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Abstract 

 

 

Kiarostamiôs Visual Style and the Influence of Iranian Painting 

Khatereh Khodaei 

 

This thesis investigates the visual style of filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami through the lens 

of Iranian art. Kiarostamiôs films are widely noted by Western critics for their originality 

and poetic sensibility, both evident in a distinctive aesthetic approach that harkens back 

to Iranian painting. In order to explore this connection, my research draws upon a variety 

of sourcesðincluding Iranian art history, aesthetic theory and criticism, along with 

interviews with the filmmakerðthat situate Kiarostamiôs films within a wider cultural 

and historical context. I argue that, while there has no doubt been a significant European 

influence upon Iranian painting, Kiarostamiôs work represents a deliberate attempt in 

Iranian modernism to develop more distinctive visual approaches outside of the European 

tradition. 
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Introduction  

Iranian filmmaker Abbas Kiarostami has captured the attention of Western 

audiences and critics for a number of reasons, including the originality of his films, his 

poetic sensibility and his distinctive visual style. In all of these elements, especially the 

visual style, the influence of Iranian art is evident. My thesis explores this connection in 

order to create a better understanding of the relationship between Iranian visual art and 

film. This research focuses primarily on three of Kiarostamiôs films: And Life Goes On 

(1991), The Wind Will Carry Us (1999), and Five Dedicated to Ozu (2003).  In order to 

conduct this research, I draw upon Iranian art history and aesthetic theory, as well as 

criticism and scholarly analysis inside and outside of Iran. Using a variety of approaches 

allows me to highlight Kiarostamiôs visual style and his relationship with painting.  The 

aesthetics of Kiarostamiôs work has been a central theme of my research on Iranian 

cinema. 

It is well known that Iran enjoys one of the most productive film cultures of our 

times; what is less appreciated by contemporary audiences, however, is the relationship 

between Persian
1
 art and cinema. While film scholars and critics have written extensively 

on Kiarostamiôs cinema, there is currently no English-language research documenting the 

connection between Iranian painting and Iranian film.  This project contributes to current 

research on Iranian cinema in two ways: first, by analysing Western sources along with 

                                                 
1 The name Iran has been in use natively since the Sassanian era (6th century B.C.) (Mackenzie 1998), and 

came into use internationally in 1935, before which the country was widely known as Persia (Kianush 

1998).  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iran_(word)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sassanid_Empire
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Persian art and reception theory, my thesis represents an original approach to the work of 

a contemporary filmmaker. Second, because there are currently no studies exploring the 

relationship between painting and film in an Iranian filmmakerôs work, this research 

provides a basis for future work in this area. 

This research uses a variety of methodological approaches. Interviews with the 

filmmaker are complemented by a literature review of Iranian and Western critical 

reception and aesthetic theory.  I also draw upon the history of Iranian art, further 

contextualizing the contemporary investigation. Using an empirical approach has allowed 

me to consider the directorôs personality and the intentions behind his aesthetic choices. 

Comparing the use of perspective in Iranian painting and European painting after the 

Renaissance, we find a marked difference in the approach to frontality, depth and 

perspective. While there has no doubt been a significant European influence upon Iranian 

painting, Kiarostamiôs work represents a deliberate attempt in Iranian modernism to 

develop more distinctive approaches outside of the European tradition. 

Maybe Kiarostami did not intend to reconstruct Persian paintings in the scenes of 

his films, but it is certain that he has lived in the atmosphere of Persian art, with Persian 

poetry and culture, and has felt a Persian carpet under his feet. In addition, he is also 

influenced by a Haiku-style Far-Eastern look. Like any other Persian artist, Kiarostami 

does not take his gaze away from the sky, sunlight, wind and clouds and his heart beats 

for that hidden eternal element in the sky; this desire and quest influences all his works. 

As an artist faithful to both nature and human nature, Kiarostami has transformed the 

direction of film, through experimentation and innovation, by raising questions and 

inspiring dialogue, and by breaking expectations and intermingling simplicity and depth 
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(Kiarostami, Ten on 10). As a result of these efforts, Kiarostami moves passive film 

viewing into active experience, allowing audiences to create meaning and participate in 

the overall significance of his films. And at the core, the philosophy of Persian artists is 

deeply interwoven into the image and content of his film. 

