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Objective: Contemporary Iranian illustration over the past two decades has been the ground
for extensive visual and conceptual transformations in the representation of the feminine
subject; however, the manner in which feminine identity is reflected in conjunction with
visual forms requires structured elucidation. The principal problem of the research is the
investigation of how individual and feminine identity is represented in the illustrations of
Atiyyah Markazi and the transformation of its visual significations in conjunction with the
contemporary cultural context. The research question is: How do the visual elements in
Markazi’s works represent individual and feminine identity on the basis of a multilayered
semiotic structure, and what trajectory has this representation traversed over the past two
decades? The objective of this research is to elucidate the semiotic pattern of the
representation of women’s individual and social identity in the works of Atiyyah Markazi
and to identify the visual components constitutive of feminine subjecthood.

Method: The research method is qualitative, based on a descriptive-analytical approach,
relying upon a multilayered semiotic framework. The statistical population of the research
comprises all the illustrative works of Atiyyah Markazi from 2001 to 2021, from among
which eleven exemplary works across three temporal periods were selected through
purposive sampling.

Results: The findings indicate that feminine identity in the works of the first period is linked
with traditional motifs and caregiving roles, and in the second period, with the entry of
modern urban elements, undergoes conflict and a liminal position. In the third period, the
illustrator, through visual concision and a change in the direction of the woman’s gaze,
attains individual agency and identity independence from a subordinate position.
Conclusions: The conclusion indicates the transition of the representation of woman from
a passive object to a conscious and autonomous subject in the history of contemporary
illustration. This transition demonstrates that contemporary Iranian illustration, particularly
in the works of Atiyyah Markazi, possesses the capacity to redefine feminine identity in
relation to cultural and social transformations and can be attended to as a ground for the
critical rereading of gender identity in contemporary Iranian art.
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Introduction
The present study focuses upon the examination of the representation of individual and

feminine identity in the illustrations of Atiyyah Markazi during the two decades 2001-2021
(1380-1400 SH). In contemporary visual studies, the image is not merely an instrument for the
transmission of text. The illustration of children’s and young adults books constitutes the arena
of the intersection of visual structure with the lived experiences and historical memory of the
creator of the work. On this basis, the question of identity in illustration possesses a
simultaneously formal and social nature. Color, expressive lines, diverse textures, and the
relationships governing composition are regarded as the visual mechanisms of cultural
significations and gendered positioning within the structure of the image. The representation of
woman in these works is a constitutive matter that takes shape within a network of visual signs
and social relations. Identity is the product of a historical and transformative event that challenges
fixed traditional definitions. The visual manifestation of the feminine crystallizes through the
repetition of formal signs, and this matter opens the ground for a new rereading of prevailing
patterns. This agency gives rise to the production of multilayered visual texts in which the
audience participates in the process of understanding meaning upon encountering them. Studies
in the field of visual culture pursue the nature of meaning within social contexts.

The principal objective of this research is to elucidate the manner of the visual construction of
individual and feminine identity in the illustrations of Atiyyah Markazi during the years 2001-
2021. Alongside this overarching objective, the identification and analysis of expressive
components, spatial organization, and the structure of figures in this artist’s works are pursued.
The second objective is the investigation of the relationship between the stylistic transformations
of her works in the two decades under consideration and the contemporary social and cultural
transformations of Iran, so that the contribution of book illustration to the formation of feminine
agency may be rendered evident. Furthermore, this examination endeavors to disclose the
semantic mechanisms of illustration as an independent medium in accompaniment with the text.
In pursuit of these objectives, the principal question is: How are individual and feminine identity
visually constructed in Markazi’s works during the period 2001-2021, and what relation do the
formal signs of these works bear to the social contexts of contemporary Iran?

A survey of previous research in this regard reveals that most prior studies have focused upon
the field of painting and have examined its aesthetic characteristics without considering the
interdisciplinary and textual nature of illustration. Second, specialized studies of illustration such
as research conducted in the domain of the analysis of contemporary illustrators works have often
undertaken case studies of a limited number of works and have fallen short of offering a
comprehensive analysis of the formation of an artist’s visual language over a continuous temporal
span. Third, the works of Atiyyah Markazi, as one of the active artists in the 2000s and 2010s
whose personal style is founded upon poetic expression, contemplative figures in silence, purity
of form, and the symbolic recreation of indigenous motifs, have thus far not been
comprehensively analyzed within an independent semiotic framework focusing upon the
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construction of feminine identity. The present study, by filling this gap, concentrates its analytical
approach upon the selected works of this artist.

