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Abstract:

Coffeehouse painting is a type of narrative oil painting with epic, religious, and festive themes that emerged during the Constitutional Movement era in Iran.
Rooted in the traditions of folk and religious art, it developed in response to public demand and as an expression of reverence for popular beliefs. This artistic
genre, though created by self-taught artists, was deeply influenced by Iran’s long-standing traditions of storytelling, elegy recitation, and passion plays (ta’zieh).
During the Qajar era, specific conditions enabled the flourishing of this form of folk art in coffeehouses. The subject matter of coffeehouse painting is broad,
encompassing religious, epic, romantic, and everyday life themes. This article focuses specifically on religious themes, particularly those related to the tragedy
of Ashura and Imam Hussein (peace be upon him). While some scholars trace the origin of coffeehouse painting back to the reign of Shah Suleiman of the
Safavid dynasty, others associate it with the period of Shah Tahmasp. With the official establishment of Shi'a Islam during the Safavid era and the public's
increased awareness of the lives of religious leaders, several artistic works emerged centered on their lives. The heroic and tragic martyrdom of Imam Hussein
and his loyal companions, a narrative that continuously stirred the emotions and actions of the public, led to the creation of a wide array of artistic expressions.
Coffeehouse paintings were commissioned for various venues, including coffeehouses, Hosseiniehs, and Takyehs (spaces for religious gatherings). A shared
feature among these venues was the direct interaction of the artwork with the general public. This study examines the works of Hossein Qollar-Agasi and

Mohammad Modabber, offering a comparative analysis of their religious paintings with a focus on space and color composition.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The art of coffeehouse painting in Iran, particularly with religious themes, occupies a unique position within the cultural
and historical trajectory of Iranian visual art. Emerging during the Constitutional Revolution, this artistic form transitioned
visual storytelling from the confines of royal courts to public spaces such as coffeehouses, thus democratizing art and aligning
it with popular belief systems and religious narratives (1). This transformation allowed artists such as Hossein Qollar-Aqasi
and Mohammad Modabber to shape a distinctive genre of popular painting based on Shi’a symbolism and Iranian epic literature.
Though both painters were self-taught and rooted in the same artistic tradition, their approaches to form, content, and visual
composition diverged significantly. Qollar-Aqasi’s paintings reflect the narrative structure of Shahnameh and Ta’zieh
performances, with a focus on vibrant color contrasts and symbolic visual elements (3, 4), while Modabber developed a more
perspectival and Western-influenced style, emphasizing spatial depth and symbolic clarity (2, 10).

Both artists built upon Iran’s rich visual heritage—particularly lithographic books, Qajar tile paintings, and Shahnameh
illustrations—and extended their practice into sites of public engagement such as takyehs and Hosseiniehs. Their works were
not only aesthetic compositions but also visual sermons that communicated stories of heroism, martyrdom, and moral
dichotomies deeply embedded in Shi’a collective memory. This study investigates the spatial arrangement and color symbolism
in selected religious coffeehouse paintings by these two artists, examining how their individual techniques embodied and
transmitted complex religious narratives to a broad audience (5, 7).

Methods and Materials




1Fe

o b ) y 99 0598
U//L’/’U//W”/d"d{ :,u,m

This study employed a descriptive-analytical methodology, with an emphasis on semiotic analysis to interpret the works of
Mohammad Modabber and Hossein Qollar-Agasi. Data were collected through library-based research and visual examination
of artworks located in public and private collections, including museums, archives, and traditional coffeehouses in Tehran. The
paintings analyzed span from the late Qajar period through the end of the Pahlavi era. Specific focus was given to artworks
depicting events from the Battle of Karbala and other significant Shi’a narratives. Comparative analysis was conducted to
evaluate visual features such as composition, figure arrangement, spatial layering, and color symbolism.

