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Abstract:

Composition is a fundamental principle in visual artworks that makes it possible to unify the different components of a work within a variety
of formats. The principal objective of this study is to examine the visual rules governing design in the Herat School of Persian painting and
to investigate how these rules influenced the compositional structure of Kamal al-Din Behzad’s works. To this end, one of Behzad’s most
renowned works, entitled A Beggar at the Door of the Mosque, was examined using a descriptive-analytical method and library-based
documentary sources. The findings indicate that the traditional method of teaching Persian painting in the Herat School was, in practical
terms, founded on seven principles that collectively determined the compositional structure of works produced during this period.
Accordingly, the examination of the selected work—as a representative example sharing numerous characteristics with Behzad’s other
works—demonstrates that although Behzad adhered to the guiding principles of composition derived from the visual rules governing design
in Persian painting, he also introduced a general compositional rule according to which simple geometric and quasi-geometric configurations,
particularly circles and ellipses, direct the postures and positions of figures and objects. This feature can largely be attributed to the
predominance of a vertical viewpoint in Behzad’s works.
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Extended Abstract

Persian painting reached a remarkable degree of aesthetic coherence and technical refinement between the late fourteenth
and the mid-seventeenth centuries, when it developed beyond its initial function as an auxiliary component of manuscript
production and acquired an increasingly autonomous visual and expressive identity. Within this historical development, the
Herat School constituted one of the most influential centers of Persian painting, particularly because of its systematic approach
to pictorial design, refinement of compositional organization, and integration of literary, spiritual, architectural, and decorative
elements. The emergence of Kamal al-Din Behzad as a leading painter of the Herat School marked a decisive transformation
in the organization of pictorial space, the representation of human activity, and the relationship between individual visual
components and the overall structure of the image. Although Behzad inherited the established conventions of earlier Persian
painting, he reinterpreted them through highly controlled spatial arrangements, rhythmic interactions among figures, geometric
organization, and a sophisticated balance between decorative density and narrative clarity. His paintings demonstrate that
Persian painting was not formed through the arbitrary juxtaposition of figures, architecture, plants, and ornaments but through
a coherent system of visual rules rooted in long-standing artistic traditions (1-3). The present study therefore examines the
visual principles governing design in the Herat School and investigates how these principles influenced the compositional
structure of Behzad’s works. Particular attention is given to the traditional seven principles of Persian painting—is/imi, khata i,

farangi, fassali or lotus, cloud, vag, and band-e rami or geometric knotwork—which formed a practical and conceptual
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foundation for the training of painters and manuscript artists. By examining these principles in relation to Behzad’s painting
commonly known as The Expulsion of the Beggar from the Mosque, the study seeks to explain how ornamental rules, geometric
organization, abstraction, and the elevated viewpoint jointly contributed to the formation of a unified compositional system.

The study employs a descriptive-analytical method based on library research, historical treatises, art-historical sources, and
visual analysis of the selected painting. The theoretical framework is derived from historical texts that explicitly discuss the
seven principles of Persian painting as well as from surviving artworks that embody their practical application. Historical
accounts indicate that the institutionalized training of Persian painters was based on a master—apprentice relationship in which
the acquisition of established design principles preceded individual innovation. The earliest systematic development of these
rules is generally associated with the traditions that emerged in the llkhanid period and were subsequently refined during the
Timurid and Safavid eras. Ahmad Musa is frequently identified as one of the painters who consolidated a new tradition of
Persian painting by defining and regularizing its technical and visual foundations, thereby establishing a model that later
generations could study, reproduce, and develop (2, 4). The seven principles are recorded in a number of historical and
instructional texts, including Duhat al-Azhar, the preface to the Shah Tahmasp album, Golestan-e Honar, and Sadeqi Beg
Afshar’s Qanun al-Suwar. These writings demonstrate that the principles were not merely isolated decorative motifs but
constituted the fundamental grammar of artistic instruction. Novidi Shirazi’s poetic description of Safavid palace decoration
identifies several of these motifs as essential components of pictorial and architectural ornament (5). Qutb al-Din Qissa-Khwan
similarly refers to seven recognized principles in his preface to a royal album (6), while Qazi Ahmad Qomi compares the seven
principles of painting to the canonical scripts of calligraphy (7). Most significantly, Sadeqi Beg Afshar presents mastery of
these principles as the prerequisite for understanding all subsidiary aspects of painting, implying that they functioned as
technical exercises, compositional models, and conceptual tools rather than as forms of surface embellishment alone (8).

The first major finding of the study is that each of the seven principles provided painters with a distinct but interconnected
model for organizing lines, shapes, movement, rhythm, and spatial relationships. The is/zmi principle consists of continuously
unfolding vegetal scrolls whose branches, stems, and leaves generate interconnected networks characterized by balance,
repetition, and controlled proliferation. As one of the most characteristic motifs of Islamic art, it creates unity through the
rhythmic expansion of curved lines and through the continuous relationship between primary and secondary forms (4, 9). The
khata 't principle, developed through the transformation of Chinese-inspired floral motifs, abstracts flowers, buds, leaves, and
branches into a systematic ornamental vocabulary that can be combined with islzmi patterns to produce medallions, stars, and
interwoven configurations (4). The farangi principle refers to motifs associated with European or Byzantine visual traditions,
including particular floral arrangements, angelic figures, garments, and vase compositions, which Persian artists assimilated
into their own pictorial language rather than reproducing naturalistic European painting directly (9). Fassalr describes the visual
and technical devices by which interwoven lines and branches are separated and reconnected through small medallions or
fastening forms, while the lotus principle introduces stylized floral patterns frequently combined with clouds and foreign-
derived motifs (10, 11). The cloud principle, originally influenced by Chinese art, includes cloud bands, flame-like haloes,
dragons, phoenixes, and imaginary animals, whereas the vag principle integrates vegetal structures with human and animal
faces derived from the legendary Waqwaq tree. Finally, band-e rizmi or geometric knotwork organizes mathematically
definable forms into interlaced and balanced patterns whose structural coherence depends on proportion, repetition, and
geometric calculation (9, 13). Collectively, these principles reveal that the Persian painter’s visual vocabulary was governed

