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Abstract

The paintings of Sultan Mohammad, a prominent master of the second
Tabriz School, are all visually spectacular and praiseworthy. Many studies
have examined these paintings in terms of form and execution techniques,
from aesthetic perspectives or focusing on mystical aspects, but less about
the worldview and depth of Sultan Mohammad's cultural and social point of
view. This study tries to interpret the semantic meanings by selecting two
works by Sultan Mohammad that also contain illustrations of the demons.
The present study has applied the approach of social semiotics to read the
social aspects of visual cues. A model based on which composition, color
and line, movements, volumes, and icons are used to interpret semantic
meanings, as well as social situations and historical conditions outside the
text that has been considered. The findings of the research indicate that
Sultan Mohammad in his illustrations of two stories in the mythological
section of Shahnameh in which demons has a strong presence has shown the
independence of his opinion and through the rejection of suppression of
otherness his works have become a sub-narrative; in contrast to the main
discourse of cultural unification in that era.
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1. Introduction

By interpreting the semantic implications and also by considering the
culture, historical events and political attitudes of an era, one can
understand the more implicit messages of an artwork. a large part of
the researches in the field of the history of Iranian painting art and the
analysis of paintings are usually in search of the degree of
correspondence between the literary text and the visual text, and to
examine the similarity between the paintings between the literacy
texts. The necessity of the present research is to take into account the
cultural and historical conditions of the time of the creation of images
and analyzes the social functions of pictorial signs to explain the
meaning. Examining two paintings “Hushang's war against Demons”
and “Tahmoureth imprisons Demons” by Sultan Muhammad in the
framework of the social semiotics of the image provides an
opportunity to discover the artist's unique perspective and his way of
influencing his society, as well as an opportunity to understand the
independence of the painter and transform the painting into a
representation of the creator's thoughts.

Research Question: what are the semantic implications of the two
mentioned paintings based on the social semiotics?

2. Literature Review

Most of the researches about Sultan Muhammad have explored the
mystical aspects and aesthetic issues of his works. Among the few
cases that have formed research about his social outlook, we can refer
to the article by Azin Haghayegh and Farzan Sojoodi (2015) entitled
“Semantic Analysis Of Two Paintings Of Firdausi Shahnameh: An
Analysis of the Cultural Semiotic Model” in which the authors have
used the method of social semiotics to understand the social aspects
and functions of the pictorial signs of two images with the theme of
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Alexander's kingdom the Shahnameh. It is worth noting that this
article while applying the same theory and method as the present
paper, has extracted a completely different and even opposite meaning
from its selected images. While the mentioned article considers the
images as means for stabilizing the dominant and desired narrative of
the government, the present research, as will follow, reveals not only
is the dominant narrative of the government not stabilized by the
image but it also posed a challenge; showing the independence of
painter’s opinion from the ruling system.

3. Methodology

Social semiotics studies the media of dissemination and the modes of
communication that people use and develop to represent their
understanding of the world and to shape power relations with others. It
draws on qualitative, fine-grained analysis of records of meaning-
making, such as ‘artifacts’, ‘texts’, and ‘transcripts’, to examine the
production and dissemination of discourse across the variety of social
and cultural contexts within which meaning is made. The account we
offer in this paper is focused on the version proposed by Gunther
Kress and Theo van Leeuwen. Following a historical overview, we
discuss its connections with the selected paintings.

4. Results

Sultan Muhammad knowing about the background of the word
"demon™ in Persian and its semantic and functional transformations
placing them in the center, choosing white color for some of them,
showing their sadness and their stared look wanting judgment of the
viewer explained a new situation in which the "other" is rightful. This
message contradicts the policies of the Safavid era and indicates the
acceptance of another culture and the need for tolerance. By avoiding
following and repeating the dominant ideological pattern that was
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imposed by the ruling system to suppress the "other”, Sultan
Muhammad turned his work into a medium for expressing his idea.
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