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Architectural Face of the State

Babak Afshar3/ Gholamhossein Memarian*

Abstract

Images and the act of creating them were important matters during Qajar period in Iran, and amongst the
visual productions of the era, the subject of buildings and built environment were constantly present. Although
Qajar architecture was more leaning towards practice rather than theory and it did not articulate its own
methods in any elaborate textual or visual formation, there was a flow of diverse imagery traceable throughout
the whole era, focusing more on depicting an envisioned version of the buildings than of their realized one. This
study is concerned with presenting a genuine narrative on this aspect of Qajar visual culture, concerning two
interdependent reference platforms: first, the general history of Qajar as a context that the contemporary notion
of “state” and “nation” in Iran emerges from; and second, the general history of contemporary architecture
in Iran as the main pretext to the existence of images as well as a realm within which, ultimately, every
historical narrative about them should operate. To that purpose, two historically important sets of images from
lithographic illustrations of Naser al-Din Shah Era in official newspapers of “Dowlat-e Aliyye-ye Iran” (1860
1871) and “Sharaf” (18821891-) have been investigated and interpreted: as a glimpse of the grasp of modern
state in its initial stages upon the significance of buildings and built environment which resulted in a major
shift in the conception of architecture in that period. Based on this narrative, there can be an understanding
of these illustrations as the emerging architectural face of the state in Iran at the end of the 19th century;
an understanding that might lead, although in small scale, to an oversight observing the relation between
architecture and the state in contemporary Iran from a historical point of view.

Keywords: Qajar Period, State-building, Visual Culture, Representations of Architecture, Painting,

Photography, Printing, Newspaper.
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Munajjim’basht, “Nagshah-’i Shahr-I1 Dar Al-Khilafah-’i Nasiri-I Tihran sanaha Allah

Ta‘ald ‘an Al-hadasan,” (Tehran: Vizarat-i ‘Uldm, 1889 1309AH), Washington D.C. USA,

Library of Congress, Geography and Map Division, http://www.loc.gov/item/2009582796
[Access date: 16/8/2015].
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Reza Sheykh, “The Rise of the Kingly Citizen," in Portrait Photographs from Isfahan, Faces in Transition
1920-1950, ed. Parisa Damandan (London: Saqi, 2004), pp. 231-54.
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S. J. Falk, ed., "QajarPaintings, A Catalogue of 18th and 19th Century Paintings (Tehran: Farah
Pahlavi’'s Private Secretariat, 1971), pp. 3,13,42,53,54; Julian Raby, Qajar Portraits, Figure Paintings
from Nineteenth Century Persia (London & New York: Azimuth Editions in association with Iran Heritage
Foundation, distributed by I. B. Tauris Publishers, 1999), pp. 110,111.
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Sheila R. Canby, ed., Persian Masters: Five Centuries of Painting (India, Bombay: Marg Publication,
1990), pp. 133,134.
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Iranian Modernity (Berkeley and Los Angeles, California: University of California Press).
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