by a disciplined system of connection, separation, recurrence, symmetry, balance, and proportional organization.
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The second major finding is that the seven principles should be understood not only as ornamental devices but also as
abstract models for designing living figures, objects, architecture, and entire compositions. Their common structural quality is
a process of visual abstraction in which natural forms are simplified, regularized, repeated, symmetrically organized, and
transformed according to conventional pictorial rules. Abstraction in Persian painting does not imply the total rejection of
nature; rather, nature functions as the ultimate source of motifs that are reorganized according to an idealized visual order. In
this sense, the principles transform natural appearances into recognizable yet non-naturalistic forms through simplification,
proportional alteration, rhythmic repetition, and formal exaggeration (9). Historical descriptions of Persian artists similarly
emphasize that painters derived their models from created nature while translating those models into conventional forms
governed by artistic knowledge and spiritual understanding (13). The structural logic of the is/imz, for example, can be extended
beyond vegetal ornament because its curving, branching, and dynamically balanced lines provide a potential model for
arranging human bodies and gestures. Previous analysis of Behzad’s paintings has demonstrated correspondences between the
hidden geometry of his figures and the curvilinear organization of Persian ornamental motifs, particularly in the representation
of bodily movement (12). Furthermore, the mathematical basis of geometric and vegetal networks suggests that painters relied
on underlying systems of measurement and proportional organization even when such systems were not visibly displayed in
the completed image (14). The difficulty of mastering the seven principles therefore arose from the necessity of coordinating
balance, symmetry, proportion, positive and negative spaces, connection and separation, repetition and variation, and continuity
without monotony. Once these competencies were acquired, the artist could apply them to more complex pictorial tasks,
including the arrangement of architecture, landscapes, groups of figures, garments, and narrative actions.

The analysis of The Expulsion of the Beggar from the Mosque demonstrates how these principles shape the painting’s
compositional structure. The image does not establish a dominant narrative center through Western techniques of optical
emphasis, linear perspective, chiaroscuro, or spatial recession. Instead, the principal incident appears in the lower-right area,
while the remainder of the pictorial field is occupied by ordinary activities taking place within the mosque. Consequently, the
main subject is not immediately isolated from the surrounding figures because the pictorial components possess relatively equal
visual value. This equality reflects a broader tendency in Persian painting to construct compositions through the aggregation of
semi-autonomous elements whose identities remain distinct while contributing to the unity of the whole. As Ayatollahi argues,
the principal forms of Persian pictorial composition emerge from the gathering of small, relatively independent elements, while
all components of nature within the painting retain comparable significance (16). This structure corresponds to the visual logic
of the seven principles, in which every line, branch, flower, knot, cloud, or connected form participates in the integrity of the
overall pattern. According to the laws of visual organization, no visible unit exists independently on the pictorial surface; rather,
separate elements form larger configurations and collectively produce increasingly complex structures (15). In Behzad’s
painting, objects and figures are clearly outlined, colors are applied in relatively uniform areas, and illumination appears broad
and non-directional. These devices resist the dissolution of individual components into a homogenizing illusionistic space.
Instead of subordinating distant objects through reduced clarity and scale, the painting preserves their formal legibility. The
resulting pictorial field is organized through an elevated or vertical viewpoint that allows architecture, figures, and narrative
episodes to be seen simultaneously. Hidden circular and elliptical structures guide the arrangement of bodies, gestures, and
objects, producing internal movement without disturbing overall stability. Behzad’s originality lies in his ability to employ
inherited visual rules while generating innovative circular compositions in which geometric planning remains concealed

beneath natural and animated human activity (2, 17, 18).
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In conclusion, the selected painting demonstrates that the compositional structure of Behzad’s work is inseparable from the
design principles that governed Persian painting. The seven principles provided more than a repertoire of ornamental motifs;
they offered a comprehensive system for organizing line, shape, proportion, repetition, balance, spatial continuity, and the
relationships between parts and wholes. Their emphasis on abstraction and their resistance to optical naturalism encouraged a
two-dimensional mode of representation in which figures and objects retain clarity and relative autonomy across the pictorial
surface. The elevated viewpoint further reinforces this system by allowing several spatial zones and narrative actions to coexist
without being subordinated to a single stationary observer. Behzad remained faithful to these established conventions, yet he
transformed them through the use of hidden circular and elliptical configurations that direct the positions, gestures, and
movements of figures and objects. These underlying structures do not appear as external geometric schemes imposed upon the
image; instead, they operate subtly within the rhythm of human actions, architectural divisions, and decorative forms. The
painting therefore achieves unity not by reducing its components to a single focal point but by coordinating numerous active
elements within an integrated visual order. Behzad’s achievement rests precisely in this synthesis of tradition and innovation:
he preserved the abstract, decorative, and vertically organized logic of Persian painting while developing a distinctive
compositional method capable of conveying complex narrative activity, spatial variety, and dynamic human interaction within

a coherent and harmonious whole.
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