As Kiarostami has noted in Jean-Luc Nancyôs book, The Evidence of Film (2001), 

his work may be seen as sharing certain affinities with Persian miniaturist art, something 

he attributes to the shared natural and national landscapes of Iranian artists (Nancy, 82). 

Kiarostami frequently employs a óperpendicularô angle, approaching the subject at 

90 degrees. In the next chapter, we will see that perspective did not exist in Persian 

paintings up to the 11
th
 century AH (17

th
 AD)

2
. Paintings dating back to that time all have 

a 90 degree position towards buildings and nature. It was only later, under the influence 

of Western painting, that Persian painters learned perspective. However, they very soon 

returned to their Eastern/Persian identity as seen in the works of contemporary artists 

returning to original Persian painting in the post-modern period. 

On one hand, Persian arts and literature are interconnected; the artist and poet 

describe with a similar language a world whose general form they have inherited from 

their ancestors. Whether it is done with a video camera or on a canvas, illustrating 

Persian poetry creates special qualities for the artwork. The inclination to pure 

                                                 
2 The Hijri calendar (Islamic calendar) is a lunar calendar. It contains 12 months in a year that are based on 

the motion of the moon, and is only 354 or 355 days; therefore, it shifts with respect to the Gregorian 

calendar. Hijri refers to the departure of the Prophet Muhammad from Mecca in AD 622. The Islamic 

calendar is the official calendar in some Arabic countries (Eghbale Ashtiani 284).  
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aestheticism never resulted in Persian artists ignoring human and humane values. 

Protagonists and different events in Persian paintingðexamples of which we often 

encounter in Persian literature as wellðhave originated from the depths of collective 

memory. In the history of Persian painting, we encounter different lyrical, mystical and 

ethical themes which, mostly describe ñgeneric manòô. The portraiture of characters also 

has an arbitrary and generic quality. According to Moghadam Ashrafi, Artists tried to 

connect characters to their context and to illustrate the whole diversity of the numerous 

men and details of their everyday lives. And at last, the ordinary man appears and moves 

to the centre of attention (128). 

The attempts of Persian artists have long been directed towards the idealistic 

creation of exemplary patterns. An artist was more inclined to illustrate his ideal world 

and imagination. Even if he paid attention to the world around him, he would not care so 

much for the three dimensional space, light, shades or colours. Yet he was able to 

illustrate everything in an acceptable way with the simplest lines and purest colours. 

For an Iranian artist, nothing in nature has any priority over other objects. No part 

of a painting catches the exclusive attention of the eye. The faithful mind of an Iranian 

artist believes that everything in the universe is Godôs creation and as such, an avoidance 

of prioritisation is omnipresent in Persian painting. Abbas Kiarostami has told me that he 

believes this shows a kind of respect to viewersô minds, giving them the chance to put on 

a macro lens to pay more attention to every part of the page where God is present; this is 

why he frames everything in long shots and never uses spot lighting. (See Appendix A: 

Interview with Abbas Kiarostami.) 
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For me, as an Iranian and a student of cinema, there was always this question of 

why scholars pay so much attention to Kiarostamiôs cinema. There was definitely 

something other than the poetical ambience of his films that attracts their attention. They 

spoke of the originality of the films, for instance, in the words of David Bordwell: ñA 

film tells its story not only through dialogue and actor performances but also through the 

directorôs control of movement and shot designò (Figures Traced in Light 318). On this 

basis, I conclude that this originality is Iranian and has its roots in Persian arts.  By 

examining Persian painting in subsequent chapters of this thesis, we will recognize 

undeniable similarities between Kiarostamiôs visual style and that of Persian painting. I 

hope this research opens a new perspective in the field as well as a door to further 

researches. 

 

 



 6 

Chapter 1: Persian Art and Perspective 

 

This chapter examines traditional Persian painting and its history, the impact of 

Western painting on Persian painting and how perspective evolved within it.  In order to 

preserve its originality or what is called its identity, Persian painting has gone through 

many ups and downs during the past centuries. In recent years, a number of books have 

been written on Persian painting, the most important of which have been published in 

English or French. Occasionally, there have also been other books on painting with 

partial reference to Persian art (Tajvidi  1). However, many of these, according to Akbar 

Tajvidi, are not so much interconnected with the world underlying Persian art due to the 

Western backgrounds of their writers. In many instances, they have used measures 

applied in the art of the West for justifying what is particular to this art (2).  In writing 

this chapter, I have tried to study both subcategories of Persian and Western art, and wish 

to express my gratitude for the efforts of scholars pioneering in this research. 

