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ABSTRACT

Formalist concepts were influential in the foundations of 20th-century modern painting,
particularly in Iran’s modernist painting, which emerged in the 1940s (1320s SH).
During this period, both female and male painters played significant roles in advancing
modernism, each employing traditional and Islamic elements in distinct ways within
their artistic creations. This study, utilizing Bloomsbury’s formalist theory and a
descriptive-analytical method, conducts a comparative analysis of the use of traditional
and Islamic elements in the works of three female painters—Behjat Sadr, Mansoureh
Hosseini, and Iran Darroudi—and three male painters—Hossein Zenderoudi,
Mohammad Ehsai, and Sadegh Tabrizi. The research data was gathered through library
and archival studies.

The findings reveal that female painters predominantly used traditional and Islamic
elements to express personal, abstract, and emotional experiences, whereas male
painters focused more on reviving national and religious identity through calligraphic
forms and Islamic motifs. Additionally, the influence of non-Western cultural and
civilizational characteristics in shaping innovative forms was more pronounced in the
works of female artists, particularly Mansoureh Hosseini and Iran Darroudi, compared
to Behjat Sadr. On the other hand, the works of Zenderoudi, Ehsai, and Tabrizi
demonstrate that the connection between calligraphy and modern painting in male
artists was pursued in a more structured manner, influenced by identity-driven
movements following the Islamic Revolution.This study shows that male painters
reconstructed a national-religious identity by relying on calligraphy and Islamic motifs,
while female painters used light, abstract spaces, and mystical elements to offer
personal reinterpretations of Islamic concepts.

Research Objectives:

1. Examining the formal, technical, and conceptual differences between the
works of contemporary modernist male and female painters in their use of
traditional and Islamic elements.

2. Investigating the social, cultural, and historical influences on how
contemporary modernist male and female painters engage with tradition and
Islam in their paintings.

Research Questions:

1. What are the formal, technical, and conceptual differences between the works
of contemporary modernist male and female painters in their use of traditional
and Islamic elements?

2. How do social, cultural, and historical influences shape the approaches of
contemporary modernist male and female painters to tradition and Islam in
their paintings?
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Introduction

When discussing Iran's modernist art of the 1940s (1320s SH), one inevitably recalls
the pioneering figures who advanced modernist painting in Iran. A crucial factor in
Iran's cultural and artistic renewal was the abdication of Reza Shah, Iran's involvement
in World War 11, and the political-social modernization that followed - developments
that would later enable women artists' active participation in subsequent decades. The
artworks produced during this period predominantly relied on European modernist
models. Like other imported phenomena, modernism initially penetrated Iranian society
at a superficial level. In Western contexts, the expansion of modern art's domain had
already made the discernment of artistic and aesthetic values particularly challenging,
giving rise to new analytical approaches in art criticism. Avant-gardism, which focused
on structural elements and visual components like line, color, shape and texture,
essentially promoted formalist tendencies. The formalists championed an analytical
method that prioritized the artwork's complete autonomy above all else. Theorists such
as Clive Bell, Roger Fry and Clement Greenberg considered formalism an essential
characteristic of contemporary art. They believed that visual elements - line, shape,
color and their interrelationships - were sufficient for understanding and evaluating
artworks, while other aspects like representation, morality or social context were
irrelevant. Consequently, the concept of significant form received particular attention
as modern art moved toward abstraction.

Given the application of this innovative approach in analyzing contemporary artworks
and global art trends, this study seeks to evaluate works created within Iran's modernist
movement through this lens. The selection of both male and female contemporary
painters for comparison is particularly significant because few studies have compared
women painters themselves through the aesthetic framework of formalist theory. Since
women artists have been largely overlooked in research on Iran's modernist art, this
study examines the works of prominent contemporary artists based on the theories of
Clive Bell and Clement Greenberg. The study also addresses the following: formal,
technical and conceptual differences between contemporary modernist male and female
painters in their use of traditional and Islamic elements; a comparative analysis of how
contemporary modernist male and female painters employ tradition and Islam; and an
investigation of the social, cultural and historical influences on how these artists engage
with tradition and Islam in their paintings.

