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Abstract:

In recent years, contemporary Iranian art—particularly graphic design—has undergone remarkable and extensive transformations, as artists
have strived to create an innovative visual language. One of the most significant of these efforts is the deliberate use of Qajar Siyah Mashq
calligraphy in the creation of contemporary graphic works. This practice not only draws upon the rich traditions and culture of Iran but also
forges a link between the past and the present, leading to the emergence of a multilayered, autonomous, and dynamic identity in art. As a
form of visual art, graphic design employs traditional elements such as calligraphy to reinterpret cultural, historical, and social concepts in a
contemporary framework. In this study, drawing specifically on Gérard Genette’s theory of Transtextuality—which builds upon the earlier
notion of Intertextuality proposed by Julia Kristeva—the influence of Qajar calligraphy on contemporary Iranian graphic design is examined.
The aim is to explain how traditional written elements are transformed into a new and inspiring visual language that, while preserving cultural
authenticity, also aligns with contemporary artistic and communicative needs. The study concludes that the interaction between tradition and
modernity can provide a foundation for the emergence of a creative visual language that distinguishes contemporary Iranian graphic design
from other styles and imbues it with a unique cultural depth.
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L Gérard Genette
2, Transtextuality
3, Intertextuality
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L. Architextuality
2, Paratextuality
3, Metatextuality
4. Hypertextuality
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I, Narrative Order
2, Narrative Time
3, Narrative Mood
4. Narrative Voice
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Extended Abstract

The study investigates how the tradition of Qajar Siyah Mashq calligraphy has been recontextualized within the field of
contemporary Iranian graphic design. Over the past decades, Iran has witnessed profound shifts in its visual arts, with graphic
design emerging as a key space for negotiating cultural identity and modern aesthetics. Drawing on Julia Kristeva’s
foundational notion of intertextuality and Genette’s expanded theory of transtextuality, the research situates Siyah Mashq as a
“pre-text” whose aesthetic and semiotic codes have been adapted by contemporary designers to construct an autonomous and
multi-layered visual language. The introduction frames this dynamic as a dialogue between tradition and modernity, where the
visual syntax of historical calligraphy functions not merely as ornament but as an active agent in meaning production. As
argued by Barthes, a text is never isolated but always a tissue of other texts (14), and this principle guides the analysis of how
Qajar calligraphic forms infiltrate the structures of modern graphic compositions. This transformation also reflects postmodern
tendencies to challenge meta-narratives (21) and blur disciplinary boundaries, allowing traditional scripts to transcend their
sacred textual origins and acquire purely formal, visual functions. Furthermore, the study positions this evolution within the
broader socio-cultural shifts impacting Iranian visual culture, echoing observations that social changes exert long-term effects
on artistic practices (3). In this context, Siyah Mashq’s experimental aesthetics embody a break from textual legibility toward
visual expressiveness, aligning with formalist arguments that prioritize form over representational content (17) and supporting
the notion that contemporary design emerges from the palimpsestic layering of past cultural texts (12).

The methodological framework employs a qualitative comparative approach, combining visual content analysis with
Genette’s five categories of transtextuality—intertextuality, paratextuality, hypertextuality, metatextuality, and architextuality
(6, 7, 25). The research first catalogued exemplary pieces of Qajar Siyah Mashq, especially the works of Mirza Gholamreza
Esfahani, and selected contemporary Iranian graphic works that explicitly or implicitly incorporate calligraphic elements. These
visual texts were analyzed as interconnected layers in a cultural network, with the goal of tracing formal and semantic
transformations across time. Drawing on the proposition that no text emerges in isolation (10), the analysis explored how
motifs, line structures, and compositional rhythms from Siyah Mashq reappear in modern posters, logos, and type-based
artworks, often detached from semantic meaning yet retaining cultural resonance. The study also engages Kristeva’s assertion
that intertextuality involves transformation rather than mere citation (8), interpreting the contemporary redesign of calligraphic
forms as an act of cultural re-signification. In this sense, Siyah Mashq functions as a “cultural code” that contemporary
designers decode and reassemble to produce innovative visual languages while still signaling continuity with Iranian heritage.
The methodology also applied the concept of defamiliarization, as explored in studies on Iranian calligraphy (2), to examine
how familiar scripts are rendered unfamiliar and visually autonomous. This systematic tracing of formal genealogy illuminates
how the semiotic and aesthetic DNA of Siyah Mashq persists within the ostensibly modern idiom of Iranian graphic design.

