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Abstract:

Evolutionary narratives in art history have regarded Renaissance linear perspective as the culmination of spatial representation and Iranian miniature painting
as a primitive stage of visual depiction. This study raises the question of whether these two constitute independent perceptual systems or whether one is more
advanced than the other. Employing a qualitative approach grounded in foundational theoretical analysis, the present research examines four major discourses
of perspective—those of Erwin Panofsky, Hubert Damisch, Jacques Lacan, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty—through an integration of Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology of perception and Norman Fairclough’s three-dimensional model of critical discourse analysis. Two prominent architectural examples—Santa
Maria Novella in Florence and Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque in Isfahan—were examined across the three levels of description, interpretation, and explanation.
Linear perspective in Renaissance architecture is manifested through the symmetrical central plan, the dome as a focal point, uniform illumination, and the
central role of the subject grounded in humanism. In contrast, the perceptual logic of miniature painting in Iranian-Islamic architecture is embodied in the
central courtyard with asymmetrical iwans, embodied and multisensory perception, temporal and variable light, chiasm (the intertwining of body and world),
and the mobile observer. Miniature painting and perspective are therefore understood as two independent perceptual systems founded upon distinct ontological
principles: miniature painting is rooted in the “imaginal world” and Islamic mysticism, whereas perspective is grounded in Western humanism and rationalism.
The inadequacy of linear perspective for representing miniature painting stems from epistemological differences rather than technical deficiency. The theory
of “discursive and multilayered relationality” is proposed as a new theoretical framework. The study is limited to two architectural cases, and further
intercultural comparative studies adopting a phenomenological approach across other historical periods are recommended.

Keywords: Iranian miniature painting, linear perspective, Renaissance architecture, Iranian architecture, phenomenology, critical discourse analysis, imaginal
world.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The relationship between painting and architecture has long been one of the central questions in the humanities, art history,
and architectural theory, because modes of spatial representation do not merely express technical skill; rather, they reveal
deeper cultural assumptions about vision, subjectivity, ontology, and the human relationship with the world. Within this
context, Renaissance linear perspective and Iranian miniature painting represent two influential but fundamentally different
systems of spatial representation. Linear perspective, especially as theorized in the Renaissance and later interpreted by

Panofsky, has often been treated as the culmination of visual rationality and objective spatial representation (1, 5). In contrast,
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Iranian miniature painting has frequently been misread through evolutionary narratives of art history as a pre-perspectival,
technically incomplete, or less developed mode of representation. Such a reading reduces miniature painting to a deficient
version of Western perspective and overlooks its own perceptual, metaphysical, and architectural logic. The present study
challenges this linear and hierarchical account by asking whether perspective is truly a more advanced stage of miniature
painting, or whether the two are independent perceptual systems grounded in different cultural and ontological foundations.

The theoretical point of departure of the study is the idea that perspective is not a neutral optical mechanism, but a symbolic
and discursive form. Panofsky’s interpretation of perspective as a symbolic form shows that the homogeneous, measurable,
and mathematically ordered space of Renaissance art reflects the humanistic worldview of its historical context rather than the
natural structure of vision itself (1, 14). Damisch further develops this view by treating perspective as an epistemic and semiotic
structure that organizes the conditions under which space can be thought, represented, and made visible (2). Lacan’s
psychoanalytic account adds another layer by interpreting the vanishing point and visual field in relation to the symbolic order
and the gaze of the Other, thereby revealing the implicit positioning of the subject within the visual system (15). In contrast,
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception rejects any absolute or disembodied eye and emphasizes that perception always
emerges through a situated, embodied subject within the lived world (7, 16). This phenomenological approach is particularly
useful for interpreting Iranian architecture and miniature painting, where space is not organized around a single fixed observer
but through movement, sensory plurality, temporal experience, and the intertwining of body and world.

