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Introduction
This book traces how Iranian photographers—working in studios, on streets, in homes,
across frontlines, and through networks—have pictured memory, protest, and
everyday life. By following images from the meticulously staged studio portrait of the
Pahlavi era to the urgent, networked documents of the present, we encounter
photography as both an art form and a social practice, a technology of seeing and a
tool for being seen. Across these pages, visual essays converse with critical
commentary to reveal how pictures do more than represent: they organize feeling,
anchor memory, mobilize publics, and contest power. The result is intended as a
resource for scholars, students, and general readers who seek to understand Iran
through the images it has made of itself and those made in dialogue with it.

Our point of departure is the studio—a time-bounded room where subjects rehearsed
modernity before painted backdrops. In the Pahlavi decades, studios became theaters
of aspiration and respectability, where dress, posture, and props condensed shifting
identities into a single frame. Yet beyond private self-fashioning, cameras also served
the state’s choreography of pageantry and progress. Photographs of parades,
inaugurations, and monumental architecture did not merely record events; they
helped produce a narrative of nationhood. Attending to both the aesthetics and the
rituals surrounding such images allows us to see how official spectacle and personal
portraiture coexisted, intersected, and sometimes contradicted one another.

The revolutionary years transformed photography’s stakes. Images of crowds,
martyrs, and barricades channeled collective energies while inaugurating new
iconographies that would circulate on posters, banners, newspapers, and later
screens. During the Iran–Iraq War, photography bore witness to grief and endurance,
bringing the front into domestic space and domestic space to the front. Official and
independent lenses alike navigated new moral economies of looking: what could be
shown, what must remain unseen, and how photographs might honor rather than
exploit suffering. These tensions reverberate throughout the visual culture of the
Islamic Republic and frame how dissent would later be pictured and disseminated.

Alongside spectacle and crisis, this book foregrounds the textures of ordinary life.
Family albums, school portraits, workplace snapshots, and provincial views preserve
the small rituals that stitch social worlds together—tea shared in courtyards,
commerce unfolding in bazaars, commutes and celebrations, the rhythms of religious
time. Such images might appear quiet, yet they are dense with meaning: they register
class and gender, center and periphery, and the negotiation of public and private
boundaries. By reading the intimate archive alongside public imagery, we recover
histories that rarely enter official accounts but persist in households, shoeboxes, and
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community collections.

Methodologically, the book combines curated sequences of photographs with essays
that situate them in historical and theoretical context. We draw on photobooks, news
agency records, museum holdings, personal archives, and oral histories gathered from
photographers and subjects. Captions and extended notes illuminate production
conditions, circulation routes, and the life of the image after exposure—how prints
were retouched, how negatives were stored or destroyed, how pictures were cropped,
redacted, or re-captioned as politics shifted. Throughout, ethical questions guide our
approach: consent, risk, and the responsibilities of publishing images that may
endanger or misrepresent those they depict.

The digital turn reconfigured both the making and the movement of photographs.
Camera phones collapsed the distance between witness and publisher; platforms
created new publics while introducing algorithms and moderation regimes that amplify
some images and bury others. From the 2009 Green Movement to more recent waves
of protest, photographs and videos have traveled through encrypted channels and
open feeds, circulating far beyond their points of origin. These flows raise urgent
questions about visibility and vulnerability, authorship and anonymity, and the politics
of archiving volatile, often precarious, testimony.

The chapters that follow move between periods, regions, and genres to map
continuities and ruptures in Iranian photography. Early chapters consider studios and
state spectacle; middle sections examine revolution, war, and the consolidation of new
visual orders; later chapters explore conceptual practices, diaspora perspectives, and
the platformed image. Taken together, they propose that memory, protest, and
everyday life are not separate domains but braided conditions under which
photographs are made and remade. Our hope is that this book will be read not only as
an art history, but as a social history in pictures—an invitation to look slowly, think
critically, and carry these images forward with care.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Studio as Stage: Pahlavi-Era
Portraiture
The door of the Pahlavi-era studio usually closed with a click that sounded like
consent, sealing a small room against the traffic and heat of the street outside. Inside,
the air carried the faint chemistry of fixer and dust, a combination that signaled both
permanence and performance. Photographers adjusted lights while clients sat or stood
with practiced stillness, rehearsing a version of the self they expected the camera to
certify. Walls wore painted backdrops of European parks or imagined mountains, skies
brushed to suggest a country they rarely matched. Studios were not merely places
where likeness was extracted; they were stages where modernity was auditioned,
where social rank spoke through fabric, pose, and props, and where the future arrived
in measured increments of print size. This chapter enters those rooms to observe how
portraiture worked as choreography, as evidence, and as wish, threading individual
ambition into the rhythms of a nation eager to be seen.

