ali Moti, 1986, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 13. Rose Girl, Mohammad Tajvidi, 1968, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 14. If from the lasso of your love, Houshang Jezizadeh, 2000, Tehran (Private collection)

dog aS olabad Ny o dgw bl CiSo sladiib oluly 5 £lbl LJ)B; 93> (sla gjlulas ;| ‘)lﬂ ol il ey B Lisy
g iyb dlacshy g oS85 s 4 bled g i S Cue (38 g )b (slac Sl (a8 65K sl b LisT
Sl o wyls ol j el ol ygt0 ) 5] pic g lgiote gy (B blie a1 Lol 050 58505 I35 (g9 0 &Sl (sl jalo
(V0 ) cud 1388 55K 4 il ] o) o

9 4 w8 (slao S5 Nilod & anine 9 Ialj g (g0 b Bgdes g Ble olpen 4 Yl o g (Bl g Alipd g o5 BT 4l
aope b g Jolis yoles (5 358 (o5 )3 spar slodlis B 4k (2l o) S 3 SF by slacpases
ol 1y pls 5 Ladls a8 ol tiad o CUjL 1) Ladls 5 pld il & ailiole 5 o (gl2olSS o S5 oyl (VF JS5) iisliS 35>
LS oo el e (Bguize 4 dgdoxe lddile g 5650l ool
] ol el (e bl dmols 3¢5 0l ol o) Ugd L@j 315y 5 p3ye 0355 05 oy (g it oS oyl B A oo £Blg
S5 Jb o) el > atins bl gy ygeso g 0sd (o)l 3 BT 05 (58 B cage ) b oy colio o bl
S oo Dl 553

(URL 2) 585 ¢y WYY ¢l 3 Sg00m0 ¢ omds 03y o (5. Y0 JSuid
Figure 15. A Pattern on the Screen of Existence, Mahmoud Farshchian, 1993, Tehran (URL 2)
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Figure 16. Drunken in Nature, Mohammad Ali Zawiy, 1970, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 17. Muslim Children, Ardeshir Majerd Takestani, undated, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 18. Excursion in the Mountains, Mohammad Sharifi, 2009, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 19. Intimidation, Majid Mehregan, 1974, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 20. Photograph of Rukh Yar, Farah Osuli, undated, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 21. Ya Rab, Mahmoud Farshchian, undated, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 22. On the Wings of Angels, Aydin Aghdashloo, 2000, Tehran (Private collection)
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Figure 23. Leopard-clad woman, Habibollah Ayatollahi, 2004, Tehran (Private collection)
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