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ABSTRACT

The analysis of the illustration titled “The Third Trial: Esfandiar’s Battle with the
Dragon” from the Shah Tahmasp’s Shahnameh, from the perspective of cultural
semiotics, is the subject of this study. To this end, following a brief introduction
to the views of prominent semiotic theorists, the research draws on Yuri
Lotman’s theory regarding the opposition between nature and culture to interpret
visual signs and recover their meanings. By aligning the dominant cultural signs
within the illustration and the text, and exploring their semantic dimensions,
hidden layers of meaning within the artwork are revealed. This method allows
readers to gain deeper insight into the illustrator’s mindset regarding the narrated
story. This is a theoretical study carried out using a descriptive approach and
content analysis methodology. Its aim is to identify and interpret visual signs and
their relationship with the Shahnameh text. After analyzing the illustration, the
research compares its semiotic elements with the text to evaluate their
connections, similarities, and differences, as well as the contextual conditions
under which the illustration was produced. Findings indicate that in addition to
remaining faithful to the Shahnameh’s narrative, the illustrator also incorporated
cultural symbols from his own era in shaping the visual elements.
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Introduction

This research conducts a cultural semiotic analysis of the illustration "The Third Stage: Speech
During the Battle of Esfandiar with the Dragon" from the Shah Tahmasp's Shahnameh, utilizing
Yuri Lotman's methodology. To this end, following a review of the theoretical foundations of
semiotics and specifically cultural semiotics, Lotman's theoretical framework concerning the
fundamental oppositions of nature and culture is employed as the basis for analyzing the visual
signs.

Method

This descriptive-analytical study, which adopts a content analysis approach, seeks to answer the
fundamental question of how the visual signs of this illustration can be analyzed within the
framework of cultural semiotics and how its relationship with the Shahnameh text and the
historical-cultural context of the Safavid era can be explained. The core hypothesis of the paper
is that the discrepancies between the pictorial narrative and the Shahnameh text reflect the
dominant discourses and ideological connotations of the Safavid period.

Finding

The findings of the research indicate that the illustrator of this work, while remaining faithful to
the Shahnameh text, intelligently utilized the cultural signs of his own era to recreate the
mythological narrative within the Safavid "semiosphere." The analysis of the illustration is
structured around three main axes: First, the redefinition of the myth within the Safavid
semiosphere, where Esfandiar's battle with the dragon is transformed into a tool for the political
legitimization of the Safavid rule. Second, the reproduction of power hierarchies through spatial
composition, where Esfandiar is placed at the center and the soldiers are marginalized. Third,
the dynamic interaction between text and image, where the illustrator creates an intercultural
dialogue between the mythological past and the historical present by "re-translating” the
narrative into the visual language of the Safavid era.

The examination of the nature-culture opposition in this illustration reveals how natural
elements such as mountains, plains, and sky, as symbols of "nature" and "non-culture," are
positioned in opposition to the realm of culture (represented by Esfandiar). Furthermore, the
analysis of the attire and weaponry of Esfandiar and the soldiers, depicted in the style of Safavid
warriors, points to a "re-signification" and the establishment of a symbolic continuity between
the mythical heroes of ancient Iran and the Safavid dynasty.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this research demonstrates that the studied illustration, as a complex "cultural
text," presents a multi-layered narrative at different levels: on the surface level, it recounts the
narrative of an epic battle, and at deeper levels, it serves as an ideological statement concerning
the identity, authority, and desired order of the Safavid era. This study highlights the capacity of
cultural semiotic studies in revealing the complex interplay of art, power, and culture in Iranian
artistic works.
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