There are several books on Persian painting studying it in chronological order, 

starting from cave wall paintings and going through an analysis of patterns on unglazed 

or glazed pottery before reaching the art of our times. These include books such as 

Naghashi Irani az kohantarin roozegar ta dorane Safavian (Persian Painting from 

Antiquity to the Safavid Period) by Tajvidi and Naghashi Iran az dirbaz ta emrouz 

(Painting in Iran from Antiquity to Today), by Rouin Pakbaz. A case study of these books 

falls beyond the scope and intentions of this chapter. 

After much study of a wide range of old Persian painting, I can say with some 

hesitation that there are two ways of looking at Persian painting: 
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1. One in which the temporal and local sequence is summarized in 

one space, and this is the most obvious fact about Persian painting. In fact, 

this art does not reflect the existing world but an imaginary one, an art beyond 

time and location whose creatures are created according to a generic and 

eternal pattern. In the well-known book, La Peinture Persane written by Basil 

Gray, we see the story of a character going to a bath-house in consecutive 

frames (Why Is That Sufi in the Hamam). The outside, roof, inside and even 

the back of the building are simultaneously shown in a single plane. In fact, 

the temporal and local sequences are disturbed and are all shown in a single 

space and time. The perspective is shattered and the story of the protagonist 

follows from a multifaceted view. As Tajvidi writes, 
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It should be pointed out that in Persian painting and miniature
3
, the basis 

of the artistic work is to create, in a small place, a monad of the world that 

falls in reach of human beings. [...] There is no doubt that the poetical 

spirit and the mild atmosphere imbued with mysticism created by poets 

such as Hafiz was a powerful motive in propagating this way of thinking. 

(118) 

                                                 
3 A miniature in traditional Persian painting is a small image either included as a book illustration or part of 

an artistic work. From the 13th century, miniature painting became an important type of Persian painting, a 

tradition culminating in the 15th and 16th centuries. 

Discussions about Iranian painting often bring to mind miniature art. In fact, the most prestigious and 

worthwhile Iran visual art samples can be found in scrapbooks and manuscripts. However, various fields of 

visual and decorative art have flourished in Iran. For instance, wall painting along with chromatic tore 

became widespread from the Parthian era in Iran and was common until recent years. 

Proofs demonstrate that the custom of mural painting has more ancient roots than book illustration. Mural 

painting was the most important among the visual arts, though its importance diminished after Mongolian 

hegemony. Wall painting again gained prominence in the Saffavides era, but remained subordinate to 

miniature. The connection between these different forms receals a continuity of visual traditions in Iran 

(Pakbaz, 8). 
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FIGURE 1: Why Is That Sufi in the Hamam

4
 

2. In Persian coffeehouse painting, there is another kind of gaze. In 

this imaginary world, there is a perspective of place and rank. For instance, 

the place of the king is predominant and the rest are marginal. Instances of 

such painting can also be seen in Egyptian bas-reliefs. 

 

In Persian traditional painting, instead of the real world we are confronted with 

the imaginary, imaginative and allegorical world which is ideal. Generally speaking, the 

most important characteristic of Persian painting is the manifestation of the superiority of 

the allegorical and imaginary world over the sensible and objective. Among different 

idiosyncrasies of such painting, one can point to the following: removal of perspective, 

                                                 
4 The name of each painting is used where applicable. 
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expansion of spaces from bottom to top, arrangement of the scene according to spiritual 

and material rank, expansion of light or absence of the source of light in the scene, use of 

various bright flat colours, restraint in imitating reality or in the depiction of volume or 

shades, simplicity of forms, equal value of man and nature, ignorance of  temporal 

sequence and simultaneity of events, removal of local distance, accordance with literature 

and book illustration and a dialogue with different mystical and fictional works as well as 

books of poetry. 

It may thus be argued that the qualitative concept of space, for an Iranian artist, is 

profoundly deeper than the superficial understanding of the world afforded by the five 

senses. The artist has a spiritual connection with the ñheavenlyò world, beyond the 

material world, where shape, color, time and space exist in a sublime form. This world 

has been described as similar to an ideal world or limbo like the world that we experience 

in dreams (Nasr 1968).  