Since research background is crucial for any study, it's important to note relevant
existing works. The book "An Exploration of Contemporary Iranian Art" by
Abdolhamid Kashmirkashan is particularly valuable for its descriptive and historical
alignment with this article. The most significant similarity lies in their shared historical
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perspective on contemporary art. However, while the book focuses solely on the
development of contemporary lranian art, it doesn't specifically address gender
developments or women's painting - a key difference from this study. The article "An
Introduction to Form and Formalism™ by Maryam Jamali (Philosophical Essays Journal,
2015) shares this study's formalist approach. The author examines the concepts of form
and formalism and their reflection in visual arts as a fundamental branch of the
modernist movement. This study employs the analytical method used in that article
along with formalist critical approaches to examine works by contemporary Iranian
women painters. Norbert Lynton's book *Modern Art" is another valuable resource that
aligns descriptively with this research. Since understanding modernism's characteristics
is crucial to this study, the researcher has drawn from this book to identify features of
modern art and better understand Western art movements.

Important related research includes: Pakbaz (2006), in an article titled *Contemporary
Iranian Painting: From Tradition to Modernity,” concluded that contemporary Iranian
painters, especially after the 1940s, used traditional and Islamic elements as part of their
cultural identity in creating modernist works. This research shows gender differences
in how these elements were employed, with women painters focusing more on
emotional and abstract aspects. Kashmirkashan (2010), in "Neo-Traditionalism and
Modern Iranian Painting,” found that contemporary Iranian artists, both men and
women, used traditional and Islamic elements as tools to express national and religious
identity in modernist art, with male painters focusing more on calligraphy and Islamic
motifs. Darvishi (2011), in "A Comparative Study of Works by Modernist Male and
Female Painters in Iran,” concluded that women painters like Behjat Sadr and
Mansoureh Hosseini used traditional and Islamic elements to express personal and
emotional experiences, while male painters like Hossein Zenderoudi and Sadegh
Tabrizi focused more on structural and identity-oriented aspects.

Ali (2017), in "Islamic Art and Modernity: A Gender Perspective,” found that women
artists in Islamic countries, including Iran, used traditional and Islamic elements to
express gender identity and personal experiences, with women artists emphasizing
abstract and emotional aspects more than men. Shah-Hosseini (2013), in "Analysis of
Form and Content in Works by Modernist Iranian Painters,” concluded that
contemporary Iranian painters, especially after the Islamic Revolution, used traditional
and Islamic elements to express national and religious identity, with male painters
focusing more on calligraphy and Islamic patterns while women used these elements to
express personal and emotional experiences. Dadi (2012), in "Modernism and Muslim
Art of South Asia," found that contemporary artists in Islamic countries, including Iran,
incorporated Islamic elements as part of their cultural identity in modernist art, with
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gender differences showing women artists emphasizing abstract and emotional aspects.
Rahimi (2009), in "The Role of Women Painters in the Development of Modernist
Iranian Art," concluded that women painters like Behjat Sadr and Mansoureh Hosseini
used traditional and Islamic elements to express personal and emotional experiences,
focusing more on abstract and emotional aspects compared to men. Porter (2014), in
“Islamic Art in the Modern World,” found that contemporary artists in Islamic
countries, including lran, used Islamic elements to express cultural and religious
identity in modernist art, with male painters emphasizing calligraphy and Islamic
patterns. Karimi (2017), in "A Comparative Study of Works by Modernist Male and
Female Iranian Painters in Using Islamic Elements,” concluded that women painters
like Iran Darroudi and Mansoureh Hosseini used traditional and Islamic elements for
personal and emotional expression, while male painters like Mohammad Ehsai and
Sadegh Tabrizi focused more on structural and identity-oriented aspects. Shabout
(2007), in "Modern Arab Art: Formation of Arab Aesthetics," found that contemporary
artists in Islamic countries, including Iran, used traditional and Islamic elements as part
of their cultural identity in modernist art, with gender differences showing women
artists emphasizing abstract and emotional aspects.

