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> Umberto Eco

¢ San Bonaventura

7 Visual culture

8 Propaganda
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Abstract

Ugliness in different matters does not have a single quality; Umberto Eco divided
ugliness into three categories: ugliness per se, formal, and artistic. Ugliness in itself is
a kind of universal ugliness, like the ugliness in a carcass. Facial ugliness shows an
appearance defect, and artistic ugliness is a beautiful representation of the concept of
ugliness. The purpose of this article is to review the concept of ugliness in two
paintings of Tahmasabi's Shahnameh in order to emphasize the moral principles and
the manner of its presentation, which have been analyzed by considering artistic
ugliness from the point of view of Eco. This article seeks to identify the visual aspects
and understand the atmosphere governing these two images to analyze the ugliness
depicted in them in terms of form and meaning. The visual part deals with the way of
showing popular culture to depict ugliness in painting, and the semantic part deals with
the narrative text of Ferdowsi's Shahnameh. This article has analyzed the aesthetics of
ugliness in two selected paintings in a descriptive-analytical way using visual and
library documents. The statistical society of images is centered on drawing ugliness in
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illustrated Shahnamehs, which in this article are two selected examples with the theme
of ugliness, as presented in Tahmasabi's Shahnameh.

The common belief is that "ugliness” is simply the opposite of "beauty" and lies at the
exact opposite pole of the spectrum of aesthetic values. Such a notion belies the
inherent subtlety and complexity of the subject. Beauty and ugliness are undoubtedly
opposed to each other, but this concept can be understood in different ways. Although
beauty is compatible with the utmost positivity, the manifestation of ugliness is
sometimes such that its effects and consequences are not negative, and philosophical
reflections on the problem of ugliness (as a subject of aesthetics) have been carried out
around three axes: 1. The conceptual problem, which consists in providing a correct
analysis of ugliness, especially in relation to beauty; 2. The ontological problem, which
is to determine whether ugliness exists. That is, can something really be found that is
ugly, and if so, how can it be subject to the rule of aesthetics; and 3. The critical issue,
which is the justification of ugliness in and outside the art world. Ugliness was one of
the principles used to depict beauty, and artists of every era used a contrast called
"ugliness” to convey the concept of beauty.

Ugliness is displayed by depicting heroes and suppressing ugliness. The importance
of this article lies in examining illustrated versions of Iran from a new perspective and
extracting the dominant elements of different schools of painting centered on the way
of depicting ugliness, focusing on two paintings from Tahmasabi's Shahnameh. A
large number of art studies have been conducted on the subject of beauty. The concept
of ugliness has often been analyzed as contradictory and opposed to beauty. The
necessity of this research lies in investigating and examining "beauty” in works of art
or pursuing ugliness as a complement, in order to highlight the concept of "beauty" in
Iranian painting, because "ugliness” is frequently focused on to describe, explain, and
analyze "beauty." The visual tricks and devices common in a period of history clarify
for researchers an approach to the concerns, thoughts, and perceptions of the society
in question. In fact, the human characters of the selected illustrations in this article
each represent a culture confronting and repelling ugliness, and each is depicted in the
process of destroying a part of ugliness. The study of the way ugliness was depicted
and expressed in Tahmasabi's Shahnameh during the Safavid period (11th century AH)
has led to the writing of the present study. In Iran, illustration plays a representative
role in the visual arts in different periods. On the other hand, due to its continuous
dependence on literature, it is a suitable field for examining the subject under analysis
in this article. Ferdowsi is fully aware of the inseparable contradiction between the
ugliness and beauty of the characters of the hero and the antihero, and he depicted the
traits of both groups in the Shahnameh. The illustrations narrate the semantic and
literary parts of the Shahnameh. The aim and purpose of this article is to analyze
ugliness, or in other words, the "aesthetics of ugliness,"” its types, and its functions in
Tahmasabi's illustrated Shahnameh.

In line with the goals of the article, the research questions are: 1. What visual
characteristics does the ugly represent in the selected pictures from Tahmasabi's
Shahnameh? 2. In what ways is the representation of artistic ugliness approached from
the perspective of Umberto Eco in these paintings? According to the findings of this
research, the ugliness in Tahmasabi's Shahnameh, although considered ugly elements
according to the dominant visual culture of the period of their creation, from Umberto
Eco's point of view falls into the category of artistic ugliness; the ugliness has been
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depicted in a completely beautiful and admirable manner through the manner of
drawing.

Although the human elements in Tahmasabi's Shahnameh are significant in number,
and each page of this manuscript can include one or more human characters that can
be analyzed from different perspectives, they are still part of nature and are depicted
against the grandeur of nature (like the world of reality). By examining the animal
figures, we realize that the painters in Tahmasabi's Shahnameh tend to depict animals
with loyalty to nature and reality. This issue also applies to plants and trees, which are
among the most important elements in Iranian painting. Frequent and increased use,
high abundance, and the use of tall trees are characteristics of Tahmasabi's Shahnameh.

Ferdowsi's Shahnameh contains the thoughts, beliefs, and convictions of the Iranian
people, and Iranian identity can be examined in it. The ugly in the selected illustrations
from Tahmasabi's Shahnameh expresses visual features such as line, color, texture,
direction, hue or tone, pattern, and form, which are applied with focus on the factor
that creates ugliness. The factor of ugliness in the two illustrations selected in this
article includes the magician and the dragon. Other elements in the illustrations, from
the smallest to the largest, are used to achieve this goal, which are included in the
following categories: In illustration one: 1. Texture and color of the magician's face
and body; 2. Blood; 3. Direction of the horse's gaze; 4. Recognition and facial
expression in the rocks; 5. Trees; 6. Clouds; 7. Texture and color of the observers of
the event; 8. Background; 9. Facial expression; 10. The posture and curvature of the
figures. In illustration two: 1. Dragons (skin color, facial expression, and mouth,
flames on the dragon's body); 2. Coldness (light) and roughness of the texture of the
rocks around the dragons; 3. Dead trees around the dragons (symbol of evil and
drought); 4. The direction of the horses' gaze; 5. The sharp and spear-like direction of
the horses' support; 6. The direction of the observers' gaze towards the main event; 7.
Frame cut; 8. The color contrast of the two surfaces in the painting and the emphasis
on the dragons; 9. The frames of the poems; 10. Esfandiar's posture in the chariot.

The second question of this article can be posed in such a way that, from an Eco-
ecological perspective, it is beyond contrast in the face of coherence, proportion, and
harmony. The artistic representation of an ugly matter or event is such that it can create
something beautiful from it due to the artist's skill. Therefore, three different
phenomena are discussed: ugliness in itself, formal ugliness, and artistic representation
of ugliness. In the first two examples, beauty and ugliness are relative in different
periods and cultures. Humans try to define them based on a fixed pattern. Ugliness is
defined as a sign and symptom of corruption and collapse, and all of these create the
same reaction of evaluating "ugliness"; this process is also evident in the selected
paintings of Tahmasabi's Shahnameh. In the first painting, the magician, and in the
second painting, the dragons are considered the main elements of ugliness, which are
considered ugly in the culture in which they were formed and are displayed with a
principled representation and in a beautiful way. In summary, although the ugliness in
Tahmasabi's Shahnameh is considered an ugly element according to the dominant
visual culture of the period in which it was created, from Umberto Eco's perspective it
is categorized as artistic ugliness; the ugliness is depicted in a completely beautiful
and admirable manner.
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