Photography entered Qajar and then Pahlavi Iran through travelers, consulates, and a
swelling trade in equipment that turned select workshops into laboratories of taste. By
the early twentieth century, cameras were no longer oddities but instruments of civic
life, carried by officials mapping borders or by journalists illustrating reform. Studios
multiplied in Tehran, Isfahan, Tabriz, and Shiraz as families invested in images that
could travel with sons in military service or sit in dowry chests as emblems of
suitability. Chemical knowledge circulated through imported manuals and through
apprenticeships that blended craft with etiquette, teaching not only exposure times
but when to flatter, when to restrain, and how to steady a client’s nerves before the
bulb flared. These early decades established a grammar of comportment—heads
slightly tilted, hands placed to suggest occupation without callousness, gazes
calibrated between deference and assurance—that would persist long after lenses
grew faster and rooms brighter.

Reza Shah’s reign reorganized the theater of appearance, encouraging photography
that matched the state’s appetite for disciplined bodies and rationalized spaces.
Uniforms replaced embroidered robes in official images; mustachios trimmed to lines
that suggested modernity without affectation; women unveiled in photographs that
aligned with policies promoting new forms of public visibility. Official portraits
flattened idiosyncrasy into legibility, producing faces that could be filed, recognized,
and trusted. Studio photographers responded to this climate by refining their control
of light and background, using retouching to sand away the unruliness of pores and
stray hairs that might detract from the clean lines of administrative trust. The portrait
became a credential as much as a likeness, a small rectangle that opened or closed
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doors to schools, offices, and consulates. In this milieu, the photographer was less an
artist than an administrator of surfaces, a technician who converted character into
data.

Yet the same studios also preserved ambitions that exceeded the gaze of the state. As
families navigated new educational possibilities and urban relocations, they
commissioned portraits that projected aspiration rather than obedience. Young men
wore suits tailored to suggest travel and literacy, their gestures echoing film stars
glimpsed in imported magazines; young women posed with books or bicycles,
accessories that hinted at mobility without spelling out impropriety. Studios devised
tiered pricing and props—faux antiques, telephone handsets, maps—to let clients
purchase a denser sign of belonging. These photographs were often destined for
mantels and albums rather than files, and their backdrops were chosen with
deliberation: a painted terrace overlooking imagined gardens could evoke a future
home, while a balustrade hinted at European sojourns still out of reach. The studio
thus balanced compliance and fantasy, helping subjects picture themselves within
emerging hierarchies without surrendering their interior scripts.

Women’s presence in the portrait studio during the mid-century decades reveals how
photographic respectability was gendered and territorial. Some studios offered women-
only hours or partitioned spaces to negotiate modesty and exposure, while others
marketed glamour portraits that flirted with cosmopolitan aesthetics without
transgressing local expectations. Pose books circulated among photographers,
illustrating the tilt of a chin or the arrangement of a scarf that could shift a portrait
from respectable to risqué with a finger’s adjustment. Clients learned to read these
differences as carefully as photographers learned to produce them, negotiating the
thin line between being seen and being scrutinized. For many women, a studio portrait
was a rare opportunity to manage one’s image outside domestic oversight, a chance
to claim composure and allure on one’s own terms before returning to the rhythms of
household duty. The resulting images thus carry a double exposure: the face posed for
the lens, and the social world posed around it.

