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Abstract:

This study aimed to investigate the possibility of identifying transferable compositional patterns based on grid-oriented visual syntax and rhythmic organization
between Safavid wall paintings of Isfahan and Tehran coffeehouse painting through the Bourdieusian concepts of habitus and field. This qualitative and
comparative study adopted a structural-analytical approach based on a three-stage research strategy including the establishment of an image database, expert-
based structural coding, and controlled cross-case comparative analysis. The corpus consisted of Safavid mural paintings from Chehel Sotoun, Ali Qapu, and
Hasht Behesht palaces, alongside selected examples of Tehran coffeehouse paintings collected through archival documentation, high-resolution visual records,
and field surveys. Six experts in art history, restoration, visual culture, and performance traditions participated in a two-stage coding protocol using a unified
analytical rubric. Variables such as axial organization, grid systems, modular segmentation, figural clustering, and rhythmic visual movement were
systematically analyzed. Comparative matrices were then employed to identify structural homologies and functional analogies while accounting for
documentation constraints including image cropping, digital compression, and tonal distortions. The findings demonstrated that several recurring operative
clusters appeared across both visual fields, including axial stabilization, modular segmentation, registry-based organization, central anchoring, and density
management through alternation between mass and void. However, the function of these operators shifted according to the viewing regime. In Safavid murals,
architectural divisions and spatial bands directed large-scale visual navigation and reinforced ceremonial authority, whereas in coffeehouse paintings, diagonal
vectors, episodic zoning, and performative density facilitated collective address and oral narrative guidance. The results further indicated that the persistence
of compositional structures was not the outcome of direct stylistic imitation, but rather the product of transferable practical habitus and their field-dependent
recoding within distinct systems of production and spectatorship. The study supports the existence of a controlled structural continuity between Safavid mural
traditions and Tehran coffeehouse painting, in which compositional operators acquire new functions through field-specific recoding. Accordingly, grid and
rhythm in Iranian visual culture should be understood not merely as stylistic attributes, but as embodied structural tendencies capable of generating diverse
modes of visual organization across different historical contexts.

Keywords: Compositional habitus; Safavid wall painting of Isfahan; Tehran coffeehouse painting; grid-based visual syntax; visual rhythm; Bourdieusian
analysis.
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Iranian art historiography has often separated Safavid courtly-architectural wall painting from Tehran coffeehouse painting
as two distinct visual and social domains. Safavid murals of Isfahan have generally been interpreted through dynastic authority,
architectural display, and courtly visual politics (1-4), whereas coffeehouse painting has been read in relation to urban popular
culture, religious narration, collective spectatorship, and performative storytelling (5-8). Although this distinction clarifies
differences in patronage and social function, it has also limited systematic comparison at the level of visual syntax, especially
compositional grid, modular segmentation, axial anchoring, figural clustering, and rhythmic organization. Recent hermeneutic
and semiotic studies have challenged this separation by identifying dialogic relations between coffeehouse painting and the
visual heritage of the Isfahan school (9, 10). Similarly, studies of Safavid performance imagery and single-page compositions
have complicated the boundary between courtly production and popular performative culture (11).

The present study approaches this problem through Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field. Habitus makes it
possible to conceptualize composition not as a fixed stylistic essence, but as a set of embodied, practical, and transferable
dispositions that can be reactivated in different visual fields (12, 13, 23). Within this framework, grid and rhythm are not treated
as abstract metaphors but as codable visual operators. Grid refers to structural divisions, axial alignments, registers, and modular
arrangements, whereas rhythm refers to patterned repetition, alternation, density management, and directional movement within
a still image. Theoretical discussions of geometry and ornament in Islamic art support the idea that visual order can operate as
a cognitive and compositional framework across media (14, 16, 27). Studies of Safavid architecture and painting further show
that murals were embedded within architectural programs and ceremonial modes of viewing (1, 2, 4), while research on
coffeehouse painting emphasizes episodic narration, public spectatorship, and performative density (5, 25, 26). Therefore, the
main question of this study is whether recurring compositional patterns in these two fields indicate a transferable compositional
habitus or merely parallel responses to different visual and social demands.

Methods and Materials

This study used a qualitative, comparative, and structurally oriented research design. The research corpus was organized
into two main visual bodies: Safavid wall paintings associated with Isfahan’s architectural context, including palatial and mural
programs, and selected examples of Tehran coffeehouse painting representing urban, performative, and narrative visual culture.
The data were assembled through visual documentation, archival sources, catalogues, image records, and field-oriented
documentation. Each image was treated as a bounded compositional field and was analyzed according to its internal structure,
visual legibility, and conditions of documentation.