Iranian miniature painting is also grounded in a different metaphysical horizon. Rather than aiming to reproduce empirical
space from a single optical position, it can be understood in relation to the imaginal world, Islamic mysticism, and the
intermediate realm between sensory and intelligible realities (9, 21, 22). From this perspective, features often judged as
“incorrect” from the standpoint of linear perspective, such as multiple viewpoints, simultaneous representation of interior and
exterior, flattened depth, symbolic color, and temporal simultaneity, should be interpreted as deliberate expressions of a distinct
visual ontology. Studies on Iranian painting and its relation to architectural representation further support the view that
miniature painting follows a multilayered logic of space rather than a failed approximation of Renaissance depth (3, 4, 39). The
study also draws on phenomenological approaches to architecture, particularly the work of Pallasmaa, Norberg-Schulz,
Bachelard, and Heidegger, to explain how architectural experience is shaped through embodiment, sensory perception,
dwelling, memory, and genius loci (8, 11-13). In methodological terms, the study combines phenomenology with Fairclough’s
three-dimensional model of critical discourse analysis in order to examine not only formal visual structures but also their
historical production, social circulation, ideological meaning, and relation to power (25). Accordingly, the study seeks to
redefine the relationship between miniature painting, perspective, Renaissance architecture, and Iranian architecture through a
comparative, phenomenological, and critical-discursive framework.

Methods and Materials

This research was conducted using a qualitative, theoretical, comparative, and interpretive design. The study relied on a
phenomenological reading of space combined with critical discourse analysis. The main analytical strategy consisted of
examining two representative architectural cases: Santa Maria Novella in Florence as an architectural embodiment of
Renaissance perspective, and Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque in Isfahan as an architectural manifestation of the perceptual logic
associated with Iranian-Islamic visual culture. These two cases were selected because each one represents a mature and
symbolically dense expression of its respective civilizational and architectural tradition. The Renaissance case allowed the

study to examine the architectural implications of linear perspective, symmetry, centrality, focality, and the fixed observing
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subject. The Iranian case allowed the study to analyze spatial plurality, embodied movement, sensory experience, variable light,
threshold spaces, and the absence of a single privileged viewpoint.

The analysis was organized according to three levels. At the descriptive level, the formal features of architectural space were
examined, including plan, facade, spatial hierarchy, light, movement, focal organization, relation between interior and exterior,
and visual orientation. At the interpretive level, each building was studied in relation to its process of production, patronage,
historical context, intended users, and cultural function. At the explanatory level, the architectural and visual systems were
interpreted in relation to broader structures of worldview, ideology, subjectivity, power, and knowledge. The phenomenological
component of the study focused on lived experience, embodied perception, the movement of the observer, sensory plurality,
temporality, and the relation between body and architectural environment. The critical-discursive component focused on how
systems of visual representation become embedded in social structures, cultural hierarchies, and architectural forms. The
research materials included visual and architectural evidence such as plans, facades, spatial diagrams, comparative tables, figure
captions, and theoretical descriptions of the two architectural traditions.

Findings

The findings showed that linear perspective and Iranian miniature painting are not two stages within a single evolutionary
sequence, but two independent perceptual systems with distinct ontological and epistemological foundations. First, the analysis
of Renaissance architecture demonstrated that linear perspective is embodied architecturally through central planning, axial
symmetry, frontal organization, proportional order, the visual dominance of the dome or altar, and the presupposition of a stable
subject positioned before a coherent and measurable spatial field. In Santa Maria Novella, the architectural system guides the
observer’s vision toward ordered centrality. The facade, proportional geometry, and spatial organization function as a visual
apparatus that stabilizes the observer and transforms architectural space into a rationally ordered visual field. The building
therefore materializes the perspectival logic of Renaissance humanism.

Second, the analysis of Iranian architecture showed that the perceptual logic associated with miniature painting is embodied
through spatial multiplicity, movement, sensory layering, threshold conditions, shifting light, and the absence of a single
vanishing point. In Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, perception does not occur from one fixed optical position. The observer must
move through angled entrances, transitional corridors, changing light conditions, and layered surfaces in order to experience
the space. The mosque’s spatial meaning emerges gradually through embodied movement rather than through immediate
optical mastery. The space is not organized as a single visual box but as a sequence of perceptual transformations.

