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ABSTRACT

Modern Iranian painting shares both commonalities and distinctions with traditional
schools of painting. The focus of this research is the "horse motif" in the works of Abd
al-Samad and Farshchian, examining, comparing, and analyzing this motif from the
perspective of Gérard Genette’s transtextuality in the works of these two artists. The
aim of this study is to explore how these two artists employ this motif, the manner in
which they depict the horse in their paintings, and the distinctions and commonalities
in their works through the lens of Genette’s transtextuality. Additionally, the
differences and similarities between the horses of Abd al-Samad and Farshchian, as
well as the merits of Farshchian’s horse designs compared to those of Abd al-Samad,
are examined. This research is theoretical-applied in nature, adopting a descriptive-
analytical method based on theses and scholarly articles. It elucidates the significance
of the horse motif in the works of both artists. The findings suggest that in the works
of both artists, the "horse" serves as a prominent symbol and a shared subject.
Furthermore, elements such as quantity, the number of works, subject matter,
symbolism, and the innovation of new themes distinguish Mahmoud Farshchian’s
works from those of Abd al-Samad.

Research Objectives:

1. A comparative study of the horse motif in the works of Abd al-Samad and
Farshchian.

2. An examination of the distinctions and commonalities in their works through
the approach of Genette’s transtextuality.

Research Questions:

1. What are the differences and similarities between the horses of Abd al-Samad
and Farshchian?

2. What are the merits of Farshchian’s horse designs compared to those of Abd
al-Samad?
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Introduction

If we examine the historical background of the horse, we see that, like other animals
such as goats, cows, pigs, and others, the horse has been part of the art of ancient Iranian
people. The significance of the horse has long been evident in Iranian culture, appearing
in symbols, paintings, and manuscript illuminations. In Iranian painting, important gods
are depicted on chariots drawn by four horses, and Duroasp (meaning "possessor of
healthy horses") is among the deities protecting livestock, particularly horses
(Amuzegar, 2008: 34, 18). Sometimes, the depiction of this animal carries a literal
meaning, while other times, it holds symbolic significance. The horse occupies a special
place in various cultures and among different peoples, and this perspective influences
how the animal is portrayed, elevating its importance to the point where it assumes an
identity. This identity encompasses multiple meanings, which can be discerned through
ancient texts and historical paintings.

The beauty of this animal has inspired countless depictions, whose impact remains
indescribable. At times, the horse is portrayed ascending to the heavens (mi'raj),
symbolizing merit, blessing, goodness, loyalty, and companionship—such as in
depictions of the Prophet’s ascension or the scenes of Ashura, where it evokes a spiritual
and sublime image that captivates the viewer’s soul. Other times, the horse appears as
a mere tool. All these instances underscore the animal’s significance, which can be
studied through painting. One such method is formalist analysis. Formalism is an artistic
approach that emphasizes form as the source of an artwork’s essence rather than its
content (Adams, 2009: 30). Clive Bell argues that forms embody and symbolize
emotion, as they express fundamental vitality in an eloquent and structured manner
without conveying precise meaning, unlike the words of a language (Shephard, 1978:
84).

Among the painters of the Safavid-Gurkani school is Abd al-Samad Shirazi. Abd al-
Samad was one of the artists who, alongside Mir Sayyid Ali, established royal
workshops during Humayun’s reign. Humayun was deeply impressed by Abd al-
Samad’s paintings—such as a polo match and a banquet in a grand hall, both rendered
on a single grain of rice, as well as a horseman painted on a poppy seed—and took great
pleasure in these works. Such masterpieces earned Abd al-Samad the title Shirin-Qalam
("Sweet Pen") and became valuable assets in his trade. After creating the Nouruznama
(1557/943 AH), he was recognized as a master of cloth painting. Akbar later appointed
him as the head of the imperial mint in Fatehpur Sikri and elevated him to the rank of
royal steward (Azhand, 2010: 511). In recent years, many works attributed to Abd al-
Samad have been closely examined.
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Meanwhile, Mahmoud Farshchian is a globally renowned artist who founded a distinct
style and school of painting. While deeply rooted in the traditional principles of Persian
miniature painting, his innate genius, innovation, and personal creativity advanced the
path initiated by artists like Kamal al-Din Behzad and his successors (including Abd al-
Samad) during the Herat and Safavid periods (e.g., Reza Abbasi), which emphasized
line, composition, and perspective. By drawing on the essence of tradition while
incorporating imagination as the core of artistic creativity, Farshchian elevated Persian
painting to perfection and contributed to its global prestige. His work has earned a
unique place in the international art community.

The relationship between the horses of Abd al-Samad and Farshchian, viewed through
Gérard Genette’s transtextuality, encompasses hypertextuality (a series of
interconnected texts), while other aspects of transtextuality reveal diverse dimensions
of a single text (Allen, 2001: 155).