Henri Corbin mentions in his research that if we are to paint the world with its 

streams of life-bestowing water, plants, clouds and other elements imbued with incredible 

forces and sacred glories, such a world cannot be depicted through pictorial illustration; 

we rather need an art that deals with symbols, or in other words, we need to portray it 

symbolically. The same research indicates that, ñ[W]hen material and causal relations 

between phenomena are not possible through interpretations based on material and 

formal causes and extend beyond such framework, one has to consider the relations and 

links between insights and subjective manifestations. These are realities and phenomena 

which exist but their existence is of a different kind... ô (Tajvidi 129). 
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Evolution of Perspective in Persian Painting 

 

There is no perspective in Persian painting up to the 17
th
 century AD, i.e. the 

reign of Shah Abbas and his successors. From the mid-17
th
 century, which marks the start 

of the Western influence on art, the use of perspective evolves and from the time of Reza 

Abbasi and his students onwards, a primitive kind of perspective enters works of art. 

From the late Safavids period, at the time of artists such as Mohammad Zaman, Ali Gholi 

Beyk and others, the influence of the West increases, both because of the artists who 

travel to Iran and work there and also because, in the time of Shah Abbas and his 

successor Shah Safi, a connection is revived between Iranian and Indian artists. Indian 

artists became familiar with perspective earlier through the prints and engravings coming 

from the west. This incomplete perspective continues till the time of Qajars, when it 

reaches a kind of balance. As the horizon descends in artworks and painted trees start to 

resemble their real counterparts, distant figures are portrayed smaller and smaller. 

It did not take long for a hybrid art to be born out of a mixture of Iranian and 

European traditions. Was it a liberating solution typical of the history of Persian art or an 

inclination towards decadence? Avoiding judgment, one can still regard this new 

tendency as a result of a preceding realism. Persian painting had familiarised itself with 

the real world and now wanted to represent objects the way they were seen. Thus, it tried 

to learn the way of doing this through observing and copying European examples. It is a 

different problem how successful it was in doing this (Pakbaz 10). 

Throughout the 19
th
 century, we can trace the gradual development of perspective 

in Persian paintings. In the works of the artists of the time, especially at the time of 
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Nassereddin Shah, the differences become visible. An example of this can be found in the 

works of Mahmood Khan Malek-al-Shoôara, and Kamaal-al-Molk, the prominent Persian 

artists. In Kamaal-al-Molkôs painting ñThe Mirror Hallò (1885-1890), one of his most 

famous works, the perspective is wrong and he is unaware of it (Fig. 2). Years later, at 

the time of Mozaffareddin Shah, he travels to Europe and learns perspective. On his 

return to Iran, he founds the Kamal-al-Molk Art School. In this period, the perspective of 

artworks is flawless. Travels to and from Europe increased as the books and resources on 

practical perspective became more widely available. From the late 19th century onwards, 

we no longer find problems of perspective in the paintings of Persian artists. 

 

FIGURE 2: Naser e_Din Shal in the Mirror Hall (Golestan Palace), by Kamaal-al-

Molk 
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FIGURE 3: Shahrestanak, by Kamaal-al-Molk 

As a result of familiarity with basic principles and materials of Western painting, 

the imaginative and ideal space of Iranian art fell away and the imaginative gardens and 

emotional space devoid of corporeal qualitiesðwhich resulted from the refutation of 

perspective, volumetric space and in general of whatever makes the image resemble 

realityðgave way to a three dimensional visualized world. In his book Jostojooye 

Hoviyat dar Naghashi-e Moaser-e Iran (A Quest for Identity in Contemporary Persian 

Painting) (2006), Morteza Goodarzi writes, the concern for identity began with the birth 

of contemporary Iranian painting starting with the Second World War and the 

establishment of the Faculty of Art at Tehran University. Such concern has continued 

without interruption up to the current date. What is significant is that although the form 

and content of western painting has had an increasing influence on original Persian 

painting for several centuries, soon after this influence started, the Iranian artists become 

conscious of the fact and searched for a way towards finding an identity (Goodarzi 5). 
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As mentioned above, Western-style perspective does not exist in Persian 

miniatures. In his book, The Blue Room, the contemporary poet and artist Sohrab Sepehri 

writes in the same regard, 

Perspective did not mean anything to our art. Perspective and the use of shades 

show a fascination with illusion and the outer worldé The discovery of 

perspective was contemporary to the Renaissance, to the discovery of the mortal 

worldly man. The Renaissance attitude towards man was a scientific one. Man 

came to the centre of the stage and pushed aside other elements. In the 

Renaissance, there was a discord between man and God. Depicting depth with the 

use of perspective and shades was compatible to the ideals of the time. (63) 

