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Abstract

In analytical historiographical researches, works of art have become a tool for
understanding the state of society, the prevailing political and economic
environment, as well as understanding the urban and public environment of different
historical periods, not only in Iran but all over the world. The information that
artworks produced in certain periods of history can provide to historians,
sociologists, and even political researchers and researchers of folk culture is not
hidden from any researcher. Afsaneh Najmabadi mentions that sometimes the value
of these works is even higher than written texts. In this article, an attempt has been
made to examine the influence of political factors and social and cultural beliefs on
the art of this period, especially its paintings, with a close look at the artworks of the
period of one of the important kings of the Qajar dynasty, Fath-Ali Shah. The
purpose of this research, which is descriptive and analytical, and was carried out by
library and museum works, is to find the factors affecting the art of this historical
period. it can be said that art, especially court monographs, played an important role

in the survival and legitimacy of the government during the period of Fath-Ali Shah.
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Introduction

Throughout the history of Iran, virtually every royal dynasty sought to legitimize its
rule by drawing upon established historical traditions and cultural conventions. The
reign of Fath-‘Ali Shah, heir to the Qajar dynasty, began at a time when Agha
Muhammad Khan had already established a relatively stable kingdom and left
behind treasuries filled with jewels and treasures acquired during military
campaigns, particularly those associated with India (Diba, 1999: 433). Fath-‘All
Shah realized that the exercise of power and the acquisition of legitimacy required
more than military strength; they demanded intellectual, cultural, and sociological
foundations. His understanding of Iranian history and culture convinced him of the
practical significance of art and literature in preserving and sustaining his
sovereignty. Consequently, he shifted a considerable portion of court activities from
the sphere of military elites to men of letters and artists, employing art and literature
as effective instruments for strengthening his political and social authority both

domestically and internationally.

Materials & Methods

This study is based on content analysis of both textual and visual sources,
including coins, rock reliefs, and, most importantly, oil paintings on canvas.
Historical chronicles and contemporary accounts from the reign of Fath-°Alr Shah
serve as primary references. First, key concepts and components rooted in the
traditions of ancient Iranian kingship are identified. Subsequently, the manner in
which these concepts were systematically manifested in the artistic productions of
the Fath-‘Al1 Shah period is examined. To this end, primary sources of Qajar
historiography and the dominant socio-political discourse of Fath-‘AlTl Shah’s
court were studied. The artistic works —especially court portraits—were then
analyzed to explore the relationship between the political ideology of the monarch
and his court and its visual representation in art, highlighting the shared

dimensions of textual and visual narratives.

Discussion and Results

The sources from which governments derive legitimacy are generally defined and
justified according to the cultural traditions and social values of a given society. In
the history of Iranian political thought, the establishment of kingship was initially
based on the successful acquisition of power, often regardless of other
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considerations. Agha Muhammad Khan exemplified this principle. Through force,
diplomacy, and continuous military campaigns aimed at consolidating control,
suppressing internal revolts, and establishing order, he successfully founded the
Qajar dynasty. As a result, he rarely relied upon broader historical and cultural
traditions to validate the legitimacy of his rule.

The situation, however, changed during the reign of the second Qajar monarch.
Owing to the particular political and social circumstances of his era, Fath-*Alt Shah
recognized the importance of symbolic and cultural forms of legitimacy. Among the
artistic productions of his reign, court portraits and royal representations occupy a
special position. Aware of the persuasive power of visual imagery and its
propagandistic potential, Fath-'All Shah deliberately employed court portraiture to
advance his political objectives. The transnational visual language of images
enabled him to communicate messages of authority and sovereignty effectively, both
within and beyond Iran’s borders. Consequently, he became a major patron of
painting at the royal court.

The portraits of Fath-‘Alt Shah carried profound symbolic meanings. Despite
being produced over a period of thirty-seven years, they maintained remarkably
consistent visual conventions and iconographic standards. He may be regarded as
one of the few Iranian rulers who fully understood the political and propagandistic
potential of art and employed it systematically. Through these images, he sought to
place himself within the lineage of the great monarchs of pre-Islamic Iran, thereby
fostering a sense of historical continuity and political legitimacy. At the same time,
he cultivated a form of socio-political identification among his subjects. Influenced
by contemporary European cultural trends, he also redirected the development of
Iranian painting toward objectives that served the interests of the monarchy, leaving

a lasting impact on the visual culture of Iran.

Conclusion

Within the Iranian monarchical tradition, the king was expected not only to be a
capable ruler and statesman but also a cultivated patron of arts and culture. From the
Iranian cultural perspective, adherence to traditions and appreciation of artistic
pursuits could reinforce the social standing of the monarch alongside his political
authority. Just as one could attain justice through personal effort, one could also
emulate and embody ideal kingship through the adoption of recognized cultural
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models. Consequently, art has always occupied an important place within Iranian
political and social discourse.

Moreover, by presenting its own cultural and artistic practices as exemplary, the
royal court functioned as a central institution capable of disseminating its political
and cultural ideology throughout society. In this way, society was gradually drawn
into a form of cultural hegemony guided by the court and became increasingly
aligned with its values and representations.

Given the distinctive significance and function of art and visual imagery during
the reign of Fath-‘Ali Shah, the present study has sought to explain how the second
Qajar monarch utilized artistic media—particularly painting and court portraiture—to
legitimize his rule among courtiers and the broader population, while simultaneously
projecting the magnificence and grandeur of his monarchy to both Eastern and

Western rivals.
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1. A Survey of Persian Painting, Persian Royal Portraiture and the Qajar & the Court Painters
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3. Persian oil paintings of the 18th and 19th centuries.
4. Qajar Rock reliefs.
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