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Abstract

Illustration in Iran has a long and ancient history, extending back to the pre-Islamic
era. Over the centuries, it underwent numerous transformations, each period imparting
its own distinctive characteristics. With the advent of Islam, illustration came to serve
religious purposes and contributed significantly to the revival and development of
Iranian-Islamic art.

The history of illustration and miniature painting is closely tied to the illustration of
various kinds of manuscripts, including literary, historical, and scientific works. From
antiquity to the present, artists have continuously engaged in book illustration. In the
contemporary era, however, this practice experienced profound changes, leading to the
emergence of a new art of miniature that broke free from court traditions and embraced
innovative approaches. This development is evident in the works of artists such as
Hossein Behzad, who played a pioneering role in this transformation. Alongside these
innovations, new subjects were illustrated for the first time—most notably the
quatrains of Omar Khayyam, which had previously been neglected by visual artists in
Iran.

Khayyam’s quatrains, composed in the briefest form of Persian poetry, encompass
profound themes such as the interplay between the material and spiritual worlds, the
tension between religion and worldly life, the dynamics of lover and beloved,
existential questioning, social critique, and reflections on transience. These themes,
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rich in dualities and layered meanings, resonate deeply with the intellectual climate of
the contemporary era. While earlier painters had not addressed Khayyam’s poetry, the
changing cultural and intellectual atmosphere of modern Iran opened new
opportunities for artists to visualize his quatrains. As a result, Khayyam’s verses were
illustrated in collections by artists such as Hossein Behzad, Mohammad Bager
Aghamiri, Reza Badr al-Sama, and Amir Hossein Aghamiri, giving Khayyam’s
imagery a prominent place in modern miniature art.
Among Khayyam’s quatrains, Kozegar-e ‘Aql Afirin stands out for its critical and
symbolic treatment of creation and the mysteries of existence. In the first stanza,
Khayyam presents God as the creator of intellect, who fashions the cup (symbolizing
humanity), praises His own creation, and then destroys it. Here, the potter
metaphorically represents the divine creator: just as the potter molds clay into vessels,
God created intellect and, subsequently, humankind. By admiring His creation, God
acknowledges humanity as the highest of His works. Yet, the destruction of man by
God raises existential and theological questions, which Khayyam expresses in a tone
of irony and critique.
Some interpret this quatrain as challenging divine logic; however, it is consistent with
Islamic scripture. For example, verse 68 of Surah Yasin refers to the reversal of human
life—“We turn him back to the state of weakness”—while verse 55 of Surah Taha
affirms humanity’s origin from soil, its return to soil, and resurrection on the Day of
Judgment. In this sense, the potter’s breaking of the vessel symbolizes the divine cycle
of creation, destruction, and renewal, with clay returning to the earth to be reshaped
anew.
The present research examines the relationship between text and image in paintings
based on this quatrain and explores the similarities and differences among the works
of four contemporary painters—Ostad Hossein Behzad, Mohammad Bager Aghamiri,
Reza Badr al-Sama, and Amir Hossein Aghamiri—in their visual and expressive
interpretations of the theme.
The research is guided by two questions:

1. What is the relationship between text and image in the painting of Kozegar-e

‘Aql Afrin in the works of contemporary painters?
2. What are the similarities and differences in the paintings related to the quatrain
Kozegar-e ‘Aql Afrin among these painters?

Accordingly, this study has been conducted using a descriptive-analytical method with
a comparative approach, drawing upon library resources, observation, and electronic
sources.
Khayyam’s symbolic language—particularly his frequent use of the jar and potter as
metaphors—plays a central role in these interpretations. By personifying jars,
differentiating their forms, and employing mysterious imagery, he underscores the
fragile yet profound essence of human existence, formed from clay and water. These
elemental materials, fundamental to both pottery and life, are highlighted in the
paintings, where water and soil serve as recurring motifs.
Analysis of the four paintings reveals both shared and distinct features. All depict the
potter’s workshop as a metaphor for the world, with jars symbolizing humanity in its
multitude. Common elements include the jar and the potter, often paired with textual
allusions such as Jam Latif or Kozegar-e Dahr. Each artist, however, introduces unique
compositional strategies.

Keywords: Khayyam painting, Contemporary painting, Contemporary painters,
Khayyam's Quatrains
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