 

It is certain that in original Persian painting there is a preference for eschewing 

the use of formal systems. Persian artists are not so attached to one form as to another; 

they do not imbue one flower more than another with delicacy. They are egalitarian with 

their pen: the same red they use in the Kingôs dress, they give to a flower blooming on a 

mountaintop. They treat portrait and rocks with a similar delicacy. Beauty and beast are 

depicted with the same fineness. The creator treats its creatures with equal kindness and 

in Sohrabôs words, ñthere is no place for jealousy, for the eyesò (58). The devout mind of 

the Persian artist believes that the entire world is created by God and he gives no 

preference to any of his creatures. He is not selective and to him, everything in nature has 

the same importance. 

This approach in Persian art evokes some of the distinctions between Eastern and 

Western sensibilities, as suggested by writers like Sohrab Sepehri and Aidin Aghdashloo. 

A Westerner differentiates things, weighs things, analyses to select. The Eastern artist 

knows that everything in the universe has its own place. All existence is his spiritual 

dwelling; he believes that when the human soul is pure and transparent, nothing in the 

world is unpleasant to him. The Persian painter asks his audience to be patient and accept 
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every pattern. The devout mind of the Persian artist, consciously or not, knows that 

perspective contradicts equality. Therefore, he does not point to anything particular in 

nature, even man. The Persian painter tries to place the entire universe in one page; in 

fact, for him, the subject of his work is nothing more than an excuse for depicting the 

whole. 

Persian painting had always paid attention to the óideal beautyô, the perfect and 

particular beauty. It was not so much concerned with the parts or individuals as it was 

with the whole and the universe, writes Aidin Aghdashloo. Thus in Persian painting one 

has to follow the artist to arrive at a delicate and small sample of the collection of rules 

and imaginable beauties (159). Sohrab says in this regard that the Eastern man reaches 

life from within, interacts and sympathizes with nature. Sohrab writes, ñThe Easterner 

does not select, he does not choose; Selecting is to immolate, to ignoreò (56). 

The repetition of patterns is another characteristic of Persian painting. Symmetry 

in Persian patterns is not complete. It is ñincompleteò in the same way as is nature. This 

is to say that the patterns are never exactly mirrored, although they seem so. Symmetry in 

Persian patterns is congruent with mystical beliefs. The repetition of Godôs glory can be 

seen in them as if the path reaches unity through symmetry. In miniatures, symmetry is 

considered a pattern in itself. Now if there is no symmetry in a miniature, the floral 

patterns around the page will be symmetrical. The buildings are always symmetrical. 

Symmetry is also manifested in epigraphs and mosaics. While European art depicts a 

single moment, a frozen movement and a trace of light, Eastern art illustrates a continual 

quality. 
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Here, unity and continuity appear and image and thought are connected with one 

another; religion, poetry, philosophy, painting and music turn into different tones of a 

single song sung in quest for the life-bestowing spirit, the eternal promise, the dignified 

sanctum and promised paradise.  From the viewpoint of formal quality and exquisiteness, 

such unity can be found, for instance, in Persian book illustration. More ambiguous and 

complicated examples can be found in the relation between poetry and painting, between 

word and image (Aghdashloo 157-8). 

Rouin Pakbaz writes that, in referring to this style of painting, the terms 

decoration and ornament are usually utilised. These terms refer to a beauty originating 

from the two-dimensional quality of visual elements (which is among the fundamental 

qualities of Persian art) but do not properly convey the spiritual aspects of this art (9). 

