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Abstract

This study aims to explore the semantic, semiotic, and ideological layers embedded in Qajar-era
photographs and to elucidate the mechanisms through which these images construct
representations of power, identity, and social relations. Employing a qualitative methodology
grounded in deep visual reading, the research analyzes a selected set of photographs using Roland
Barthes’ theoretical concepts, including denoted message, connoted message, studium, punctum,
and secondary meaning. The main hypothesis posits that Qajar photographs—particularly royal
portraits—should not be regarded merely as historical documents but as semiotic texts
intentionally crafted to reinforce authority, political legitimacy, royal grandeur, and the controlled
management of the viewer’s gaze. Findings indicate that the studium of these images, formed
through a systematic network of signs, serves to stabilize courtly order, hierarchical power
relations, and resistance to social transformation. In contrast, the punctum in some photographs
highlights discordant or intimate details that reveal layers of tension, solitude, erosion of authority,
or encounters with modernity. Analysis of the cultural codes embedded in the images further
reveals that Qajar photography functioned as an active medium in shaping political reality and
aesthetic ideals, playing a significant role in identity formation and the discursive construction of
power. Accordingly, examining Qajar photographs through Barthesian semiotics opens a new
horizon for understanding the mechanisms of representation and meaning-making in Iran’s late
nineteenth-century visual culture.
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