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Introduction:

The Saqgakhaneh school, as one of the influential movements in contemporary Iranian
art, has created works that combine calligraphy and painting, possessing multiple layers
of semantic and aesthetic complexity. However, these works have rarely been subjected
to rigorous semiotic analysis. The art of "nagqgashi-khat" (calligraphic painting)—one of the
most prominent achievements of the Saggakhaneh school during the 1960s and 2000s—
has transcended the boundaries between traditional calligraphy and modern painting.
The central premise of this study is that the "naqqashi-khat" works of the Saqgakhaneh
school, through the integration of text and image, function in a way that their meaning is
not confined merely to linguistic signification; rather, they harbor deeper layers of
reference to the sacred, popular culture, and collective memory. Peircean semiotics—
with its tripartite model and classification of signs into iconic, indexical, and symbolic
categories—provides a suitable framework for analyzing semantic relationships and
uncovering hidden layers of meaning within “naqqashi-khat” works. This approach
facilitates an analysis of how visual elements—such as letters, color, texture, and
composition—interact to construct meaning and shape the viewer's experience. It further
illuminates the cognitive and cultural dimensions of these works, thereby helping to
bridge a gap in the existing literature.

The Purpose of the Research:

The present study aims to read the calligraphy-painting works of this school through the
lens of Charles Sanders Peirce's semiotic theory, seeking to answer the main question:
how do the visual elements in these works (letters, words, color, composition, and
texture) generate meaning through the triad of symbol, icon, and index?

Methodology:

The research method is descriptive-analytical, based on qualitative content analysis of the
works, conducted with a semiotic approach and utilizing Peirce's conceptual framework.
Data collection was carried out through library and documentary research, gathering
information from books, articles, and the examination of works by prominent artists of
this school, such as Hossein Zenderoudi and Faramarz Pilaram.

Findings and Discussion:

The findings and results of the study indicate that calligraphy in these works performs a
multi-layered function, operating simultaneously as a symbol, an icon, and an index. As a
symbol, it functions as a conventional and culturally codified sign that carries linguistic
meaning, communicating readable text and inherited literary content. As an icon, it draws
attention to the visual form and aesthetic qualities of the letters themselves—their
rhythm, proportion, curvature, and spatial tension—so that the script is appreciated as
pure visual form. As an index, it establishes a direct, existential reference to the sacred,
to Shiite beliefs, and to collective memory, pointing beyond the written word toward the
spiritual and historical horizons from which it emerges. The simultaneous co-presence of
these three functions generates a dense network of semantic significations within the
works, in which the boundary between writing and image is dissolved and the two
registers constantly interchange. Consequently, calligraphy ceases to be a mere carrier of
content and becomes a structural element of the visual composition, redefining the
cultural and religious identity of Iranian art in a modern form and demonstrating how a
living tradition can be reformulated rather than abandoned, while remaining rooted in its
own visual and spiritual heritage.
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Conclusion:

This study began by asking how the visual elements present in the “Saqqa-khaneh” school
of “naqqashi-khat” (calligraphic painting)—such as letters, words, color, composition, and
texture—generate meaning through the triad of symbol, icon, and index. A semiotic
analysis of four works by three prominent artists of this school (Reza Mafi, Hossein
Zenderoudi, and Faramarz Pilaram), based on the model of Charles Sanders Peirce, reveals
thatin these pieces, script transcends its purely referential and linguistic function; instead,
as a visual material, it simultaneously performs three distinct semiotic functions. The
findings indicate that a single element—whether a letter, a color, or a texture—can
function simultaneously as an icon (through visual resemblance to familiar forms), an
index (as a trace of the hand’s movement and the materiality of the work), and a symbol
(carrying cultural and religious meaning). This threefold convergence gives rise to a
network of semantic significations that dissolves the boundary between writing and
image, redefining the relationship between the tradition of script and modern art within
“Saqqa-khaneh” calligraphic painting. Thus, the study concludes that meaning in these
works is not located in the word itself, but rather emerges within the visual experience,
cultural memory, and the semiotic system of the work—being reproduced, time and
again, through a cycle of icon, index, and symbol. The findings of this research have
applications in three areas. First, in the field of semiotic studies of art: this research
demonstrates that Peirce’s triad—unlike dyadic approaches (such as Saussure’s) or
cognitive approaches (such as Gestalt or blending theory)—provides a more
comprehensive tool for analyzing works in which script has transcended its purely
linguistic function to become a visual material. This framework can be utilized in future
research concerning contemporary art in Iran and other Islamic nations. Second, in the
realm of art criticism: the framework presented here enables a systematic reading of
“naqqashi-khat” (calligraphic painting) works, moving beyond mere formal or historical
description. By employing the triad of icon, index, and symbol, an art critic can uncover
hidden layers of meaning within these works and substantiate their analysis with concrete
visual evidence. Third, in the field of art education: the results of this research can be
applied to the design of curricula focused on the semiotics of art, the analysis of visual
works, and art criticism. Through this framework, art students learn to analyze a work of
art not merely on the basis of aesthetics, but through the mechanisms by which meaning
is produced.
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