Arthur Pope writes, 

Maybe we are not quite off the mark if we describe the art of Iran as óthe art of 

absolute patternô, that is, an art that should be dealt with like music or 

architecture. In truth, the most important examples of decorative art is understood 

as a kind of visualized music; for this art originates from the beauty and 

perfection of elements and nicety of composition in an effective and meaningful 

way and never represents objects through their main qualities pertaining to their 

exterior or animating aspect. (3) 

 

In Persian painting one of the considerable facts is the way in which artists make 

use of ñlightò. In this kind of painting, a single light illuminates the scene while there is 

no specific source for it: a light which is equally cast on everything, from human figure to 

plants and animals and makes objects as bright as possible. In Mental Idols, Eternal 

Memory, Dariush Shaygan writes,  

If according to Rodulf Otto, sacred art in west found two direct ways for 

expressing occult manifestation, through darkness and silence, which, by the help 

of shadows of twilight under the tall Gothic domes creates terrific magnificence, 
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Persian art creates the same impression, i.e. an appearance without essence as a 

symbol of the life of eternal manifestations. Such multifaceted vision of reality is 

only possible for a multifaceted man, a man who integrates all levels of the 

universe in his whole being, or in other words, who is an internal world with all 

its characteristics and different presences, every one of which is connected with a 

rank of the hierarchy of being. (222) 

 

It might not be possible to thoroughly explain the essence of Persian painting and 

its wonderful world and look at the continued and widespread mystery which testifies to 

the creativity of a nation who used to see the world from its own particular viewpoint, a 

viewpoint which had its roots in the culture, mysticism and beliefs of the nation. 

Yet, if we consider art as a framework through which the world is viewed, old 

Persian painting in itself can directly convey through its pictorial expression the 

observations of artists who documented a grand vision in a mysterious language. 

Aghdashloo writes: 

if we intend to find the key to the mystery of this method, we have to go back to 

the origins of thought and the myth of artist and to look at the image which serves 

as a metaphor for such thought; an image that has gone through much change in 

the past millennia making an inexperienced researcher suspicious of the 

continuity of the Iranian race.  But in truth, despite its inner variety, the image is 

not as scrappy as it appears to be [...] and unifies and gives form to the artistôs 

quest in search of the óparadiseô. (157) 
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Chapter 2:  And Life Goes On 

 

And Life Goes On...(1991), with the original Persian title Zendegi va Digar Hich 

(Life and Nothing More), begins with a version of perpendicular framing in motion, 

which attracts the audienceôs attention from the very beginning, even before the title. 

Peter Rist remarks: ñI saw a Kiarostami film for the first time, Zendegi va Digar Hich , 

and it was love at first sight. From the very first shot, with the camera viewing cars 

stopping at and passing a tollbooth, perpendicularly, as if from another booth or a 

surveillance position, I knew I was watching something uniqueò (2001). 

 

 

FIGURE 4 
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Life and Nothing More is a motion picture about ñlife,ò which itself is nothing but 

a path; a path leading to no specific destination. It just goes on, with all its distinctive 

features, in the continuity we observe, even after the catastrophe of an earthquake. 

And Life Goes On is the middle film of a trilogy, preceded by Where Is the 

Friend's Home? (1987) and followed by Through the Olive Trees (1994). A huge 

earthquake has intervened, and the director of the first film (played by an actor, and never 

named within the film) travels by car with his young son to find out whether the two 

children who acted the main roles in the previous film have survived. They seem to live 

in a world that is so ordinary; along the way they come across people who are carrying 

their belongings, food supplies, heaters, etc. There is no dreadful footage of mangled 

bodies and uncontrollably hysterical victims that we usually associate with natural 

disasters. You only see people who have experienced tragedy, but continue to live and 

endure. Here, life goes on for those that survive in spite of it all. There is still the need to 

fill oneôs life with love and joy and pleasure. One man talks of his plan to get married in 

his hometown, despite the disaster. The son talks to his friend about watching a soccer 

game. He becomes very excited by the building of an antenna at one of the nearby 

villages which will allow him to watch the game. 

Along the course of the film, we confront several shots framed within a window. 

The protagonistôs gaze to the outside nearly always originates from the inside of a carð 

ñthe automobile carries around the screen,ò as Jean-Luc Nancy puts it (66). Kiarostami 

observes life, the life which goes on, and the continuity which is shown through the 

medium of a motion picture ñtoward those screens that like eyes open onto the outsideò 

(Nancy 64). 
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FIGURE 5 

As mentioned, there is no priority in Iranian miniatures, and different elements of 

the painting are of the same value to the painter. If a specific subject suddenly attracts the 

viewer in a painting, it is the result of its composition, and the painter does not play a 

guiding role here. ñThe Monk and the Peasantò (Fig. 6) is a work by Mohammadi from 

1579. Many experts believe that Mohammadi was distinguished for his style and 

selection of ordinary subjects (Pakbaz 96). 