Third, the comparative analysis revealed that the Renaissance system privileges geometric clarity, visual centrality, optical
coherence, and the stable subject, whereas the Iranian-Islamic system privileges embodied experience, symbolic depth,
multisensory perception, temporal variation, and the mobile observer. This difference also appears in the treatment of light.
Renaissance architecture tends to employ controlled and often uniform illumination to clarify spatial order, while Iranian
architecture uses variable, filtered, and time-dependent light to produce a dynamic and contemplative spatial experience.
Similarly, the relation between interior and exterior differs substantially. Renaissance architecture often reinforces formal
distinctions between facade, plan, and interior volume, whereas Iranian architecture frequently produces ambiguous thresholds
through iwans, courtyards, porticoes, and semi-open spaces.

Fourth, the findings indicated that the apparent “failure” of miniature painting to conform to linear perspective is not a
technical weakness. Rather, it reflects a different epistemological orientation. Miniature painting does not attempt to freeze the
world from the position of a single observer; it organizes space according to symbolic importance, narrative simultaneity, and

metaphysical layering. In this sense, miniature painting and Iranian architecture share a common spatial logic: both resist
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reduction to a single viewpoint and both privilege relational, multilayered, and experiential space. The study therefore proposed
the theory of a “discursive and multilayered relation” between miniature painting, perspective, and architecture.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the study demonstrate that the long-standing evolutionary narrative that treats Renaissance perspective as
advanced and Iranian miniature painting as primitive is theoretically inadequate. Such a narrative imposes one cultural model
of vision upon another and mistakes difference for deficiency. The comparative analysis showed that linear perspective and
miniature painting should instead be understood as two autonomous perceptual systems. Each system constructs space
according to its own philosophical assumptions, cultural conditions, and modes of subject formation. Linear perspective
constructs a world that can be measured, ordered, stabilized, and viewed from a privileged position. Miniature painting
constructs a world that is layered, symbolic, simultaneous, mobile, and open to multiple modes of perception.

The architectural implications of this distinction are significant. Renaissance architecture does not merely use perspective
as a visual technique; it incorporates perspectival thinking into its spatial order. Symmetry, proportionality, centrality, and focal
organization become architectural equivalents of the vanishing point and the fixed observer. Iranian architecture, by contrast,
operates through movement, threshold, sensory multiplicity, and temporal experience. Its spaces are not fully grasped from a
single position but unfold through bodily participation. In this respect, the iwan, courtyard, dome chamber, portico, and filtered
light are not merely formal devices; they are perceptual and ontological structures that shape how the body inhabits and
understands space.

The study also shows that both systems are discursive. They are not neutral visual languages, but historically produced ways
of organizing perception, meaning, and subjectivity. Linear perspective is bound to the rise of Renaissance humanism,
rationalism, and the central subject, while miniature painting is connected to the imaginal, mystical, and symbolic dimensions
of Iranian-Islamic thought. However, these systems should not be treated as isolated or static. Historical encounters between
Iran and Europe, especially from the Safavid period onward, produced hybrid visual practices and transformed both artistic
production and the social status of artists. Therefore, the relation between miniature and perspective is neither hierarchical nor
entirely separate; it is discursive, multilayered, and historically dynamic.

The conclusion of the study is that the inadequacy of linear perspective in representing the spatial logic of Iranian miniature
painting results from epistemological difference rather than artistic limitation. The two systems belong to different perceptual
worlds. Recognizing this difference allows art history and architectural theory to move beyond Eurocentric models of visual
progress and toward a plural understanding of spatial representation. For contemporary architecture, the findings suggest that
the spatial logic of miniature painting can be productively reinterpreted in design through simultaneity of vision, blurred
boundaries, multisensory experience, mobile spectatorship, and multilayered spatial organization. Such reinterpretation should
not take the form of superficial ornamentation or nostalgic imitation; rather, it should involve a critical and creative translation

of the perceptual principles underlying miniature painting into contemporary architectural practice.
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