Findings and Conclusion

The analysis revealed that Mohammad Modabber utilized a distinctive approach to spatial composition. He avoided
outlining figures, believing that strong coloration should speak for itself, and employed white tones to lighten the palette. His
works are marked by a deliberate avoidance of black, stemming from his aversion to darkness. Modabber emphasized spatial
realism through perspective and proportional arrangement, creating a narrative flow across the canvas. His paintings often
depict significant religious scenes—such as “The Pit of Karbala,” “The Martyrdom of Muslim,” and “The Day of Judgment”—
with carefully structured scenes that guide the viewer’s gaze from one event to the next. His use of color functioned
symbolically: green and white for the Imams, and brighter tones to denote purity and moral clarity.

In contrast, Hossein Qollar-Aqasi’s compositions prioritized decorative richness and emotional intensity. His works were
densely populated with ornamental elements—windows, textiles, floral motifs—that contributed to the narrative texture.

Discussion and Conclusion

Their works reflect the sociopolitical and religious dynamics of Iran during a period of profound transformation. The
Constitutional Movement, the modernization efforts under the Pahlavi dynasty, and the religious resurgence within the public
sphere all left visible imprints on their canvases. For instance, the glorification of martyrdom and resistance in Modabber’s
religious paintings resonates with Shi’a ideals that were particularly influential in shaping public identity during these
tumultuous decades. His artworks, which often focus on scenes from the tragedy of Karbala, served not only as visual
storytelling but also as emotional catalysts, helping to preserve and disseminate the collective memory of sacred events.

Qollar-Aqasi’s works, by contrast, often integrated historical and mythological motifs from the Shahnameh, reflecting a
more nationalistic strand within Iranian visual culture. His portrayal of female warriors like Banu Goshsp—shown as strong
and central characters—demonstrates an early feminist sensibility that challenges conventional readings of popular art as
simplistic or ideologically passive. While Western feminist art movements had not yet gained visibility during Qollar-Aqasi’s
time, his depictions of powerful women suggest a forward-thinking vision rooted in local epic traditions.

Importantly, both painters resisted complete assimilation of Western art models. While Modabber incorporated certain
European techniques like linear perspective and subtle shading, he adapted them to suit indigenous themes and purposes.
Qollar-Agasi remained firmly committed to traditional symbolic schemes and visual storytelling methods, consciously rejecting
Western academic norms. His statement—“We didn’t learn this from the Europeans; we created our own rules so that decorative
details come alive in our paintings™ (2)—captures this defiance and pride in local innovation.

The religious function of their works must also be emphasized. Coffeehouse paintings were not merely decorative pieces
but served didactic and spiritual functions. Displayed in public venues such as takyehs, hosseiniehs, and actual coffeehouses,
these paintings formed part of a broader performative culture that included storytelling, mourning rituals, and theatrical
recitations. The visual compositions needed to be immediately legible to all social strata, including the illiterate, and this

necessitated a sophisticated use of symbolism, expression, and narrative flow.
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The symbolic use of color further exemplifies this communicative role. For Modabber, colors were “signs,” and he believed
that anyone—whether literate or not—should be able to “read” a painting and distinguish virtue from vice, sanctity from sin
(10). His choice of white, green, and yellow for the garments of holy figures, and his refusal to use black, expressed both
emotional and symbolic clarity. Qollar-Agasi, conversely, embraced more dramatic contrasts, often using red to signify blood
and martyrdom, and black to convey gravity and mourning. These color schemes allowed him to evoke powerful emotional
responses and create vivid contrasts between saints and sinners.

Spatial arrangement also played a critical role in guiding audience engagement. Modabber’s use of compartmentalized
compositions—clearly demarcated scenes with numbered sequences—offered a linear narrative experience akin to visual
storytelling in comic-book form. This method helped viewers, particularly during oral recitations by storytellers or naqgals, to
follow the sequence of events with clarity. In contrast, Qollar-Aqasi’s use of the “hidden composition” (or “fourth dimension”)
meant that multiple episodes from a narrative were presented simultaneously within a single frame, without a fixed starting or
ending point (13). This approach allowed for a cyclical reading of the story, enabling viewers to enter the narrative at any point

and construct meaning through visual cues and contextual associations.
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