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Abstract

Iranian self-taught painting represents a distinctive form of visual expression shaped by lived experience,
personal memory, intuitive creativity, and symbolic imagination. Unlike academically trained artists, self-
taught painters develop their visual language outside formal art institutions, drawing instead on subjec-
tive perception, collective memory, oral traditions, and everyday life. As a result, their works contain mul-
tilayered symbolic structures that cannot be adequately understood through formal or stylistic analysis
alone. Rather than merely depicting external reality, these paintings transform memory, emotion, dreams,
myths, and lived experience into symbolic visual forms, allowing the visible and invisible, the personal and
collective, and the real and imagined to coexist within a unified imaginative space. This study examines
symbolic imagination in selected works of Iranian self-taught painting through Gilbert Durand’s theory of
the imaginary. Durand’s framework provides an effective approach for interpreting recurring symbolic pat-
terns and archetypal visual structures. The research investigates how symbolic and imaginative structures
are formed in selected paintings by Iranian self-taught artists and identifies their shared and distinctive
visual characteristics. The central research question asks how these symbolic structures can be interpret-
ed through Durand’s diurnal and nocturnal regimes of the imaginary and what dominant visual patterns
emerge from this perspective.
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1. Research Review

Previous studies of Iranian self-taught art have
primarily focused on artists’ biographies, social
context, vernacular expression, intuitive im-
age-making, memory, autobiography, and out-
sider art discourse. This body of research has
also examined self-taught art from anthropolog-
ical, visual-cultural, and comparative aesthetic
perspectives. At the same time, Gilbert Durand’s
theory of the imaginary has received increasing
attention in Persian visual studies, particularly
in research on painting, manuscript illustration,
mythology, religious iconography, and symbolic
imagery. These studies demonstrate the use-
fulness of Durand’s framework for interpreting
symbolic forms beyond literary texts. Despite
this growing scholarship, the symbolic organiza-
tion of imagination in Iranian self-taught paint-
ing has rarely been explored through Durand’s
theoretical perspective. The relationship be-
tween self-taught visual production and the an-
thropological structures of the imaginary there-
fore remains insufficiently examined. To address
this gap, the present study applies Durand’s
theory to four paintings by Iranian self-taught
artists, focusing on the symbolic organization of
their visual imagination.

2. Research Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative, descrip-
tive-analytical approach. Data were collected
through documentary research using books,
scholarly articles, exhibition archives, and on-
line visual resources. Four paintings by four
[ranian self-taught artists—Mohsen Asgari-
an, Akram Sartakhti, Hasan Hazermoshar, and
Mokarrameh Ghanbari—were selected through
purposive sampling because of their symbolic
richness, visual diversity, and relevance to the
research question. Each painting was analyzed
through close visual examination of its motifs,
compositional structure, symbolic elements,
scale relationships, and narrative organization.
The interpretation was based on Gilbert Du-
rand’s theory of the imaginary, particularly the
distinction between the diurnal and nocturnal
regimes and their associated heroic, mystical,
and synthetic structures. The analysis sought to
identify the dominant symbolic organization of
each painting and to explain how imagination is
visually constructed across the selected works.

3. Result
The analysis shows that all four paintings incor-
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porate elements of both the diurnal and noc-
turnal regimes of the imaginary, although each
establishes a distinctive balance between them.
In Mohsen Asgarian’s painting, symbolic imag-
ination is organized through the coexistence of
human, animal, and natural forms. Bodily frag-
mentation, animal imagery, and layered spatial
relationships create a symbolic field in which
humanity and nature are presented as intercon-
nected. Although traces of the heroic structure
appear, particularly in the central figure, the
paintingis primarily shaped by mystical and syn-
thetic modes of imagination. Akram Sartakhti’s
work constructs an imaginative world through
the interaction of human figures, animals, celes-
tial forms, water, movement, and dreamlike im-
agery. Conventional spatial and temporal order
is suspended, allowing heterogeneous elements
to coexist. A striking example is the placement
of the sun among the human figures rather than
in the sky, disrupting natural order and symbol-
ically merging day with night and dream with
reality. This visual organization reflects the pre-
dominance of the nocturnal regime, especially
its synthetic structure. Hasan Hazermoshar’s
painting displays a more pronounced hero-
ic structure than the other examples. Conflict,
pursuit, bodily tension, hierarchical scale, and
confrontation organize the composition, while
symbolic ambiguity and mythical references
prevent the image from conveying a single, fixed
meaning. Instead, the painting remains open to
multiple interpretations through the interaction
of conflict and transformation. In Mokarrameh
Ghanbari’s work, symbolic imagination emerg-
es through floating space, hybrid beings, altered
proportions, and the simultaneous presence
of dreams, memory, violence, femininity, and
mythic imagery. The flying carpet, horned fig-
ure, enlarged female body, and hybrid creatures
construct a multilayered symbolic universe in
which reality and imagination become insep-
arable. Here, nocturnal structures are particu-
larly dominant. Overall, the selected paintings
demonstrate that although diurnal elements
and heroic imagery are present in every work,
symbolic imagination is predominantly organ-
ized through the nocturnal regime, especially its
mystical and synthetic structures. Rather than
emphasizing opposition and separation, these
paintings construct meaning through coexist-
ence, transformation, continuity, and the recon-
ciliation of opposites.
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4. Conclusion

Applying Gilbert Durand’s theory of the im-
aginary demonstrates that Iranian self-taught
painting is structured by complex symbolic sys-
tems rooted in lived experience, memory, uncon-
scious imagery, mythic perception, and personal
visual language. These paintings do not simply
reproduce reality; they reinterpret it through
symbolic transformation.

The findings indicate that the dominant imagi-
native tendency of the selected works is aligned
with the nocturnal regime, where meaning is
generated through connection, coexistence, rep-
etition, fluidity, and the integration of opposites.
Although diurnal structures—including separa-
tion, hierarchy, and confrontation—remain visi-
ble, they do not determine the overall symbolic
organization of the paintings. The comparison
between male and female artists also suggests
subtle differences in imaginative organization.
Several works by female artists display greater
fluidity, hybridity, coexistence, and nonlinear
spatial construction, whereas some works by
male artists place stronger emphasis on ten-
sion, confrontation, hierarchical relationships,
and narrative conflict. These tendencies are not
absolute, yet they reveal meaningful variations
in symbolic expression. Overall, the study con-

firms that Gilbert Durand’s theory provides a
productive methodological framework for in-
terpreting symbolic imagination in Iranian self-
taught painting. Beyond stylistic description,
it enables a deeper understanding of symbolic
image-making and offers new perspectives for
future studies of contemporary Iranian visual
culture.
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