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ABSTRACT

The present study aims to investigate everyday life events captured in the first photographs of Iranian
history. As such, by focusing on a collection of photo albums from Naseri and Mozaffari eras (two
Quajar rulers) and by scrutinizing them, an attempt was made to elucidate the representation patterns
and modes, through which, everyday life appeared in those photos. With an emphasis on semiology
and taking into account the time-space, transcendental and immanent concepts, the paper tries to
examine visible and invisible patterns of everyday life in those photographs. For that sake, the images
were classified into six categories: Transcendental places, photography of nature, non-royal settings,
iconography out of place and time, exotic eroticism, and everyday life. The study explores the
relationship between each category and the presence of everyday life, focusing on archetype photos to
provide in-depth analysis and discussion.
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INTRODUCTION

The visual representations in each era encapsulate distinct perspectives on subjects
and subjectivity. Historically, the subjects deemed worthy of depiction were often
associated with grandeur and awe. Consequently, a significant portion of visual
culture focused on portraying monarchs, royal courts, and elements or objects
evoking reverence, whether sacred or secular. The initial three decades following the
introduction of photography to Iran (approximately 1853 to 1882) predominantly
revolved around royal court, featuring images of kings, princes, their families and
affluent segments of society. Yet, within these courtly images, a unique and possibly
unprecedented appearance of phenomena related to everyday life is discernible. It
appears that facets of ordinary existence within both courtly and non-privileged
spheres began to be captured on a novel level. A pivotal observation is that the
photography of everyday life in Iran transitioned into the realm of imagery during a
significant historical juncture, challenging its traditional portrayal of marginal or
profane subject matter.

PURPOSE

The objective of this study lies in examining the appearance of everyday life within
the Qajar era photography archive, irrespective of the photographer's intentions or
identity. Focusing on the inherent qualities of the photographs themselves, we aim
to discern how representations of everyday life were captured during this period. To
achieve this, we will initially establish a comprehensive framework encompassing
various forms of visual representation in photography. Within this framework, we
will delineate the role of everyday objects and elucidate the interplay between these
categories and the presence or absence of everyday elements in the captured
imagery.

METHODOLOGY

In this research, we adopt a semiotic approach. Firstly, we present a typology of
photographs from this period. Next, we focus on photographs that prominently
capture everyday life. The study encompasses a statistical population comprising
photographs from the albums of Iranian photographers, portraits on the website of
the National Museum of Asian Art (asia.ci.edu), albums from the Golestan Palace
Gallery, as well as images extracted from publications like "Visible Treasure” by
Bahman Jalali. Additionally, it includes the collection of Antoin Sevruguin images
kept at the Arthur M. Sackler Gallery of the Smithsonian Institution, along with
materials from the Harvard University Archives and the Leiden University and
Oxford Library websites. All these photos fall within the initial category. In
alignment with the conceptual and theoretical frameworks of this study, we have
selected and analyzed 23 photos that serve as archetypes in depicting everyday life.



FINDINGS

The photos from the Qajar era can be categorized based on their distinct
epistemological-discourse postures.

A) Transcendental Places: This group of photos solely showcases buildings and
sacred structures, obscuring the broader tapestry of daily life that forms around
them.

B) Photography of Nature: This set of photos can be viewed as an extension of
the longstanding tradition of naturalism, prevalent in painting and other artistic
realms.

C) Photography of Non-Transcendental People and Places: Within the
remnants of this period, there exists a collection of photographs that concentrate on
caravansaries, chapar khanehs, and similar places. These images straddle the
boundary between the manifestation of the everyday life and the transcendental
realm.

D) Out-of-Place and Out-of-Time Iconography: A substantial assortment of
photos extends the tradition of iconography, with the distinction that the icon
pertains to ordinary individuals. Nonetheless, the figure remains transcendental,
existing out of place and time.

E) Exotic Eroticism: This category encompasses photographs featuring semi-
nude women characterized by a specific physique and coquettishness. This
portrayal fundamentally diverges from everyday life.

F) Everyday Life: This category predominantly captures market spaces or
individuals with a substantial presence in the market or on streets. The emphasis
lies in seeking out the portrayal of people's daily lives in this collection of photos.
Instead of delving into their intentions, aspirations, the focus should be on
analyzing the representation process itself.

CONCLUSION

This research focused on a set of photos from the Naseri and early Mozaffari
periods. Its aim was to delineate the boundaries vis-a-vis the prevailing research
trends in this domain. Furthermore, through the presentation of a typology for this
photo collection, the study sought to shed light on the manifestation of the everyday
life within the representation framework of the subject. As certain studies from this
period have indicated, it can be perceived as a period marked by demystification
and disillusionment of the royal court. This shift permeated all political, social, and
cultural spheres, with photography being one category amenable to analysis within
this process of demystification. This process, culminating in the constitutional
revolution, emanated from various decentralized sources and hubs, permeating

Iranian Cultural Research

Abstract



Iranian Cultural Research

Vol. 17
Issue 3
Autumn 2024

diverse realms of art, aesthetics, society, and culture. At its core was the emergence
of people and their lives in juxtaposition to the royal court's transcendent status.
The portrayal of individuals and the rhythm of everyday life, whether by choice or
circumstance, engender an adversarial relationship with the cadence of popular
knowledge and discourse. While the classical rhythm aspires to de-temporalize,
trans-historicize, de-locate, and transcendentalize the flow of representation, the
cadence of everyday life emerges as a dynamic force counter to this current.
Everyday life is in perpetual motion, yet its portrayal as a seemingly mundane yet
significant phenomenon represents an evolving occurrence.

NOVELTY

In addition to their political and social importance, historical photos can be a
witness to historical ruptures of a nation. Since dealing with technical details and
historical generalities does not lead us to this goal, it is necessary to re-examine
these photos in an attempt to new findings in social history and art history. The
semiotics of Qajar era photos from a social perspective provides important
information about the daily life of that era and the way its photographers perceive.
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