The findings reveal that Qajar Siyah Mashq operated historically as a liminal space where textual function gave way to pure

form, providing a visual matrix that contemporary graphic designers continue to mine for inspiration. Whereas traditional
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calligraphy prioritized legibility and textual sanctity, Siyah Mashq disrupted these conventions by emphasizing dense layering,
rhythmic repetition, and spatial dynamism. Such strategies resonate with postmodern aesthetics that privilege plurality,
instability, and the rejection of universal truths (21), marking Siyah Mashq as a proto-postmodern practice avant la lettre.
Designers such as Reza Abedini and Farhad Fozouni have appropriated these strategies in their posters and typographic
compositions, reducing letters to abstract shapes and foregrounding the visual interplay of positive and negative space. This
aligns with the Sagqakhaneh movement’s earlier elevation of Islamic-Iranian motifs as independent visual forms rather than
textual conveyors of meaning (24). The study found that by adopting Siyah Mashq’s emphasis on visuality over semantics,
contemporary designers create works that function as “visual texts” — open to multiple interpretations, fluid in meaning, and
embedded in cultural memory. This confirms Genette’s claim that transtextuality enhances textual meaning through its
networked relations (13). Moreover, the study highlights that Siyah Mashq’s aesthetic revolution was intertwined with broader
socio-political dynamics of the Qajar dynasty era, when increased royal patronage fostered artistic experimentation (19). Such
contextualization supports the argument that artistic forms are inseparable from the historical and cultural milieus in which
they emerge (9), reinforcing the notion that contemporary design inherits not only formal traits but also the socio-cultural ethos
of its precursors.

In the discussion, the research interprets contemporary Iranian graphic design as an ongoing dialogue with its Qajar
predecessors, framed through Genette’s notion of hypertextuality—the transformation of an earlier text into a new one. Many
analyzed works demonstrate visual homages to the rhythmic layering and spatial tension characteristic of Siyah Mashq, yet
they also subvert these conventions by introducing modern technologies, materials, and digital aesthetics. This reflects the
postmodern strategy of hybridization, where boundaries between media, eras, and cultural registers collapse (22). The study
underscores how designers consciously leverage the cultural capital of calligraphy to construct authenticity, while
simultaneously destabilizing traditional hierarchies of meaning. Such practices echo Barthes’s conception of the text as a living,
dynamic weave of meanings constantly reanimated through reinterpretation (14). The analysis also links this phenomenon to
the broader condition of postmodern pluralism, in which no single grand narrative governs meaning, allowing multiple stylistic
voices to coexist (23). This explains why many contemporary Iranian designs present a deliberate ambiguity, oscillating
between legibility and abstraction, cultural specificity and global visual idioms. The study argues that this oscillation embodies
the essence of transtextuality as theorized by Genette: the perpetual negotiation between past and present texts that generates
new cultural forms. It also shows how contemporary designers, by fragmenting and recombining Siyah Mashq elements, enact
what Genette described as the palimpsestuous layering of texts, where traces of older writings remain visible beneath the new
(11).

The implications of these findings are significant for understanding both Iranian visual culture and the broader mechanics
of artistic innovation. First, they demonstrate that contemporary Iranian graphic design has achieved its distinctiveness not by
rejecting tradition but by transforming it—a process rooted in transtextual interpenetration. This supports the assertion that
artistic modernity in Iran is not a rupture from its cultural past but a reconfiguration of it, consistent with the broader postmodern
rejection of linear progress narratives. Second, the research illustrates how visual form can carry cultural memory even when
stripped of semantic content, showing that meaning in design emerges as much from formal genealogies as from explicit
iconography. This challenges purely semiotic readings of design and underscores the importance of formal analysis in cultural
studies. Third, by situating contemporary Iranian design within the continuum of calligraphic experimentation from the Qajar
era, the study reframes design not as a Western import but as an indigenous evolution of local visual traditions. This decolonizes

narratives of Iranian modernity and foregrounds the agency of Iranian artists in shaping their visual culture. Finally, the study
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offers a model for analyzing other instances of cultural hybridity in art and design, where the interplay of historical and
contemporary texts produces new aesthetic languages. In doing so, it contributes to theoretical debates on intertextuality,
postmodernism, and cultural identity, while providing a nuanced account of how tradition can serve as a catalyst rather than a
constraint in artistic innovation.

In conclusion, this research reveals that contemporary Iranian graphic design’s engagement with Qajar Siyah Mashq
exemplifies the transformative power of transtextuality. The findings demonstrate that by reimagining calligraphic traditions
as visual forms rather than textual carriers of meaning, designers have forged a hybrid visual language that embodies both
cultural continuity and creative rupture. This synthesis not only differentiates Iranian design within the global field but also
revitalizes the historical legacy of calligraphy as a living cultural resource. By showing how traces of the past are woven into
the fabric of the present, the study affirms Genette’s premise that texts—and by extension artworks—are never isolated entities
but nodes in an ever-evolving cultural network. This perspective reframes contemporary Iranian design as a palimpsest: a

layered visual text in which the ghostly outlines of Qajar calligraphy continue to animate the surfaces of modernity.
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