The Visual Language of Reza Abbasi’s Paintings through Jungian Analytical
Psychology

Abstract

Reza Abbasi occupies a seminal position within the tradition of Persian miniature painting,
representing a transformative era where the boundaries of visual representation were significantly
expanded. His oeuvre, characterized by a profound evolution in the depiction of the human figure
and a shifting focus between formal and informal themes, offers a fertile ground for
interdisciplinary analysis. This research posits that the stylistic and thematic transitions in Reza
Abbasi’s work—ranging from idealized courtly subjects to the frequent appearance of dervishes,
marginalized youths, and nuanced emotional states—transcend mere aesthetic experimentation.
Instead, these images function as a symbolic stage for the manifestation of deep-seated psychic
structures. Within the framework of Carl Gustav Jung’s analytical psycholegy, an artwork is not
merely a reflection of technical virtuosity or an imitation of the gbjective warld; it serves as a
vessel for the archetypal manifestations of the Collective Unconscious, the Persona, the Shadow,
and the process of Individuation. Despite this rich interpretative potential, existing seholarship on
Reza Abbasi has predominantly focused on historical dating, attribution, formalieomposition, and
social or mystical iconographies, leaving a significant lacuna regardifig a systematic
psychological reading of his visual language. The central*problem ‘ofithis study stems from this
scholarly gap. By utilizing Jungian concepts as heuristic tools, this résearch seeks to re-evaluate
Reza Abbasi’s artistic trajectory not merely as a serigs, of \stylistic shifts, but as a symbolic
negotiation of identity and the “other.” The primary objective isto analyze the visual language of
selected works to elucidate the relationshipybetween their\formal evolution and the psychic
dynamics of the artist and his cultural milieu. The study, addggsses two pivotal questions: How
can the fundamental concepts of Jungian analytical,psychology be systematically applied to the
analysis of Reza Abbasi’s miniatures? Furthermoreyfwhat is the correlation between these
concepts and the evolution of figures, emotional expressions, and visual organization across the
different periods of his artistic career?. Methodologically, this research is developmental in
purpose and qualitative in nature, employing-aidescriptive-analytical approach. The theoretical
framework is anchored in Jungian analyt@al psychology, using the Collective Unconscious,
Archetypes, Persona,Shadoy, and Inidividuation as the primary conceptual instruments for data
interpretation. The methedological, appreach is inherently interdisciplinary, synthesizing the
principles of analytical psyehology'with Safavid art history and stylistic analysis to facilitate a
multi-layered reading of the artwerks. Data ¢ollection was conducted through archival and library
research, gathering theoretical insights from specialized Jungian literature and visual data from
authoritativeteatalogs of Reza Abbasi’s paintings to ensure authenticity. The analytical process
followed a four-step medel: first, the selected works were categorized into three primary
chronological phases, (the coutt-dependent period, the period of withdrawal, and the return to the
court), Second,‘the specific visual characteristics of each phase were extracted. Third, recurring
patternshandyinternal contradictions were identified. Finally, these patterns were interpreted
through thesprism ef*Jungian psychic structures, ensuring that the psychological reading was
consistently supported by historical and stylistic evidence. The findings demonstrate that Jungian
analytical psychology provides a cohesive and robust explanatory framework for understanding
the evolution of Reza Abbasi’s art, offering insights that go beyond traditional formalist
descriptions. The study reveals that the transformation of his work reflects a profound shift in the
artist’s relationship with the official world, the repressed realms of the psyche, and the process of
redefining pictorial identity. Specifically, the three artistic phases can be mapped onto a psychic
journey from the dominance of the Persona to the emergence of the Shadow, and ultimately
toward a degree of Individuation. In the first phase, the visual formulation aligns with the logic
of social identity and the requirements of official courtly representation. The figures are idealized,
governed by a controlled aesthetic that reinforces the Persona—the socially acceptable mask of
the Safavid elite. In the second phase, a departure from this rigid order is observed through the



appearance of marginal types and unsettled spaces that express the Shadow—the rejected,
vulnerable, and repressed aspects of the psyche and society. This period of withdrawal from the
court manifests as an encounter with the “inner other.” The third phase represents a complex
synthesis where these opposing poles—the courtly and the marginal, the formal and the
affective—coexist in a more mature and tension-ridden constellation. This final stage is
interpreted as a movement toward Individuation, where the human image shifts from a stable,
codified form toward a multi-layered, contradictory, and sophisticated representation of
subjectivity. Ultimately, this research underscores that Reza Abbasi’s paintings serve as a site
where the tensions between cultural identity and psychic truth are aesthetically negotiated. The
significance of these findings lies in repositioning Reza Abbasi’s work not just as a pinnacle of
Safavid art, but as a visual articulation of the psychological complexities of the human condition.
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