He had a talent for reflecting human posture and movements. He drew shapes by 

delicate thin long lines, and was one of the most prominent real style painters, a style 

initiated by Kamaloddin Behzad. Behzad and his followers were extremely interested in 

painting their living environment and other ordinary daily affairs. In fact, they were 

trying to represent a thorough picture of their surrounding world in a small frame; 

therefore, they used to fill the whole page with figures, architectural ornaments and 

landscape details. 
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FIGURE 6: The Monk and the Peasant
5
 

 

However, in their realistic approachðas in the works of their predecessorsðno 

three dimensional techniques are used (perspective, shading, etc.). Also the tradition of 

creating conceptual spaces is in force here. In other words, spaces are defined by abstract 

                                                 
5 Most of the miniatures mentioned can be found in several references in the bibliography. 
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signs of the real world. But, due to the number of relations and incidents, the spatial 

structure of the picture has become more intricate. Levels seem to be closer or farther 

than where they really are due to the effect of shapes and colors, so that the space is two-

dimensional but has depth at the same time, and is integrated yet discrete. Each part of 

space is where a specific and usually independent incident takes place. There is no 

coherence of time and place between different incidents, yet an aware viewer can see 

everything at a glance. Creation of such multifold spaces, which is certainly influenced 

by Iranian mystic vision, represents a glorious era of a coherent aesthetic system in 

Iranian miniature paintings (Pakbaz 93). 

In "The Monk and the Peasant"(Fig. 6), the peasant returns the dervishôs look 

while he keeps plowing ahead. Since he is duty-bound to accomplish his daily task, he 

asks the monk with his eyes to forgive him for not being able to stop over. A little lower, 

a woman is spinning in a tent, and two other women are having a face-to-face dispute in 

another tent. The whole painting well illustrates the contrast between the monkôs 

quietude and the daily flow of life. Even though there is no written evidence, the entire 

picture conveys this message. The artist's name in the corner written in calligraphy 

reveals several months of effort to complete the painting (March 1578- Feb. 1579), and 

also shows his modesty by signing the opus as "in need of blessing". 

Through the scenes of the film And Life Goes On we can see the normal course of 

life in the aftermath of the earthquake, where everybody is doing his or her share, as if a 

disaster cannot make daily habits slip out of our minds. Within a small frame, these 

scenes present a thorough picture of everyday life. In this context, the surrounding world 
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is rendered ñordinaryò but never meaningless, though Kiarostami imparts his ideas 

without imposing his own meaning onto the scenes. 

We observe life through the images of this film, by which nothing and no one is 

of higher priority or greater prominence than any other. Jean-Luc Nancy notes in The 

Evidence of Film that the film exhibits ñno or little point of view; the image is always 

closer or further away than anything that could fix a point of view-and it is therefore not 

possible for the spectator of the film to identify with a certain point of view: it is a true 

model of what Brecht called distanciationò (66). 

 

 

FIGURE 7a.                                              FIGURE 7b. 

 

In Fig. 7a, from the moving car window, we can see a tent belonging to some of the 

earthquake survivors and a lady who is hanging the washed clothes. On the left side of 

the frame there is a man who is also moving in the same direction, but a few frames 

further on, as we can see in Fig. 7b, we lose the man and our eyes continue their journey. 

Although most of the time the sense of in-framing is affected by seeing through car 

windows, nothing is ever emphasized in the film. As always Kiarostami exhibits nature, 
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perhaps even more this time; a genial and comforting nature, in which you can find life, 

even in her rage. Alberto Elena writes about the approach of the film towards nature: 

ñLife and Nothing More é was, moreover, a real turning point in Kiarostamiôs films in 

terms of his attitude to nature and its increasing importance in his filmsò (99). 

