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Abstract:

Depth representation in the visual arts is not merely a graphic or pictorial technique; rather, it reflects the intellectual, epistemological, and
aesthetic systems of each civilization. In the Western tradition—particularly since the Renaissance—depth representation has been grounded
in mathematical and geometric principles, whereas in Iranian miniature painting of the Safavid period it relies on symbolism, multiplicity of
viewpoints, and meaning-oriented representation. This fundamental difference problematizes the relationship between depth representation
and architecture, as well as its connection with contemporary theoretical frameworks. The objective of this study is to analyze and
comparatively examine the theoretical foundations of depth representation in the discourses of Panofsky, Damisch, Lacan, and Merleau-
Ponty in relation to Iranian—Islamic visual art, with an emphasis on the Safavid period. The present research adopts a descriptive—analytical
approach and is qualitative and data-driven in nature. Data were collected through library-based and documentary methods, and data analysis
was conducted on the basis of comparative studies and qualitative content analysis, drawing on the theoretical texts associated with the four
aforementioned discourses. The findings indicate that depth representation is not a purely technical concept but rather reflects epistemological
and cultural configurations. In the Western model, space is predominantly homogenized and geometrically constructed, whereas in Safavid
miniature painting, space is narrative-symbolic and multi-perspectival, prioritizing the semantic interpretation of the artwork. This
comparative analysis clarifies the relationship between depth representation and architecture, as well as modes of perception and
representation, and provides a foundation for more precise theoretical explanations in the study of Iranian—Islamic art.
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1 The Visible and the Invisible
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Extended Abstract

Depth representation in the visual arts has long been understood as more than a pictorial or graphic device; it constitutes a
culturally embedded system through which societies conceptualize space, perception, and meaning. In Western art, particularly
since the Renaissance, depth representation was formalized through mathematical and geometric principles, culminating in
linear perspective as a dominant visual regime. This system presupposes a homogeneous, continuous, and infinite space
organized around a fixed viewing subject and a single vanishing point, thereby encoding specific epistemological assumptions
about vision, subjectivity, and reality. The theoretical articulation of this regime has been most influentially formulated by
Erwin Panofsky, who conceptualized linear perspective as a “symbolic form” rather than a neutral technical invention, arguing
that it reflects a historically contingent worldview that structures perception itself (6). Subsequent scholarship has emphasized
that perspective functions as a cognitive and cultural schema that mediates the relationship between the observer and the
observed, transforming visual representation into an instrument of rationalization and abstraction. At the same time, studies in

art history and visual theory have demonstrated that alternative systems of spatial representation—such as those found in non-
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Western traditions—operate according to fundamentally different logics that cannot be adequately explained within the
Renaissance paradigm. Iranian—Islamic visual art, particularly Safavid miniature painting, exemplifies such an alternative
system, in which depth is articulated through symbolic ordering, hierarchical placement, and multiplicity of viewpoints rather
than through optical realism. Prior research has shown that this mode of representation prioritizes narrative meaning and
metaphysical coherence over visual verisimilitude, thereby challenging universalist assumptions about space and vision (5, 8).
These contrasting approaches raise critical questions about the theoretical foundations of depth representation and its relation
to architecture, perception, and cultural production.

The discourse of Panofsky provides a crucial starting point for examining depth representation as a historically situated
epistemological construct. In Perspective as Symbolic Form, Panofsky distinguishes between ancient and Renaissance
conceptions of space, arguing that linear perspective presupposes a modern notion of space as homogeneous and infinite,
structured through systematic abstraction and unification around a vanishing point (6). For Panofsky, perspective does not
merely depict space but actively produces it by reorganizing sensory data into a coherent visual order governed by rational
laws. This process entails an ethical and philosophical dimension insofar as it reflects the human capacity for choice and
intellectual mediation between objectivity and subjectivity. Later interpretations have emphasized that Panofsky’s theory
situates perspective at the intersection of visual representation, historical consciousness, and cultural meaning, framing it as a
quasi-transcendental structure that conditions artistic practice (12, 13). From this standpoint, perspective embodies a reflective
and critical relation between mind and world, one that enables artists to oscillate between empirical observation and conceptual
construction. However, this model also implies exclusions: forms of representation that do not conform to its geometric logic
risk being interpreted as deficient or pre-rational. When applied to Iranian miniature painting, Panofsky’s framework
illuminates the profound divergence between Western and Iranian conceptions of space, revealing that the absence of linear
perspective in Safavid art is not a technical limitation but a deliberate aesthetic and epistemological choice rooted in different
cultural priorities.