The research procedure was arranged in three stages. First, a traceable image database was constructed, and each visual item
was indexed according to source, medium, compositional boundaries, quality of reproduction, probable cropping, tonal clarity,
and documentary reliability. Second, a two-stage expert-coding protocol was implemented. Six specialists with relevant
expertise in Safavid murals, workshop traditions, Qajar and modern popular visual culture, restoration, and performative arts
participated in the assessment. In the first stage, experts provided open structural descriptions of each work. In the second stage,
they used a shared coding rubric to evaluate axial organization, grid-based syntax, modular segmentation, register formation,
figural clustering, central anchoring, diagonal vectors, density management, and rhythmic repetition. Third, the coded profiles
were compared through a cross-case matrix to identify structural homologies, functional analogies, and field-specific recodings.
Technical limitations such as image cropping, low resolution, digital compression, perspective distortion, and tonal alteration
were explicitly treated as boundary conditions for interpretation.

Findings
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The findings showed that both Safavid wall painting and Tehran coffeehouse painting contain recurring operative clusters,
although these clusters function differently according to the viewing regime and social field. The first major cluster was axial
stabilization within a frame or architectural boundary. In Safavid examples, axiality was frequently reinforced by architectural
formats, rectangular panels, arches, and spatial bands. In coffeehouse painting, similar axial anchoring appeared in iconic
figures, central characters, framed portrait-like compositions, and visual nodes that enabled rapid recognition by viewers.

The second cluster was modular and registry-based segmentation. Safavid compositions often used architectural divisions,
registers, and panel-like subdivisions to organize narrative or ceremonial scenes. Coffeehouse paintings also used registries,
but their function shifted toward episodic narration. Rather than producing a stable architectural sequence, registries in
coffeehouse paintings enabled selective attention, oral narration, and movement between narrative episodes.

The third cluster was central anchoring with surrounding figural clustering. In both corpora, a central visual module often
functioned as a reset point for the viewer’s gaze. Around this center, figures and visual masses were distributed rhythmically.
This structure prevented visual dispersion in crowded scenes and created a controlled system of return, concentration, and
redistribution of attention.

The fourth cluster was rhythmic density management. Both visual traditions used alternation between crowded areas and
visual openings, but the function differed. In Safavid murals, this alternation supported large-scale visual scanning across
architectural space. In coffeehouse painting, it enabled collective spectatorship, narrative selection, and movement among
multiple micro-events.

The fifth cluster involved diagonal vectors and directional pathways. In Safavid battle scenes, diagonals often supported
continuous action and spatial movement. In coffeehouse painting, diagonal structures frequently acted as performative vectors
that guided the viewer between narrator, audience, table, symbolic object, or central figure. Thus, diagonality shifted from
spatial continuity to episodic and performative guidance.

Overall, the results indicated that visual continuity existed at the level of codable compositional operators, not at the level
of direct stylistic imitation. Grid, rhythm, axiality, modularity, and density management were preserved as structural tendencies,
but their visual function was transformed by the field in which they were activated.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study demonstrates that the relationship between Safavid wall painting and Tehran coffeehouse painting cannot be
adequately explained through simple continuity or complete rupture. The comparative findings suggest a more complex model:
structural operators may persist across historical fields, while their function, intensity, and visual logic are recoded according
to the social conditions of production and spectatorship. In this sense, compositional habitus is not a rigid stylistic inheritance
but a practical disposition that can be reweighted and reorganized in different visual environments.

In the Safavid architectural field, compositional order is strongly shaped by the material and ceremonial conditions of the
wall. The mural is part of a larger spatial program; therefore, grid, register, axis, and rhythm contribute to architectural viewing,
courtly display, and controlled movement of the gaze. In the coffeehouse field, by contrast, the painting is activated within
collective spectatorship and oral narration. Its compositional order must support recognition, episodic storytelling, emotional
intensity, and public address. Consequently, the same visual operators are not simply repeated; they are functionally
transformed.

The main contribution of this study is its operational definition of grid and rhythm as analyzable compositional tools. Instead

of treating them as vague stylistic qualities, the research shows how they can be identified through axial stabilization, modular



140 S

. & ¢ > e 0,99
S s e

segmentation, central anchoring, density alternation, and directional vectors. This approach allows comparison between
historically distinct fields without reducing them to either direct influence or accidental resemblance.

The final conclusion is that Safavid wall painting and Tehran coffeehouse painting share a controlled structural continuity
at the level of compositional operators. However, this continuity is field-dependent. In Safavid murals, compositional habitus
is recoded through architecture, ceremonial authority, and spatial navigation. In coffeehouse painting, it is recoded through
public narration, episodic legibility, and collective visual address. Therefore, the study supports the idea of a transferable
compositional habitus that survives not by preserving identical forms, but by adapting its structural capacities to new regimes

of viewing, production, and meaning.
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