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Extended Abstract

The art of book illumination (Tazhib) and calligraphy in Islamic-Iranian
civilization transcends the boundaries of mere technical skill or ornamen-
tation; it represents a profound realm for the manifestation of sapiential
concepts, cosmological order, and rigorous geometric systems. Among the
myriad periods in the history of Iranian art, the 12th century AH—coin-
ciding with the Zand era—witnessed the rise of Darvish Abdolmajid Tale-
qani, one of the most ingenious calligraphers in history. Through his artis-
tic genius, Darvish brought the Shekasteh Nasta’liq script from a state of
excessive complexity to its ultimate maturity and equilibrium, forging an
inseparable bond between the fluid, ecstatic dynamism of the pen and the
sophisticated, intellectual richness of illumination. In the surviving albums
(Muraqqas) and calligraphic folios attributed to him, illumination does not
function as an external, secondary element or a mere frame; rather, it acts
as a fundamental, primary pillar for the perception of beauty, functioning
as an essential component of a cohesive “visual alliance” that engages both
the eye and the intellect.

Despite the evident aesthetic harmony in his works, understanding the in-
ternal “how” and “why” of this beauty—which has captivated observers
for centuries—requires an analytical model that can effectively bridge the
gap between the material components of the artwork and the cognitive pro-
cesses of the human observer. The present research aims to explain the aes-
thetics of illumination arrays in Darvish’s works based on the foundational
principles of Ibn al-Haytham’s theory of visual perception, as expounded
in his masterpiece, Kitab al-Manazir (The Book of Optics). Ibn al-Hay-
tham revolutionized the understanding of human sight by introducing
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twenty-two “particular meanings” (ma’ani juz’iyya)—such as light, color,
position, similarity, continuity, and shape—which provide a robust, scien-
tifically grounded model where beauty is understood as the result of a pre-
cise analysis of formal properties by the observer’s “distinguishing faculty”
(al-quwwa al-mumayyiza). The fundamental research question addressed
in this paper is: How do the visual components and decorative arrays of
illumination in Darvish’s calligraphic works lead to the manifestation of the
“Perfection of Beauty” (Kamal al-Husn) through the mental and physical
processes envisioned by Ibn al-Haytham?

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical methodology with a compara-
tive approach. Data were gathered through intensive library research and
the systematic, direct observation of prominent, high-quality folios held in
prestigious collections such as the Golestan Palace Library, the Majlis Li-
brary, and the Reza Abbasi Museum. The study is structured in three opera-
tional stages: first, the extraction and definition of the 22 “particular mean-
ings” from Kitab al-Manazir to serve as a rigorous analytical framework;
second, the purposeful selection of representative calligraphic pieces that
exhibit a high diversity of illumination techniques, ranging from tala-anda-
zi (gold sprinkling) to polychromatic floral motifs; and third, the detailed
comparative analysis of these decorative arrays against Ibn al-Haytham’s
perceptual model. In this analysis, components related to three-dimensional
depth and linear perspective were excluded, as the aesthetic nature of these
artworks is primarily grounded in two-dimensional visual structures and the
“plane of beauty.”

Ibn al-Haytham’s Kitab al-Manazir serves not merely as a treatise on the
physics of light, but as a foundational text in the psychology of human
perception. He asserts that the eye perceives color and light directly and
physically; however, “beauty” is a complex, synthetic meaning perceived
through the intermediary of these physical qualities, which is then pro-
cessed, categorized, and judged by the mind. The “distinguishing faculty”
analyzes these sensory inputs, compares them to previous visual experienc-
es, and discerns the 22 particular meanings. His aesthetic theory is funda-
mentally centered on the concepts of “proportion” (tanasub) and “affinity”
(1’tilaf), where perfect beauty emerges not from a single, isolated feature,
but from the successful, coherent integration of multiple distinct qualities.
For the purpose of this study, we categorized these 22 meanings into five
thematic clusters:

- Fundamental Features (color, light, shape, transparency);

- Structural Features (size, position, distance);

- Coordination Features (continuity, discontinuity, similarity, difference);

- Rhythm Features (movement, stillness, number);

- Texture Features (roughness, smoothness, density).