Hubert Damisch’s discourse on perspective further complicates this analysis by reinterpreting depth representation as an
embodied epistemological model rather than a mere representational technique. Damisch conceives perspective as a
materialized theory of knowledge—a visual system that organizes relations between elements, selects what is visible, and
imposes structural constraints on representation (15). Unlike Panofsky, who emphasizes the reflective relation between subject
and world, Damisch focuses on the internal logic of perspective as a self-sufficient system that generates meaning through
visual relations. In this view, perspective is not simply a window onto the world but a conceptual apparatus that shapes thought
itself, functioning analogously to a paradigm in the philosophy of science. Damisch’s analysis underscores the organizing
power of perspective, highlighting its capacity to marginalize phenomena that do not conform to its structural requirements—
such as clouds, atmospheres, or ambiguous spatial elements—while still allowing them to re-enter representation in transformed
ways (15). When contrasted with Iranian—Islamic visual art, this framework reveals that Safavid miniature painting operates
according to a different epistemological economy, one that resists the homogenizing tendencies of perspective by sustaining
heterogeneity, simultaneity, and narrative layering. The comparison thus foregrounds the extent to which depth representation
is inseparable from broader systems of knowledge and cultural values.

The psychoanalytic discourse of Jacques Lacan introduces yet another dimension to the theorization of depth representation
by situating it within the symbolic order that structures subjectivity. Lacan interprets visual space through the interplay of the
symbolic, the imaginary, and the real, arguing that perspective functions as a formalization of the subject’s relation to the visual

field (16). From this standpoint, depth representation is not merely an optical construct but a symbolic system analogous to
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language, governed by differential relations between signifiers. Damisch explicitly aligns perspective with Lacan’s symbolic
order, emphasizing its depersonalized, decentering qualities and its capacity to regulate desire and vision (15). In Lacanian
terms, perspective articulates the tension between the embodied subject and the gaze, revealing that seeing is always mediated
by structures that exceed individual intention. This insight is particularly relevant when examining Iranian miniature painting,
where the absence of a fixed viewing subject undermines the centrality of the gaze as conceived in Western art. Instead of
organizing space around a singular observer, Safavid miniatures disperse vision across multiple viewpoints, thereby
destabilizing the subject-object dichotomy that underpins linear perspective. Such an approach suggests an alternative symbolic
economy of vision, one that privileges collective meaning and narrative coherence over individual optical mastery.

Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological critique of perspective provides a powerful counterpoint to structural and
psychoanalytic accounts by re-centering embodied perception and lived experience. In The Visible and the Invisible, Merleau-
Ponty challenges the Renaissance conception of vision as a detached, geometrically regulated act, arguing instead that
perception is inherently bodily, relational, and situated within the world (23). From this perspective, linear perspective
represents a culturally specific system that abstracts vision from the lived body, subordinating perceptual richness to geometric
order. Merleau-Ponty contends that such abstraction stands in tension with the pre-reflective experience of space, which
emerges through continuous interaction between the body and its environment. His concept of “intertwining” (chiasm)
emphasizes the mutual implication of seer and seen, undermining the notion of a sovereign viewing subject. Applied to Iranian—
Islamic art and architecture, this phenomenological framework elucidates how spaces such as Safavid mosques and miniature
paintings engage multiple senses and modes of experience, resisting reduction to purely visual or optical terms (11). Depth in
these contexts is not constructed through vanishing points but through rhythmic repetition, symbolic geometry, color, and
tactile engagement, thereby fostering an immersive and participatory mode of perception.

The analysis of depth representation in Safavid Iranian—Islamic visual art demonstrates that the selective adoption of
Western perspectival techniques during the late Safavid period did not result in a full internalization of the underlying
epistemological framework. Although elements of linear and aerial perspective appear in the works of painters such as
Muhammad Zaman and ‘Ali Qoli Beg Jabbadar, these techniques are often applied inconsistently and coexist with traditional
modes of spatial organization (18, 19). Scholars have interpreted this phenomenon as a form of “double representation,” in
which perspectival techniques are transferred as isolated products rather than as integrated cognitive systems, reflecting broader
socio-economic and cultural conditions that differed fundamentally from those of Renaissance Europe (17). In Safavid
miniature painting, depth continues to be articulated through hierarchical placement, vertical stacking, and symbolic ordering,
allowing near and distant elements to coexist on a single visual plane. This approach aligns with longstanding Iranian aesthetic
principles that privilege narrative clarity and metaphysical symbolism over optical realism (7, 9). The comparative analysis of
Panofsky, Damisch, Lacan, and Merleau-Ponty thus reveals that depth representation operates as a multidimensional construct
encompassing epistemology, subjectivity, embodiment, and cultural meaning, rather than as a universally applicable technical
solution.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that depth representation cannot be reduced to a neutral pictorial technique but must
be understood as a culturally and theoretically embedded system that reflects distinct modes of knowing, seeing, and inhabiting
space. By juxtaposing Western theoretical discourses on perspective with the practices of Safavid Iranian—Islamic visual art,
the analysis clarifies how different civilizations articulate space through divergent symbolic, epistemological, and perceptual

frameworks. This comparative approach not only deepens our understanding of Iranian miniature painting and architecture but
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also contributes to broader debates in art theory by challenging the presumed universality of linear perspective and

foregrounding alternative visual ontologies.
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