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Introduction

Graffiti, a kind of media art originally emerged in the West, is not a medium
to express ideas and attitudes of the marginalized political groups or those de-
prived of formal ways of propaganda. It appeared for the first time in New York
in 1980’s. Thanks to symbols and allusions applied in graffiti, young artists
represent their feelings and ideas through an arcane language. As such, they try
to make themselves differentiated from the commonly accepted culture. This,
to some extent, accounts for the underground nature of this art. Iranian artists,
likewise, have started to express their stances with the help of graffiti. In fact,
in large cities of Iran, mainly in Tehran, a hidden bond has been made between
graffiti and other aspects of the Iranian young people’s life style. The present
research has examined the graffiti drawn in Ekbatan Town, western Tehran, in
terms of style, technique, theme and semiotic elements. Considering graffiti as
an objection art, this research has analyzed the visual and written content of
the graffiti shown in Ekbatan Town in terms of social semiotics. In fact, the re-
search aimed at, firstly, identifying graffiti as an art and, secondly, at addressing
applications, styles and themes of graffiti. What is graffiti? What themes does
it often deal with? What structures and styles are applied in graffiti? Does the
society recognize graffiti as an art? These are all the questions the research is
to answer. So far, certain studies have been done to address the issue of graffiti
in general. However, no study has been conducted on the graffiti shown in Ek-
batan Town, in detail, dealing with techniques and themes applied. Among the
studies pointed out, two works are noteworthy: Graffiti as an Art for Objection,
an article by Masoud Kowsari(2010), addressing graffiti sociologically, exam-
ining the history of graffiti in Iran. The second one is the book What is Graffiti
written by Karen Rashad(2004) analyzing graffiti from philosophical, histori-
cal, artistic and social aspects.

Methodology
Data were gathered based on library sources, field studies and taking photos
of the graffiti cases in Ekbatan Town. Then, the data were analyzed descriptively.
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Findings

In recent decades, the number of graffiti cases in Tehran was on the slight rise.
Irrespective of graffiti cases visible on different corners of the city, those cases
in Ekbatan Town are especially noteworthy. Ekbatan graffiti cases emerged out
of the endeavor of several young men and adolescents. The number of graf-
fiti cases in Ekbatan increases day by day. Of course, the special locations of
neighborhoods in Ekbatan lend themselves to being used for making graffiti.
The sets of building blocks, located close to each other, have created an atmos-
phere in terms of form and neighborhood sense, which is quite suitable for the
purpose under discussion. The new generation of Iranian youth, inspired by the
atmosphere of American and European, has started to express itself through
this art version. In major cases of such graffiti, no trace of the Persian identity
is visible except cases in which Persian written words are recognizable. In fact,
most cases of such graffiti have been turned into channels to convey, as much
as possible, political and social messages. Also, many graffiti cases are in fact
written designs signed by only one artist sometimes repressing a vandalism
identity. Vandalism, due to its intrinsic characteristics, has been a favorite theme
for graffiti makers in Ekbatan- a destructive feature conveying no special con-
tent but emptiness; a way to express objection. In what follows, four cases of
Ekbatan graffiti have been studies.

Picture 1 depicts a social and political theme; it is in fact an incorporated
pictures of Iranian famous rappers like Erfan, Khashayar and others drawn in
stencil style. The written words in true up style convey the sense of stability
for the Iranian rappers. In the whole composition, black and white figures of
the Iranian rappers have been juxtaposed implying a sense of objection. The
black color of the background represents the blackness and social strangu-
lation imposed on the rappers. Centered in the composition, the word stable
(paydar in Persian)- the motto of this art group-is visible.

In Picture 2, the artist has created an Iranian atmosphere among the Eng-
lish written words. The form and composition of the work evoke the graffiti
painted in American low-class neighborhoods. The written words, however,
convey something else. In fact, the sentence the ignorant are wandering, is a
Persian literal verse implying an ironic message. The artist is as if saying “I
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can write in Farsi, but I am shouting objection; that’s why I’ve chosen graffi-
ti”. At first glance, the written words are illegible. Looked at closer, however,
they gradually reveal themselves.

The third graffiti (picture 3) reads the word Tanha (Lonely in Farsi). The
work, an incorporation of words and pictures, depicts a social theme. The
name of the artist himself is Tanha and it seems that the artist has created the
work to get himself recognized as well. The word has been written in wild
style. The work implies a vandalism nature. The artist seems to have made
no reference to aesthetics, whether in term of form or of content. The designs
refer to no special content and have simply filled a blank space. In such cases,
the graffiti maker has often a vandalism-oriented mentality.

Picture 4 depicts a graffiti painted in stencil style implying a social-cultural
theme. The work, in essence, represents a humanitarian content- a reference to
certain prosperous social classes compared with naked poverty and indigent
labor children wandering in the streets. The composition, disordered and un-
organized, evokes the social injustice and chaos.
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Conclusion

Compared to graffiti in countries like North America and England, which
have a better well-rooted base, Iranian graffiti is still in its inchoate state. If
facilities available for graffiti artists in western countries were also existent
for the Iranian graffiti makers, they, too, could certainly improve the quali-
ty of their works. Most cases of Ekbatan graffiti had social themes and the
dominant semiotic elements included words and human figures. Likewise, the
most-commonly used styles in Ekbatan graffiti were stencil, wild style and
true-up. Nearly in all of them, the visual elements play a major role and, if we
look at them more technically, we’ll find that they try to convey a message
visually inviting the viewer to discover the background of the intended story
or issue.
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