Our analytical scrutiny of Darvish Abdolmajid’s works reveals that the ap-
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plication of gold-sprinkling (tala-andazi) and intricate gold illumination
in his folios is not merely decorative; it functions as a strategic, highly
sophisticated management of “light.” In Ibn al-Haytham’s theory, light
is the absolute, primary agent of vision. In Darvish’s folios, the polished
gold surfaces and the varying densities of gold application act as dynamic
sources of light, vitalizing adjacent mineral pigments like lapis lazuli and
vermilion. This process confirms Ibn al-Haytham’s hypothesis that color re-
alizes its full aesthetic potential only through the presence and modulation
of light. The play of light on these surfaces creates a “luminosity gradient”
that guides the eye towards the central text, illustrating a mastery of the
“light-color” relationship.

Furthermore, regarding structural features, the generous size of the margins
and the precise placement (wad’) of the text box act as an architectural, sta-
bilizing substrate for the calligraphic script. The mathematical rigidity and
geometric clarity of the illumination frames provide a necessary, ground-
ing anchor for the fluid, ecstatic, and rapid movements of the Shekasteh
Nasta’liq script. This “situation” of the text creates a clearly defined visual
territory that focuses the observer’s attention and creates a psychological
sense of order and hierarchy, demonstrating how “size” and “position” fun-
damentally contribute to the overall sense of majesty.

In terms of coordination and affinity, the dialectic between “similarity” (ob-
served in the repeating patterns of the Khatayi and Eslimi motifs) and “dif-
ference” (achieved through contrast of colors and varying line thicknesses)
effectively prevents visual monotony. The “teeth-like” (dandan-moushi)
outlining technique is particularly significant; it creates a subtle, rhythmic
discontinuity between the intricate calligraphy and the gold-filled back-
ground, allowing each element to maintain its distinct visual identity while
simultaneously contributing to the unified whole. This successfully satis-
fies Ibn al-Haytham’s criteria for perfect aesthetic affinity, where the “dis-
tinguishing faculty” perceives a “unity within multiplicity.”

Rhythm and texture are also executed with unparalleled mastery. The cal-
ligraphic dynamism of the Shekasteh script provides the required “move-
ment,” while the static framing and balanced, symmetrical layouts provide
the necessary “stillness” and stability. The texture of the paper, meticulous-
ly treated with traditional sizing and burnishing (mohre-zani), creates a tac-
tile smoothness that reflects light uniformly, while the relief-like quality
of heavy mineral paints creates a perceived, subtle “roughness” that adds
depth, physical weight, and richness to the overall visual experience. These
textures are not accidental; they are designed to provide a rich sensory input
that the observer’s mind interprets as “quality” and “craftsmanship.”

The research concludes that the enduring appeal and “aesthetic perfection”
of Darvish Abdolmajid’s works are not a matter of mere artistic intuition.
Rather, they are the result of a sophisticated, internalized understand-



10

Rahpooye Hekmat-e Honar %

(Biquarterly Journal of Wisdom in Art)
Vol. 5, No. 2 (9), Autumn and Winter 2026

ing of the principles that Ibn al-Haytham would categorize as “particular
meanings.” By establishing a direct, scientific correlation between these
11th-century perceptual theories and 18th-century artistic practices, this
study clearly demonstrates the remarkable continuity and resilience of aes-
thetics within the Islamic-Iranian tradition. The comparative framework
utilized here proves that illumination is a highly rationalized, systematic art
form, specifically designed to facilitate the observer’s perception of beauty
through a structured sequence of cognitive stages.

Ultimately, the divergence noted in the study—regarding the exclusion of
three-dimensional depth—underscores the abstract, spiritual nature of Ira-
nian traditional arts, which consistently prioritize symbolic, harmonious
beauty over the empirical, mechanical reproduction of the material world.
We strongly suggest that the analytical model derived from Ibn al-Hay-
tham, due to its comprehensiveness in explaining geometric ratios and the
psychology of vision, serves as a highly effective, standard methodology
for the analysis of other traditional Iranian arts, such as tilework, carpet
design, and architectural ornamentation. By reclaiming this framework, we
can better articulate the “practical wisdom” (Hikmat-e Amali) embedded
within our artistic heritage and provide a rigorous, scientific basis for the
appreciation of classical Iranian visual culture. This study effectively bridg-
es the long-standing, problematic gap between the technical craft of book
illumination and the cognitive psychology of aesthetics, offering a trans-
formative new perspective for contemporary researchers to interpret the
profound, multi-layered complexity of Darvish Abdolmajid’s visual com-
positions. This framework not only validates the past but also opens new
avenues for evaluating the formal qualities of traditional art in the modern
era, suggesting that beauty, while experienced subjectively, is structured by
universal cognitive laws that deserve deep, analytical exploration.

Keywords: Darvish Abdolmajid Taleqani, Ibn al-Haytham, Aesthetics, I1lu-
mination, Visual Perception
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