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Abstract

Epigraphs contain valuable information and can be studied from various perspectives.
Epigraphs provide researchers with a wealth of information, to the extent that by observing a
fragment of an epigraph, one can often infer the period to which it belongs. Additionally,
epigraphs possess various artistic, historical, philosophical, and other facets, with political
and social aspects playing a role in their creation. Epigraphy in Islamic Iran has a long
history and a distinguished place. Nearly a thousand years have passed since the earliest
surviving examples in the Jameh Mosque of Nain, and since then, exemplary pieces have
remained from almost every historical period of this land. The tradition of epigraphy has
continued to thrive in the contemporary period and plays a significant role throughout the
country. Epigraphs can be examined in terms of their function and content. From this
perspective, epigraphs are categorized into four main groups: religious epigraphs, whose
primary function is in religious sites; instructional or moral epigraphs, which serve an
educational purpose; commemorative and construction epigraphs, which convey information
and commemorate specific events; and decorative epigraphs, which are primarily intended to
adorn structures. These categories can change throughout the cultural and political events of
each period, influencing both the choice of text and the style of script, and reflecting the
prevailing ideology of that era. By dividing the cultural and political discourse of
contemporary Iran into the Pahlavi and Islamic Republic periods, and analyzing the
epigraphs of both eras, conclusions can be drawn that demonstrate the dominance of the
prevailing discourse in contemporary lIranian epigraphy.

This article aims to provide a sociological perspective on the use of epigraphy in Iran over
the past hundred years. Initially, due to the broad scope of the selected terms in this study, an
explanation of the key terms and the boundaries of their interpretation will be provided,
followed by the specific approach of this research. In this study, the term ‘epigraphy' refers to
the use of traditional calligraphy (which may include any of the common scripts, regardless
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of their quality) in public buildings (both exterior and interior). Furthermore, epigraphs can
also be found not only in architecture but in handicrafts, book decoration, and other fields.
Even figuratively, the use of written sculptures and shop signs can be considered within the
framework of epigraphy; however, this study focuses solely on the epigraphs found in
contemporary buildings in Iran. Among the various forms of writing and calligraphy,
epigraphy holds a more public position and its connection with society is more direct.
Manuscripts, deeds, and plaques are generally specialized topics that appeal to experts, but
epigraphy, due to its presence in society and widespread use, becomes a more general
phenomenon. The presence of epigraphy in public spaces makes it visible and, consequently,
a tool for the purposes of the commissioner. From this perspective, it is more closely tied to
society and its social contexts.

On the other hand, since epigraphs contain extensive literary, informational, and other types
of content, various approaches can be chosen for their analysis. One approach that can
engage with the dynamics of society, governments, and collective thought is the sociological
approach. In this theory, the factors influencing the commissioning of these epigraphs, the
style of script, the selection of words, the environmental conditions, and social influences are
examined. Social discourses may have influenced the commissioning and production
processes of epigraphs. As a result, this research will adopt a sociological approach. Among
the sociological approaches, the theory of Laclau and Mouffe, derived from the general
concepts of Foucault's theories, will be the primary approach of this research. It should be
noted that this article will not delve into discussions of formalism and the quality of the
script.

Accordingly, the main question of this article is as follows: In contemporary epigraphy,
which social movements and functions can be observed? What impact has the prevailing
ideology had on the course of contemporary epigraphy?

The discourse of contemporary epigraphy, in line with its social function, consists of several
sub-discourses:

1. Religious Epigraphs: Religious epigraphs include those that incorporate religious
sayings from the Islamic period, centered around the divine word. These sayings
may include verses from the Quran, hadiths from religious leaders, selections from
prayers, as well as praises, titles of majesty, and the names of religious figures. The
function of these types of epigraphs is found in buildings that directly represent
religion and faith, such as mosques, Hosseiniyahs, Tekyehs, prayer halls, and similar
places.

2. Instructional or Moral Epigraphs: Texts created with the aim of offering advice,
education, and moral or philosophical lessons tailored to the specific function of the
space form the category of instructional or moral epigraphs. These epigraphs,
generally indebted to Persian literature, often used content appropriate to the place to
praise good deeds and were frequently found in educational, healthcare, and
charitable institutions.

3. Commemorative Epigraphs: These epigraphs, according to their function,
primarily serve as messengers, with the main purpose of documenting and narrating
an event for remembrance, commemoration, and information dissemination.
Epigraphs created for the opening of a place, messages intended for documentation
and visibility, and epitaphs and memorials of prominent figures are included in this
category. Construction-related epigraphs form a significant part of this category.

4. Decorative Epigraphs: This category of epigraphs overlaps with the previous three
categories. Depending on the aesthetic value of an epigraph, it can be included in
this category while remaining faithful to one of the aforementioned categories. All
calligraphic epigraphs can be included here if they meet the aesthetic criteria of the



script and the interaction between the visual elements of the epigraph and its
surrounding space. In this category, the type of content is less important; instead, the
form and structure of the epigraph and its interaction with the surrounding
environment hold value. Certain types of epigraphs can be placed solely in this
category, where the primary function is decorative and they appear as quasi-
inscriptions.

Each of these four categories has experienced variations during both the Pahlavi and Islamic
Republic periods, gaining significance according to the dominant discourse of the time. As a
summary of the results, it can be stated that the discourse of nationalism during the Pahlavi
period, through the use of the Nastalig script and Persian literature, gave a distinct identity to
the commemorative epigraphy of that era. Commemorative and didactic epigraphy were
defining features of the Pahlavi period. Conversely, in the Islamic Republic era, the increase
in religious buildings led to the unprecedented expansion of religious epigraphy. The use of
the Thulth script and the incorporation of Quranic verses, Hadiths, and prayers became the
most prominent thematic function of epigraphy during this period. Overall, contemporary
epigraphy demonstrates two main streams or discourses, each influenced by the prevailing
ideology and impacting the prominence of each type. The discourse of nationalism during
the Pahlavi era, with its use of calligraphy and literature, endowed commemorative
epigraphy with a unique identity. This commemorative and didactic epigraphy was a
distinctive feature of the Pahlavi period. In contrast, the religious epigraphs of the Pahlavi
era continued the tradition of the Qajar period without significant innovation. However,
during the Islamic Republic era, religious epigraphy expanded significantly, aligning with
the prevailing ideological discourse. The use of the Thulth script, along with Quranic verses,
Hadiths, and prayers, became predominant during this period. These findings reflect the
social discourses of the two ruling eras in contemporary Iran.

Keywords: Religious Epigraphs, Instructional or Moral Epigraphs, Commemorative
Epigraphs, Decorative Epigraphs, Ruling Discourse.
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