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A Phenomenal Semio-Semantic Appraoch to the Motif of
Tree in the Iranian Modernist Painting!

Monireh Panjtani?, Farnoush Shamili*3

Abstract

The current paper is a phenomenal semio-semantic study of the tree in
Iranian modernist paintings. The motif of the tree would escape
definition if confined to its semio-semantic dimension. That is why
the present study intends to find new meanings for the complicated
motif of the tree within the visual frameworks. The focus on the visual
elements is central to this semio-semantic method. Interestingly, some
Iranian modernist painters were preoccupied with the phenomenon of
the tree in different forms. | have selected some works by Davoud
Emdadian, Abulgasem Sa’idi, and Abdullah Ameri Alhosseini
(picking two works from each artist). Along with the desk research
including library and online sources, the data have been collected and
analyzed according to the semio-semantic approach. The data shows
that the becoming agent A/painter represents the motif of the tree by
drawing a connection between the sensory-perceptual and the esthetic
functions. Moreover, in the discursive processes, the becoming agent
Alpainter takes the advantage of elements such as the event,
becoming, tension, phenomena, and body. The becoming agent B or
the interpreter’s repetition of the process, during the passage through
different layers of meaning and culture, re-creates the meaning of the
tree as different layers are accumulated.
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1. Introduction

Introduction

This article explores the meanings of the phenomenon of the visible
tree within visual systems in particular works. These meanings emerge
from a complicated text, sometimes through the creation of new
questions and sometimes through symbolic ambiguities. The research
consists of the following sections: After providing a research
background, the first section introduces semiotics, its characteristics
and functions. Since the approach of this research is
"phenomenological” semiotics, the first section also discusses the
links and commonalities between semiotics and phenomenology, as
well as their differences. In the following section, we first focus on
phenomenological semiotics in the text and then in images. In the
third section, the research findings, we apply the foundations of
semiotics of visual texts to six tree motives in works by Davood
Emadadian, Abolgasem Saeidi, and Abdullah Amiri Al-Husseini - two
works from each artist - and then describe and analyze these paintings
based on semiotic processes such as tension, corporeal, discursive, and
aesthetic-experiential processes. The examples - both for the artists
and the paintings - have been purposefully selected from Iranian
contemporary artists who have paid special attention to various
manifestations of trees.

Research Questions:
What meanings does the tree motifs reveal in these six works by three
Iranian contemporary artists?

How can phenomenological semiotics help open up a path for
reading and interpreting these works visually?
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2. Literature Review

The present research background can be divided into two parts. The
first part includes books that have provided the theoretical foundations
for this research, and the second part includes articles that have
applied phenomenological semiotics to specific texts. The first
category consists of five main works: Analysis of Discourse Semiotics
(Samt, 2016), Foundations of Modern Semiotics (Samt, 2018), and
Semiotics of Vision: Theories and Applications (Sokhan, 2018) by
Hamidreza Shaeri, Introduction to Phenomenology by Robert
Sokalovski and translated by Mohammadreza Ghorbani (Rokhdadno,
2009), and A Historical Introduction to the Phenomenology Movement
by Herbert Spiegelberg and translated by Masoud Olya (Minoo
Kherad, 2013). These works have provided the main theoretical
background for this research. The second part consists of articles such
as "Semiotic Analysis of Rain Semiotics" which answers the question
of how a phenomenological perspective on rain transforms it from a
linguistic sign into a transcendental sign and what aesthetic-
experiential functions it has in this process (Shaeri et al., 2013). The
article "Meaning in the Interaction of Text and Image: A Semiotic
Study of Two Visual Poems by Tahereh Safarzadeh™ is based on the
assumption that verbal and visual elements in a text cannot interact
meaningfully except in a discursive space, resulting in a tensional
relationship (Shaeri, 2009). The article "Semiotic Analysis of Silence
in Literary Discourse” examines the formation of temporal silence in
literary discourse from a semiotic perspective. The article "Translated
Lifestyle: A Semiotic-Phenomenological Analysis of Translator's
Pains in Jhumpa Lahiri's Works™ attempts to provide a new definition
of lifestyle in relation to the translator's "orientation™ to referents
through the integration of phenomenological and semiotic thinking
(Najoumian, 2016). The main concern of the article "Semiotic
Challenges of Painting and Art Criticism" is the distinction between
different semiotic systems in painting and art criticism, where one is
based on visual signs and the other on linguistic signs, which poses
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many challenges (Abolgasemi, 2014). The findings of the article
"Semiotic Analysis of the Relationship between Title and Painting: A
Case Study of "Persistence of Memory" by Salvador Dali and "The
Scream" by Edward Munch" indicate that the meaningfulness of the
title-image relationship in these two paintings is a function of
perceptual and sensory components (Radmanesh and Shaeri, 2013).

3. Methodology

The method of this research is phenomenological semiotics with a
focus on visual elements. The man and her/his phenomenological
relation to signs is central to the semiotics. In the visual
phenomenological text, the concern of semiotic interpretation is how
to "create conditions for studying the language of visual meaning
within its own framework™ (Shaeri, 2004: 163). However, it should be
noted that "the oscillation of signs creates instability in visual signs"
(Shaeri, 2006: 34). In this way, the current study focuses on the
semiotics of visual texts.

To study the semiotics of visual texts as a discourse, we can discuss
their rhythm. Rhythm is a constitutive element of a discourse; in other
words, it arises from the way signs are formed or the different forms
of their presence in a discourse. Factors such as pressure/ range,
presence/ absence, centrality/ decentralization, unity/ plurality,
reduction/addition, and part/ whole are factors that contribute to the
creation of rhythm (Shaeiri, 2018: 76). In the semiotics of visual
encounter, these factors play a major role in the analyzed paintings
and are interpreted in relation to these works.

4. Results

In the six paintings examined in this study, the role of the tree as a
signifier has moved away from its initial and referential state and has
transformed into a fluid and multidimensional signifier in a semiotic
process. In all of the works, the tree is in the process of re-creation in a
new semantic system, and this does not occur except in the interaction
between the painter and the interpreter. Although the basis of the
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presence of the tree as a sign in these works is the external world, its
concrete being is suspended in the semiotic process and its meaning is
reconstructed during interpretation. In all these works, through the
presence of the tree motif in a new and defamiliarizing value
discourse, its manifestation leads us to other interpretive backgrounds
such as imaginary worlds. For example, in Saeedi's works, the
boundary between the tree and the peacock feathers, in Ameri's
painting, the boundary between the tree and the human-bird, and in
Emadian's painting, the boundary between the tree and the colorful
columns are interpreted instead of a singular interpretation of the tree.
Since this article deals with visual semiotics the selected works have
been represented based on a volumetric system rather than a linear
system, and our analysis is dominated by visual perception. In the
process of tension in semiotic discourse, the most important aspect of
sensory-perceptual connection with phenomena in relation to spatial
and temporal characteristics is experienced through presence and
absence. In this process, the viewer/interpreter is confronted with a
manifestation of the tree that, because it is not referential, takes the
tree to absence on both the visible and semantic levels. On the visible
level, other signifiers such as humans and birds are present and the
tree is absent, and on another level, by recreating the relationship
between the tree and human or, in other words, between man and
nature, a more abundant meaning of the tree is created, which may be
better understood in a specific cultural context. The purpose of the
cultural context here is that the role of the tree as a signifier is not just
a result but a meaning that is constantly interpretable and
representable in the continuous discourse of the Iranian’s life-world.
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