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: Abstract

: The reign of Naser al-Din Shah marked the emergence of new genres in painting
: and the widespread use of realism in artworks, influenced by European art.
: Landscape painting was one of these innovative approaches in visual
: representation, which had not previously been recognized as an independent
: genre with its own techniques and methods of depiction. In the history of Iranian
¢ painting, landscape painting was often used as a complementary element in
: images, filling empty spaces, separating different sections of a painting, or
: serving as a background. In this article, while examining the contexts for the
: emergence of landscape painting with new methods, the following questions are
: addressed: What was the relationship between the institution of power and the
: elements and characteristics of landscape painting during the Naseri era? How
: did landscape paintings become a platform for the manifestation of power,
: making the royal perspective and the biases of power relations visible during the
¢ Naseri era? The methodology of this article, based on discourse analysis, studies
: documents, images, and selected samples to analyze the relationships between
: the monarchy, the king's power, the new educational system, and the influence
: of photography on landscape painting. The findings of the research indicate that
¢ landscape painting during the Naseri era, in documenting place-portraits and
¢ urban landscapes, emerged from the discourse of modernity and the king's desire
: for modernization. Landscapes depicting territorial views during Naser al-Din
: Shah's travels, urban landscapes from the vantage point of the palace, and the
: imaginative portrayals by Naser al-Din Shah all aligned with the royal
: perspective. Landscape images essentially served as a political medium for
: documenting the boundaries and territories of the kingdom and the king's
¢ possessions, solidifying the apparatus of the royal gaze—what to see and how to

see from Naser al-Din Shah's perspective.
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The royal gaze in landscape painting: A study of the transformations in landscape painting
during the Naseri era

Extended Abstract

1- Introduction

Landscape painting is not just a depiction of nature
but a cultural construct that naturalizes power
relations. As Gillian Rose notes, paintings are sites
for constructing social differences. In Iranian art,
landscapes were traditionally symbolic, serving as
backgrounds rather than independent subjects.
However, during the Qajar era, particularly under
Naser al-Din Shah, landscape painting evolved,
influenced by European techniques like perspective,
oil painting, and photography. This shift reflected
broader socio-political changes and the Shah's
modernization efforts. Landscapes in the Naseri era
became tools for representing royal power,
documenting territories, and visualizing the Shah's
perspective. They transitioned from imaginative to
realistic, reflecting a new way of seeing shaped by
modernity. The act of seeing, central to landscape
representation, is selective and influenced by power
structures. As Rose argues, what matters is not the
image itself but how specific viewers interpret it.
Thus, landscape paintings in this period were deeply
tied to socio-political discourse and the Shah's
vision. This study examines the relationship
between power, social-political discourses, and
landscape painting in the Naseri era, exploring how
these artworks made royal power and modernity
visible. By analyzing the visual systems constructed
by dominant discourses, it seeks to understand how
landscapes reflected and reinforced the Shah's
authority and the era's power dynamics.

2- Methods

Our experience of reality is discursive, and within
this framework, audiences interpret artworks.
Discourse analysis examines how meaning is
stabilized within discursive systems and how
political and social factors influence changes in
discourses and observation regimes. Foucault
emphasizes that institutions exercise power through
apparatuses and institutional technologies, shaping
dominant discourses. These technologies consist of
tools and methods that use images to reinforce
discourse. This study employs discourse analysis to
explore the impact of socio-political transformations
on landscape painting during the Naseri era. Data
was collected through library and archival research,
and Iranian artists' works from this period were
purposefully sampled. The aim is to gain a deeper
understanding of the characteristics of imagery in
Naseri-era landscape painting and to examine how
observation regimes and new visual norms were
formed during this time. The reign of Naser al-Din
Shah Qajar was marked by efforts to modernize Iran,
set within the tension between tradition and
modernity. His travels to Europe and fascination
with Western culture inspired reforms. However,

unlike Europe, modernity in Iran lacked an organic,
internal progression and often appeared in contrast
to tradition. This created a duality: on one hand, a
promise of progress, and on the other, a threat to the
Shah's absolute power. Despite the facade of
modernization, Naser al-Din Shah's policies
remained rooted in traditional power structures.

3- Findings

Naser al-Din Shah was a major patron of the arts,
actively collecting and commissioning artworks. He
also engaged in artistic practices like painting and
photography. Landscape paintings from this era
reflected the Shah's vision and authority. Unlike
Fath-Ali Shah’s grandiose imagery, Naser al-Din
Shah’s  representations  focused more on
environments, showcasing his power through
landscapes. However, the defining feature of
Nasserid landscape painting lies not in what is
depicted but in what is absent. A closer examination
reveals that the Shah is missing from these
landscapes. Instead, the images embody his gaze and
supervision. The Shah’s absence paradoxically
emphasizes his presence, as it is through his vision
that the landscapes gain meaning and existence. It is
as if the Shah, standing and observing the vistas,
granted them their identity through his royal gaze.
These works introduced a new visual language for
expressing monarchical authority and became tools
to solidify the Shah's rule.

4- Discussion & Conclusion

The comparison of the visual language in paintings
from the Naseri era with earlier periods, such as the
reign of Fath-Ali Shah Qajar, reveals significant
structural differences. These differences indicate a
shift in the representation of power, moving from the
depiction of the king’s iconography to the
representation of place. In this article, by examining
images from the Naseri era and comparing them, it
was concluded that multiple factors played a role in
shaping the visual language and systems of visibility
during this period. These factors, based on the
research methodology, were studied as "institutional
technologies™ and "apparatuses of power." Naser al-
Din Shah’s support was accompanied by his control
and exercise of power. The visual transformations
aimed to consolidate his power through the
apparatus of the royal gaze, which was also evident
in landscape paintings. The reproduction of the
visual language of the Naseri era emerged from the
dominance of the institution of power and the socio-
political conditions of the time.
It can be understood that the realism in landscape
painting during this period was not solely the result
of the artists' creativity. Rather, these artists, as court

servants and companions of the king during his
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travels, depicted his vision and desires. The
emergence of features such as realism in landscape
painting during the Naseri era, in documenting
place-portraits and landscapes, was essentially a
modern way of recording the territory from the
perspective of a modernizing monarch. Landscape
paintings documented the boundaries and territories
of the kingdom, constructing the royal gaze—what
to see and how to see from the king’s perspective—
over the land he owned.

In the landscape paintings of the Naseri era, Naser
al-Din Shah is absent. He rarely appears in these
works. While the king is not physically present, this
does not imply his diminished importance or power
in society. Instead, his power and authority are
present in the images through a different system of
meaning. The king is absent in the landscape
paintings, but it is the image itself that exists through
his gaze. It is as if the king is standing and observing
the landscape, giving it existence and meaning
through his perspective. The royal authority over the
dominated land is constructed in the landscape
paintings through a semiotic and repetitive structure.
This repetitive structure is evident in the frequent

depiction of specific landscapes and places. It is the
king’s surveillance that is present in the image. The
land, as a symbol of the king’s power and authority,
becomes visible through the abundance of landscape
paintings with selected themes, legitimizing his rule.
In other words, the landscapes of the kingdom are
reproduced through the king’s gaze in their
depiction. This means that while the king’s icon is
absent in the image, the image itself belongs to him.
By reproducing his gaze in the images, he has
claimed the land as his own.
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