Method

The research method is qualitative, based on a descriptive-analytical approach, relying upon a
multilayered semiotic framework. The statistical population of the research comprises all the
illustrative works of Atiyyah Markazi from 2001 to 2021, from among which eleven exemplary
works across three temporal periods were selected through purposive sampling.

Results

The findings indicate that feminine identity in the works of the first period is linked with
traditional motifs and caregiving roles, and in the second period, with the entry of modern
urban elements, undergoes conflict and a liminal position. In the third period, the illustrator,
through visual concision and a change in the direction of the woman’s gaze, attains
individual agency and identity independence from a subordinate position.

Conclusions

The present study, relying upon a multilayered semiotic reading, demonstrated that the
trajectory of the evolution of the representation of individual and feminine identity in the
illustrations of Atiyyah Markazi reflects a fundamental transformation in the aesthetic perception
and the formation of the subjectivity of the Iranian woman over the past two decades. This
transformation extends from descriptive representations dependent upon ancient visual traditions
toward an independent and contemplative expression. The examination of three distinct periods
in the creative life of this artist reveals that visual form and discursive context shape the final
meaning of the work in a dialectical linkage. Form in these works is not merely a neutral vessel
for the transmission of a message; rather, it is itself the generator of profound identity
significations.

In the first decade of her activity, Markazi, drawing upon the techniques of miniature painting
and Qajar painting, represents an image of woman that bears a firm link with collective memory
and indigenous archetypes. In this period, the feminine subject appears predominantly in the guise
of the caregiver and in conjunction with symbols of fertility and birth. The use of flat colors,
arabesque motifs, and closed framing at this stage is a sign of the conformity of identity with
conventional cultural structures. Nevertheless, the curved lines and the gentle circulation of forms
in these works constitute the initiator of a kind of inner individuation that challenges the
boundaries of the traditional gaze.

With the entry into the second decade and the occurrence of accelerating transformations in
the metropolitan context, Markazi’s illustrations undergo a leap in visual syntax. The entry of
modern urban elements and their confrontation with ancient motifs provides the ground for the
formation of a multilayered and liminal situation. In the works of this stage, woman is no longer
a passive agent; rather, she plays an active role at the intersection of urban everyday life and
external pressures. This transition is a sign of the transformation of identity into a fluid
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phenomenon arising from changing lived experiences. Markazi at this stage, by employing
intersecting surfaces, incisive lines, and darker color palettes, traces the anxiety of the modern
subject upon the surface of the page. This structural transformation demonstrates how the
language of the image transcends the mere retelling of the text and becomes a critical act in the
representation of women’s reality. Indeed, the illustrator, by deconstructing the traditional
balance of the frame, places before the audience’s eyes the tension between the effervescent
individuality of the woman and the imposed discipline of the surrounding structure. Woman in
this period redefines her identity in the struggle between nostalgic memory and the transforming
realities of contemporary society and establishes her agency.

In the third period, encompassing the final years of the 2010s to the beginning of the new
decade, Markazi’s visual strategy attains the zenith of maturity and aesthetic purity. At this stage,
the language of the image tends toward concision and the reduction of superfluous elements. The
feminine body is no longer a reproducer of previously assigned roles; rather, it is transformed into
a locus for philosophical reflection and the expression of individual autonomy. The
decentralization of the subject in composition and the use of vast negative spaces indicate the
rotation of the gaze from the external space toward the inner realm of the mind. The representation
of the woman’s visage with open eyes and a confrontational gaze signifies the disruption of the
ancient system of spectatorship in which woman was always defined in the position of the mere
spectator. Markazi, by inverting this visual tradition, transforms woman into the possessor of an
independent gaze and blends her stare with a kind of heavy silence. This visual silence which
comes to life through the use of released textures and the solitude of forms signifies a new
language for the reflection of feminine agency that distances itself from the conventional rules of
narrativity.

The semiotic analysis across this entire twenty-year period attests that Markazi’s works have
been a vehicle for recording the historical transition of society from traditional patterns to
contemporary horizons. This artist, through transcending prevailing patterns, succeeds in creating
a living link between the authenticity of indigenous forms and contemporary concerns. Feminine
identity in these representations does not possess a rigid and one-dimensional nature; rather, it is
a living current that is recreated within the expanse of social interactions and individual
challenges. In truth, Markazi’s aesthetic achievement in the history of contemporary illustration
is the emancipation of the visage of woman from the captivity of previous restrictive frameworks.
By creating independent structures, she provides the ground for the redefinition of committed
aesthetics in which form and meaning, in a firm linkage, emphasize the necessity of recognizing
the voice and agency of women. Her illustrations ultimately prove that visual elements can,
beyond simple representation, engage in the critical reproduction of semantic structures and open
new horizons in the understanding of the situation of the feminine subject.
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