The props that filled Pahlavi studios were not neutral decorations but instruments of
biography pressed into service. Books suggested professions; wristwatches indexed
punctuality and modernity; pipes or spectacles endowed men with gravitas even when
they were too young to need them. Flowers and drapery softened the formality of suits
and dresses, while painted columns and balustrades imported architectural prestige
into cramped rooms. Photographers maintained inventories that shifted with taste,
replacing Art Deco geometries with softer mid-century curves as international styles
filtered through local studios. Some props were borrowed, others purchased outright
as keepsakes attached to the print, ensuring that the photograph’s meaning would
persist beyond the session. These objects anchored individual identity to material
culture, allowing clients to claim a class position or cultural fluency they might not yet
inhabit except in the safe alchemy of the studio.
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Lighting techniques distinguished studios by reputation as much as backdrops did.
Many photographers relied on northern light filtered through high windows,
augmented by reflectors that lifted shadows from under brows and chins. As electricity
became more reliable, tungsten floods and spotlights allowed three-quarter lighting
that modeled faces with chiaroscuro borrowed from cinema. Retouching further
smoothed the results, with artists wielding pencils and dyes to soften contrasts, whiten
teeth, and even alter jawlines to align with contemporary ideals of refinement.
Negatives were often over-exposed to yield softer prints, a practice that blurred edges
and lent a dreamlike continuity to the scene. These choices were not merely technical
but moral: a well-lit, gently retouched portrait signaled that a family cared for its
appearance and thus, by extension, for its place in society. The studio’s aesthetic was
itself a social argument, delivered in gradients of gray.

The circulation of studio portraits followed paths that stitched families together across
distances and time. Prints were mounted on cardboard and slipped into envelopes for
posting to relatives in provincial towns or abroad, where they served as proof of
stability and progress. Albums organized by year and occasion turned sitting rooms
into micro-museums of personal history, their pages opened for visitors as a form of
hospitality. Photographs were cropped and recaptioned as relationships shifted, heads
trimmed from estranged spouses or children promoted to more prominent positions
after academic success. In some cases, glass-plate negatives were stored in wooden
boxes wrapped in cloth, preserved for reprinting when demand arose for wedding
invitations or memorial announcements. The archive was thus active, edited and
annotated, a living system of memory that allowed families to calibrate their
narratives in relation to changing fortunes.

Studio portraiture during the Pahlavi period also intersected with commercial
photography in ways that blurred private and public faces. Shopkeepers commissioned
group portraits that hung behind counters to signal reliability; teachers posed with
students for annual records that doubled as promotional materials; military units lined
up before painted insignia to be mailed home as proof of service and camaraderie.
These images shared the aesthetic grammar of family portraits—careful poses, even
lighting, tidy backgrounds—making occupational identity legible through familiar
visual cues. The continuity reassured viewers that institutions, like individuals, could
be trusted to present themselves with dignity. This visual consistency supported a
broader confidence in order and improvement, reinforcing the idea that the nation was
composed of responsible, well-lit citizens aligned with progress.

Photographers themselves occupied a precarious but influential position, mediating
between client desire and social expectation. Many operated under names that
sounded foreign or cosmopolitan, a marketing choice that signaled technical
competence and connection to global currents. Their studios often doubled as salons
where news and gossip were exchanged while customers waited for proofs, making
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the space a node of urban information. Some photographers maintained relationships
with newspapers and magazines, supplying society portraits that reinforced the
visibility of elites while subtly advertising their own skills. As competition intensified,
studios advertised in newspapers and on signboards, promising discretion, artistry,
and promptness. The photographer’s reputation depended on balancing flattery with
plausibility, producing images that elevated without deceiving, a tightrope walk that
defined the golden era of the portrait studio.

Children’s portraits added a special intensity to studio practice, compressing future
promise into tightly managed frames. Parents dressed boys and girls in outfits that
signaled lineage and aspiration, using sailor suits, lace collars, and miniature
accessories to suggest roles awaiting fulfillment. Photographers encouraged grave
expressions that denoted seriousness and discipline, or demure smiles that promised
sociability without excess. The settings were often more elaborate than those for
adults, with oversized furniture scaled down and backdrops crowded with painted toys
and flocks of plaster sheep. These images were meant to be preserved, passed to
relatives, and revisited on birthdays, their symbolism deepening as the child aged. In
the studio, childhood became a project of visible cultivation, a form of social
investment rendered in gelatin silver.