Burckhardt (1986), in his book "Islamic Art: Language and Expression,” concludes that
Islamic art begins with examining the Dome of the Rock, the Umayyad Mosque in
Damascus, figurative art, the common language of Islamic art, religious art and rituals,
urban and nomadic art, introducing the styles of the Great Mosque of Kairouan, the
Mosque of Cdérdoba, the 1bn Tulun Mosque in Cairo, the Madrasa-Mosque of Sultan
Hassan, Ottoman mosques, Shah Mosque in Isfahan, the Taj Mahal, and concluding
with a discussion on urban planning and comparing art and thought. Blackwell and
Rogel (2011), in their comprehensive book "lIslamic Visual Arts and Culture: A
Resource Anthology,” present a collection of translated primary sources with
introductory articles that offer unique insights into the history of Islamic aesthetics and
culture. Blair (2006), in "Islamic Calligraphy,"” concludes that Islamic calligraphy is not
merely a tool for conveying meaning but rather a visual expression of sacred beauty
where form often precedes content. This perspective could form the basis for the
formalist approach of contemporary modernist artists who recreate traditional elements
like calligraphy, geometric structures, and Islamic motifs while emphasizing the formal
and aesthetic qualities of their work. In Islamic art, as Grabar (2006) concludes, the goal
IS not to represent objective reality but to organize the world through patterns, rhythms,
and surfaces that evoke a sense of transcendence and cosmic order. This fundamental
approach provides an appropriate basis for analyzing the formalist approach of
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contemporary Iranian and Islamic artists who have recreated traditional visual elements
with an emphasis on form and structure.

Conclusion

Through the observation and analysis of works by contemporary painters from the
1940s and 1950s, it was concluded that Mansoureh Hosseini, Behjat Sadr, Iran
Darroudi, Lili Matin-Daftari, Tali’eh Kamran, Mary Shayanz, and Parvaneh Etemadi
are among the most prominent female artists of this period. Additionally, examining the
structure and form of contemporary women painters' works reveals an undeniable
presence of modernist visual qualities. Thus, given the modernist characteristics in these
works, varying artistic tendencies were observed among female painters, including
abstract expressionism, surrealism, and other distinct styles.

Applying the theory of significant form—the foundation of this study’s analysis—it was
evident that Mansoureh Hosseini consciously engaged with the relationships between
line, shape, and color in her works. A strong inclination toward abstract expressionism
is visible in her art, and she incorporated traditional Iranian elements, such as
calligraphy, rather than merely imitating Western modernist models. In Iran Darroudi’s
works, light played a central role, influenced by the philosophies of Suhrawardi and
Rumi. Beyond formal compositional techniques, she integrated traditional and
historical Iranian elements into her content, with her imaginative approach strongly
evoking surrealist tendencies.

Behjat Sadr’s works, marked by abstract tendencies, showed heavy reliance on Western
modernist conventions despite drawing inspiration from nature. Unlike her peers, she
displayed little attachment to traditional Iranian elements or non-Western cultural
motifs. These findings suggest that while this study’s analytical framework effectively
categorizes contemporary Iranian women painters' works in terms of form and content,
it also contributes to the expanding discourse on modernism in Iran’s contemporary art.

The results indicate that Iran’s modernist artists have redefined traditional elements
within a global framework while preserving Islamic authenticity. Male artists reinforced
national-Islamic identity through explicit religious symbols, whereas female artists
established a new discourse in Islamic art using abstract concepts like light and space.

Key Comparisons Between Male and Female Artists:

1. Male artists emphasized calligraphy, religious symbols, and geometric
compositions, while female artists employed abstract forms and light to convey
spiritual themes.
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2. Men sought to preserve tradition within defined structures, whereas women
approached tradition more freely, often incorporating it metaphorically.

3. Spiritual space in men’s works emerged through energetic color combinations
and Islamic motifs, while women achieved it through light, movement, and
subdued tones.

This comparison underscores how gender influenced artistic methods, with men and
women interpreting tradition and Islam differently based on personal, cultural, and
social experiences.
The study confirms that contemporary Iranian modernist painters—male and female—
engaged with traditional and Islamic elements in distinct ways. Female artists like Sadr,
Hosseini, and Darroudi used these elements to express personal emotions, abstract
concepts, and innovative visual compositions. In contrast, male artists such as
Zenderoudi, Ehsai, and Tabrizi employed Islamic calligraphy and motifs to redefine
national-religious identity, often aligning with post-revolution identity movements.

Non-Western cultural influences and formal innovation were more pronounced in
Hosseini and Darroudi’s works, whereas Sadr prioritized abstraction and formalist
structures. Male artists of the Sagga-khaneh school, particularly Zenderoudi and
Tabrizi, integrated calligraphy and traditional patterns as essential compositional
elements, while Ehsai focused on modern calligraphy and typographic experimentation.

Ultimately, this research affirms that the use of traditional and Islamic elements in Iran’s
modernist painting varied according to gender, intellectual-historical contexts, and
socio-cultural trends. These differences demonstrate that Iranian modernist painting not
only absorbed global formalist influences but also reinterpreted indigenous cultural and
artistic components within modern art’s framework.
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