T

University of Guilan

Interdisciplinary Researches of Art

Reading Cinematic Elements in Iranian Miniatures

Payam Zinalabedini*!

L. Assistant Professor, Department of Advanced Studies of Art, School of Visual Arts, College of Fine Arts, University of Tehran,

Tehran, Iran.

* Corresponding Author, payam.zinalabedin@ut.ac.ir

ARTICLEINFO

ABSTRACT

IRA, 2025

VOL. 3, Issue 2, PP, 223-
248

Receive Date: 08 October
2025

Revise Date: 21 November
2025

Accept Date: 07 December
2025

Publish Date: 22 November
2025

Original Article

KEYWORDS:

Cinematic Elements; Iranian
Miniatures; Narrative; Mise-

en-Scéne; Movement

Persian miniature painting is a distinctive and highly refined form of art, marked by unique aesthetic
qualities that have drawn the attention of audiences and scholars for centuries. In Iran, miniature painting
enjoys an ancientand rich heritage, its origins deeply rooted in the region's cultural and historical traditions.
Throughout different historical periods, this art form has undergone numerous changes, developments, and
fluctuations, shaped by social, political, and artistic contexts. Its pinnacle is widely recognized to have
occurred during the Safavid era, when the artistic sophistication, expressive power, and thematic diversity
of miniatures reached an unprecedented level. It would still take many years before the art of cinema could
celebrate a two-hundred-year legacy, for cinema is comparatively young when placed alongside the six
classical arts that preceded it, including painting. Cinema, in its relatively short existence, has drawn
significant inspiration from these earlier art forms. It has absorbed their principles, distilled their stylistic
and conceptual essence, and transformed them within its own framework, emerging as an independent
medium. Among these influences, painting has left an unmistakable mark on the aesthetic vocabulary of
cinema, granting it a unique visual identity. In the contemporary era, this mutual influence has even
reversed in certain ways, with artistic practices in painting showing responses to cinematic language and
imagery.From its earliest days, cinema attracted the attention of critics, theorists, and artists, becoming a
subject of rigorous scholarly examination. Researchers have extensively investigated how the various fine
arts, including painting, have influenced cinema’s development. Yet, one less explored—indeed, rarely
addressed—avenue of research involves identifying cinematic-specific elements that are traditionally
regarded as exclusive to film, and then tracing them back to see if they manifest in earlier, pre-cinematic
art forms. In other words, while much has been written about what cinema borrowed from painting,
investigations into the reverse scenario—finding inherently cinematic traits in ancient visual traditions—
are sparse. This is the gap that the present study seeks to address. Cinema captivates its audience by virtue
of its narrative construction, its ability to generate motion and avoid static presentation, its arrangement
and framing of characters within the shot, and its unique capacity to transform any point in time into the
experiential “present.” Through editing, mise-en-scéne, and visual composition, cinema enables viewers
to feel that the past is unfolding right before their eyes, in real time. Such qualities exert a profound
emotional and cognitive influence on the viewer’s perception of story and space. Understanding how
different art forms influence and reshape one another, and recognizing the transformations they undergo
within these interactions, is of great importance — both for creators seeking inspiration and for audiences
striving to engage more deeply with the works they encounter. Persian miniature painting, drawing from
the vast reservoir of Iranian culture, literature, and artistry, stands as one of these time-honored traditions.
It has flourished for centuries, attracting not only Iranian art lovers but also admirers from the global
community. Miniatures of various historical periods — and particularly those of the Safavid dynasty —
are prized for their extraordinary craftsmanship, narrative sophistication, and symbolic richness. The
narrative strategies of miniature painting, its arrangement of figures and objects within the frame, and its
layered compositions often produce scenes that have a striking affinity to cinematic storytelling. The visual
spaces they create seem dynamic, inviting the viewer’s gaze to move from one element to the next, thereby
implying the passage of time and suggesting events beyond what is explicitly shown. These “motion-
infused” compositions, though rendered in a static medium, evoke the kind of filmic atmosphere that we
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typically associate with moving images. Such works make evident that Persian miniature painting not only
predates cinema but also exhibits qualities remarkably similar to those later developed in film. It is
important to note that the chronology of these two art forms places miniature painting far ahead in historical
terms. Cinema was born only after centuries of miniature painters had perfected their craft, built an intricate
visual language, and developed sophisticated techniques of storytelling through still imagery. This
temporal relationship invites a compelling question: how did certain elements we now categorize as
“cinematic” exist long before the medium itself was invented? And what does this reveal about the
universality of visual narrative principles? The present research embraces an interdisciplinary objective.
Its principal aim is the examination and identification of cinematic elements embedded within Iranian
miniature painting. By crossing disciplinary boundaries between art history, film theory, and visual culture
studies, the study hopes to shed light on the shared language of these two seemingly different media. The
methodology adopted here is qualitative, built upon a descriptive-analytical approach. Data was gathered
from extensive library-based resources, as well as archival materials in both audio and visual formats.
Employing purposive sampling, the research selected a range of exemplary Persian miniatures, focusing
on works that are especially rich in narrative and compositional complexity. These pieces were subjected
to detailed scrutiny, with each visual and narrative element analyzed for correspondence with cinematic
principles. The findings indicate that cinema and Persian miniature painting share numerous defining
characteristics. Both engage in visual storytelling that can be comprehended without the aid of textual
narration, relying on the arrangement of figures, the interplay of gestures, and spatial relationships to move
the narrative forward. Scene construction in both arts shows attention to thematic coherence, with spatial
organization often mirroring emotional and symbolic content. Multi-layered compositions are another
shared hallmark; they lend depth and dimension to the imagery, encouraging the viewer to interpret
meaning across foreground, middle ground, and background. Equally prominent is the use of symbolic
colors — hues carefully chosen not only for aesthetic appeal but to convey specific thematic or cultural
meanings. In both cinema and miniature painting, color serves as a crucial narrative signifier, guiding
mood, atmosphere, and audience interpretation. Furthermore, an acute attention to fine details enhances
the overall integrity of the work, reinforcing its identity and narrative clarity.
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1. Osmotic:  cawliSwi)dSnslizoe &) M)awia\l.b.ol

2. Intuitive

3. Linear

4. Synthetic

5. point of view

6. Scenography

7. Relief

8. Jean Epstein

9. Simultanism

10. Canudo

11. Chronotope

12. Occlusion

13. Overlap

14. Propetiva

15. Subject

16. Leon Battista Alberti
17. Reception

18. Perception

19. Stephan Heath
20. Intrinsic interest

21. Proximity
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22. Angle of approach: cuwl slpe 08 (jogs wuyl b jlys

23. Brian Henderson
24. Deep Focus

25. Soft Focus

26. Lindsay

27. Telephoto lens
28. Spot

29. Close-Up

30. Full Shot
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