As the Pahlavi decades progressed, the studio expanded its repertoire to include
composite images and hand-tinted prints that borrowed from global trends.
Photographers layered negatives to add clouds to blank skies or inserted figures into
landscapes where none had stood, creating scenes of family outings that never
occurred. Hand-coloring, applied with fine brushes to cheeks and flowers, lent warmth
and prestige to black-and-white prints, signaling that the portrait had received special
attention. These practices testified to the studio’s willingness to perfect reality rather
than merely record it. Yet the same skills could be used to erase signs, soften
wrinkles, or adjust ethnic features to fit prevailing standards, raising questions about
the ethics of improvement that would echo in later debates about retouching and
truth. Even then, the studio’s contract with its clients prioritized dignity over
documentation.

The studio’s relationship to the state was not merely cooperative but occasionally
fraught, especially as images traveled beyond domestic spaces into political contexts.
Portraits could be scrutinized for signs of dissent encoded in dress or posture; a man’s
tie or a woman’s hairstyle might be read as alignment with foreign influence or
subversion. Studios occasionally received requests from officials to modify or
surrender negatives, particularly during periods of heightened surveillance, prompting
photographers to weigh loyalty against livelihood. Yet the very intimacy of the studio
also sheltered conversations and gestures that could not be fully policed, allowing for
a quiet politics of appearance that accumulated meaning over time. In this way, the
portrait studio was both an instrument of the state’s visual order and a modest refuge
for personal reinvention.
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By the late Pahlavi era, the studio faced incursions from amateur photography and
new consumer cameras that promised to democratize the image. Families began to
take snapshots during travels and celebrations, producing more casual records that
competed with the formal authority of the studio portrait. Studios responded by
emphasizing services that amateurs could not easily replicate—large-format prints,
elaborate retouching, artistic framing—while also incorporating candid poses and
location shoots to retain relevance. The boundary between studio and street
photography blurred as photographers took their lights outdoors, staging scenes in
parks or in front of monuments to merge the contrived with the apparently
spontaneous. This hybrid approach acknowledged that clients now expected their
photographs to show not only who they were but how they lived, mixing performance
with evidence.

Despite these shifts, the Pahlavi-era studio retained its centrality as a site where
individual and national ambitions converged. Photographs from these decades now
circulate in archives and online marketplaces, carrying the patina of their original
intentions while accruing new meanings in retrospect. The painted backdrops, once
markers of aspiration, now read as period pieces that fix a particular vision of
modernity in time. The faces, carefully posed and lit, offer clues about class mobility,
gender expectations, and the desire to be legible to institutions and loved ones alike.
As historical documents, they reveal how ordinary people negotiated dignity under the
pressures of rapid change, using the studio as both mirror and map.

The studio’s legacy persists in the habits of contemporary Iranian photography, where
questions of staging, lighting, and retouching continue to shape how subjects present
themselves. Contemporary artists sometimes mimic the tropes of Pahlavi portraiture
to critique or reclaim its aesthetics, reminding viewers that the grammar of
respectability is still a contested language. Family albums remain sites of memory
where studio prints sit alongside snapshots, their contrasting modes of production
marking shifts in technology and taste. Even as camera phones and social media have
transformed the conditions of visibility, the impulse to pose, to refine, and to project a
chosen self remains, testifying to the enduring power of the portrait as a social act.

Through all these changes, the studio remains a threshold space—a room where the
outside world is temporarily excluded and a version of the future is carefully
composed. Its tools may have evolved from painted backdrops to seamless digital
backgrounds, but the negotiation between subject and image continues to hinge on
trust, skill, and the desire to be seen on one’s own terms. The portraits produced in
these rooms are not just records of individual faces; they are records of how people
learned to inhabit new roles, how they imagined themselves within expanding
networks of capital and culture, and how they staged hope in increments of light and
paper. When we look at them now, we see not only who they were but how they
aspired to become, framed by the quiet authority of the studio.
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As we leave the studio and step into the streets, we carry with us the sense that
photography in Pahlavi Iran was never merely about fixing likenesses but about
rehearsing social forms. The next chapters will follow cameras out of these controlled
rooms and into the open theater of national spectacle, where the state’s choreography
demanded new poses, new audiences, and new ways of seeing. Yet the lessons of the
studio—that visibility is staged, that dignity is crafted, and that memory is
edited—remain in play, shaping how images would later document dissent, war, and
everyday life. The portrait’s promise of coherence would be tested by the crowds and
conflicts to come, but its influence would linger in every careful frame that sought to
make sense of a changing world.
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