This study addresses the following primary questions:

o What are the differences and similarities between the horses of Abd al-Samad
and Farshchian?

e What are the merits of Farshchian’s horse designs compared to those of Abd al-
Samad?

Numerous books and articles have been written about the Safavid miniature school and
its artists. Karimi (2016), in his article "4 Formalist Study of the Works of Two
Miniaturists—Mahmoud Farshchian and Majid Mehregan—Compared to the
Shahnameh of Baysunghur,” examines form, formal relationships, and their symbolic
role in evoking aesthetic emotions. Radfar (2016), in "4 Comparison of Composition
and Color in the Works of Sultan Muhammad and Farshchian," explores the importance
of color and the role of imagination in 16th-century and contemporary art. Khazaei
(2007), in "Collected Essays on Miniature Painting: The Isfahan School Symposium"
and "Factors Shaping the Isfahan Miniature School,” analyzes Safavid-era painting.
Shamisa Taherkhani (2013), in "4 Comparative Study of the Horse Motif in Safavid
Miniatures and Paintings, " investigates the mythological role of the horse in the Safavid
period, its identity, movement, typology, and ornamentation, comparing it to the Qajar
era.

Rezaei-Nabard (2009), in "The Status of the Horse in the Works of Mahmoud
Farshchian," examines the horse’s presence in Farshchian’s art, decoding its
psychological and semiotic meanings. Rezaei-Nabard (2016), in "4 Comparative and
Analytical Study of ‘Subject’ in the Works of Hossein Behzad and Mahmoud
Farshchian,” highlights the shared thematic focus in both artists’ paintings. Today,
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depictions of the horse have slightly diverged from traditional methods, leaning toward
European techniques, while in many of Farshchian’s works, the horse is rendered
abstractly.

This theoretical research adopts a descriptive-analytical method based on Gérard
Genette’s transtextuality theory, relying on written and visual sources—particularly
published works on the horse motif in the art of Abd al-Samad and Farshchian in the
contemporary era. The necessity of this study lies in uncovering the significance of the
horse in Iranian painting, especially in the works of these two artists across two distinct
historical periods.

Conclusion

Based on the findings and comparative analysis of both artists' works, it can be
concluded that their paintings share commonalities as well as distinctions. In examining
all eighteen selected works, the striking presence of the horse motif is evident across
"lyrical," "literary," "social," and "historical" themes. However, the differences between

the two artists lie in their treatment of "subject matter,

n.n "nn

composition," "color

application," and stylistic approach, which warrant closer examination.

Quantitatively, while Abd al-Samad produced works in categories such as "natural and
allegorical," "epic," "festive and celebratory," and "historical," their number remains
limited. In some cases—such as hunting or banquet scenes—he has only one surviving
example. In contrast, Farshchian’s output in these same thematic categories is far more
extensive, justifying their classification as distinct "thematic groups."

From a qualitative perspective, the use and expression of motifs also differ
fundamentally. For instance, in the "natural and allegorical" category, Farshchian’s
depictions of horses or birds carry not only a naturalistic quality but also a layered
symbolic meaning, often embodying humanistic concerns—as seen in works like "From
Self to Liberation," "In Ambush," and "Transcendence.” In Abd al-Samad’s works,
however, the viewer encounters animals primarily in their naturalistic form, with
emphasis on anatomical accuracy and aesthetic beauty, aligning closely with traditional
schools of painting. In other words, while both artists address similar subjects, their
artistic expression—the way they imbue themes with meaning—diverges markedly.

A deeper study of Abd al-Samad’s oeuvre reveals that, regardless of genre, his subjects
consistently reference external phenomena, independent of the artist’s inner world.
Whether literary, social, or otherwise, his narratives maintain an objective autonomy.
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This stands in stark contrast to Farshchian’s later works, where such detachment is
absent.

Finally, through the lens of Gérard Genette’s transtextuality, the horse motif undergoes
a transformation in Farshchian’s paintings compared to Abd al-Samad’s. In the latter’s
works, the horse is rendered with conventional perspective, adhering to the aesthetic
principles of his contemporaries. The compositions are often centralized or follow a
rule-of-thirds structure, employing realistic depiction and balanced positive-negative
space to evoke contemplation. The use of darker hues enhances the visual impact,
preserving symbolic appearances while adhering to traditional norms.

In Farshchian’s art, however, the motif engages the viewer through creative expression,
merging inner spirituality with external form. Harmonious movement, fluid lines, and
inventive color schemes create a dialogue between the viewer’s emotions and the
artwork, bridging the inner and outer worlds. This is precisely why, in thematic
classifications of Farshchian’s works, "lyrical," "spiritual," and "ethical" subjects
occupy a prominent and elevated position.
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