 

 

FIGURE 8 

 

The main subject is surviving an earthquake, a catastrophe that occurred in 

Roudbar, a region in the north of Iran. We see shots of ruins, dust, pebbles and rocks 

strewn on the road, abandoned things, spades and trucks. Nevertheless, the film never lets 

you neglect the fact that you are watching a film, a representation of reality and not the 

reality itself. And it does so by the use of precise frames, and the sheer brightness of its 

image, employing green, khaki and indigo blue in different chapters of the picture. Nancy 

remarks that: ñeverything underscores that it is the fiction of documentary é in the very 

specific and precise sense of the technique, of the art of constructing imagesò (Nancy 68).  
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Just as you see the young couple marrying one day after the catastrophe, merry and 

effervescent shimmers amid their house, even though the ñcamera is positioned 

perpendicular to the house, creating a deliberately flat imageò (Chaudhuri 86). 

 

 

FIGURE 9 

 

Fig. 9 is another shot from the film. By comparing the frames of this shot with 

those in the painting Sindokht talks to Saam (Fig. 10), along with the parallel or vertical 

lines in both images and the colors used, we can find many similarities in the images. In 

Sindokht talks to Saam we witness written elements that are of great importance in the 

whole composition. Rouin Pakbaz explains the general rule as being the positioning of 

two or four inscriptions on the top and the bottom of the page, by which a symmetrical 

geometrical structure is created in the image. If one draws a vertical line to connect the 
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top inscriptions to the ones on the bottom, the space is then divided into a number of 

proportional parts. Usually, the main characters and incidents are placed in the middle of 

 

FIGURE 10: Sindokht talks to Saam 

 

one of these parts. Sometimes, the main structure is composed of horizontal or diagonal 

elements, while pure symmetric structures are avoided (73). Sectioned spaces as well as a 

great number of moving objects and humans are the features widely used in such 

paintings. However, these numerous features never lead to confusion. In fact, painters of 

that era were using geometric methods of composition and the interaction of colors to 
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link different parts of the image, in a bid to reach an overall unity. In general, a painter 

has to put the whole story in one frame, a constraint that filmmakers do not face. 

The book Le chant du monde, L'Art de l'Iran Safavid describes the painting 

ñSindokht talks to Saamò this way: 

Sindokht (Roudabeh's mother traveling from Kabul) talks to Saam (the king of 

Zabolestan). The couplets on the top of the image cited from Ferdowsy's poetry 

book, Shahnameh, reflect a part of the conversation between Saam and Sindokht. 

The men on the right center of the image are Saam's courtiers, who are standing 

on a roadside higher than the ground level. On the top right hand there are 

Sindokht's escorts, taking care of the horses. The three beautiful women on the 

bottom right side of the frame are carrying gifts for Saam. From all the details 

illustrated in this image, only architectural details of the palace and the wine and 

dine setting on the carpet are described in Ferdowsy's poems. In addition, here we 

can find signs of abstract Islamic patterns on all these objects. (Melikian-Chirvani 

190) 

 

Andrei Tarkovsky, in his book Sculpting In Time: Reflections On The Cinema, 

describes what he calls "the logic of poetry in cinema" as related to the capacity of 

cinema to become a genuine innovative art form. Tarkovsky believed that the process of 

thought can be abstract and hence its conceptual reflection in film, rather than presenting 

a prescriptive narrative logic, should mirror this fluidity of cognition and perception 

(Tarkovsky, 18).  And Life Goes On, with its camera angles and its framings, with the 

righteousness it applies to the image and with all the fantasy-like bright colors, is 

declaring: I am a film about a truth called ñlifeò which always goes on. 

ñManzareh Arefanehò (ca. 1393) (Fig. 11) is an unusual miniature in which no 

human figure is present, a pure landscape painting. Such works are entirely composed of 

mountains, trees, waterfronts and birds. Despite the fact that during that era 
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FIGURE 11: Manzareh Arefaneh 

 

(ca. 1393), human organs and features were of great importance to painters, we can see 

that in these miniatures there is no sign of human or animal patterns, except the presence 

of birds. The still shots from And Life Goes On in Fig. 14 and Fig. 15 are similar to the 

painting ñManzareh Arefanehòand the two paintings on the next page (Golgasht and 

Golchin e Eskandar Soltan), not only with their snake-like paths, but also according to the 

angle of view. The painting in ñManzareh Arefanehò was painted in 1393 in Behbahan. 

Dr. Mohammad Agha Oghlu is the first person who has collected and interpreted these 

kinds of paintings. He believes that the mountain is an impression of the Alborz 

Mountains (Tajvidi, 122), the mountain range where Roudbarôs earthquake took place. 


