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Article Info ABSTRACT
The duality of private-public arena is one of the important dualities of
Atrticle type: women's historiography. The different forms of this duality can be seen in the
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lives of women in the modern and also in Iran during the Qajar era, especially
in the photographs. In the Qajar period, taking pictures of women was very
slow, which was due to the patriarchal and religious nature of the Qajar era.
The problem of the present research is whether the entry of the camera into
the privacy of Iranian homes has changed the boundaries of this privacy (from
the Naseri era onwards) or not? In order to answer this question, the recorded
images of women in the period from the early stages of photography to Iran
until the constitutional revolution have been analyzed with a historical and
analytical approach. By examining the mass of women's photos, we will
finally come to the conclusion that due to its representative feature,
photography has been able to bring out the women enclosed behind the inner
walls to some extent, and the camera has been able to challenge the
boundaries of this duality by recording women's images and changed the
private space to some extent. This change may not be very significant
compared to the transformations of photographing men, but its analysis in the
Qajar era society shows that just being in front of the camera created a
challenge in their private lives .These pictures remained in private albums for
many years until the woman was finally revealed.
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1. Introduction

The high inner walls of the Andarunis, on one side, and the power and dominance of male traditions in
Iranian society on the other were factors that marginalized women and limited their strong and influential
presence in society. Gender-based traditions restricted their access to social spaces, including education and
knowledge. However, with the onset of the modern era in Europe and the subsequent exposure of Iranian
rulers, such as Naser al-Din Shah, to European culture, gradual efforts were made for the presence of women
in various fields. Photography emerged as one of the outcomes of Iranian familiarity with the West.
Although the camera had previously found its way into the Qajar royal court, it can be said that Naser al-
Din Shah played a significant role in promoting photography by using it frequently (Tahmasbpour, 2013:
25-26). At the beginning of the introduction of the camera to Iran, the presence of women in front of this
magical device seemed impossible. The social atmosphere of the Qajar era deterred women from unveiling
themselves in front of the cameras of unfamiliar men (non-mahram men). Initially, the only female subjects
(apart from the harem women who were present in front of the Shah's camera) were musicians, dancers, and
prostitutes who were more comfortable posing in front of the camera. Non-mahram photographers, on the
one hand, and the fear of photographs falling into the hands of strangers, on the other hand, led to women's
reluctance to be photographed. Religious restrictions and long-standing traditions played their part, to the
extent that the announcement of Dar ul-Funun photography studio in the “Roznameh-ye EImi" (Scientific
newspaper) dated 21 Muharram 1294 AH explicitly stated the prohibition of women's presence in
photography studios (Roznameh-ye Elmi, 1294 AH: 2). Photography of women remained exclusive to the
Shah for a long time, leading to the production of numerous Photographs of harem women. These images,
in addition to showcasing the advancement of photography, provide significant visual documents for
women's studies. Many of the surviving photographs from the Qajar era contain diverse information,
including social, economic, political, and historical aspects. What this paper aims to explore, a topic that
has received less attention in women's studies so far, is whether photography had any role in altering the
boundaries of women's private lives during the Qajar era. The timeframe of this paper covers the Naseri era
(1264 AH) to the Constitutional Revolution (1324 AH), a period during which photography was introduced
to the royal court and later became somewhat accessible to the public with the establishment of several
public photography studios. What distinguishes this research from previous studies is that it aims not to
focus solely on women's poses in photographs or the introduction and identification of female photographers
and their roles in the expansion of photography. Instead, it endeavors to explore the challenges of both the
public and private spheres through the medium of photography and the presence of women as independent
gender and identity subjects.

2. Reaserch Methodology

The present article delves into its subject and research question by examining a substantial number of extant
images of women from this period and by drawing upon written texts from the Qajar era, especially
travelogues and personal memoirs. The images utilized in this research encompass a diverse spectrum of
women, ranging from princesses, harem residents, musicians, and dancers to middle-class urban women.
This article adopts an analytical approach and relies on the dual framework of public and private spaces to
illustrate the challenges present in these two spheres through photographs and the presence of women as
independent genders with their own identities.

3. Discussion

The presence of women outside the home was restricted and subject to specific conditions during the Qajar
era. They were only allowed to be present during certain times, typically daylight hours, and in specific
locations such as bazaars, Imamzadeh (religious shrines), or main streets. In addition to wearing a full-cover
hijab, they were required to be accompanied by a male family member. Urban middle-class women were
known to "go anonymously to the market and the doctor" (Pollak, 1989: 157). According to Drouville,
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Iranian women were influenced by family upbringing and oriental customs, leading to their veiled and
secluded existence (Drouville, 2008: 62).

Images of women photographed outside their homes in natural settings are significant not for their visibility
but because they encapsulate women's presence within the frame of the image, albeit mediated through the
veil. These images reveal that women consistently existed within the public and predominantly male sphere
of society. Society was never without women's presence, although this presence was not primarily for
economic activities. The photographs portraying this aspect of women's presence simply documented daily
events, and they cannot be seen as indicative of a transformation in the public and private spheres of women's
lives unless their presence was influential.

Photography opened the doors of women's private lives to society. In the captured images, feminine features
became more individualized and distinct compared to the past. If, in the past, women's faces and bodies had
an abstract quality in paintings, from the Qajar period onwards, they became more realistic. Photography
liberated women from a monolithic system that mandated uniform attire outside the home, "to the extent
that they were unrecognizable even to their husbands" (Feuvrier, 2011: 118). There was no longer a
compulsion for women to conform to the same hijab, at least in front of the camera. Photography allowed
women to gradually shed their traditional coverings and display their faces to the camera. Initially, the first
photography studio in Tehran explicitly stated that it would not accept women, but this policy did not last
long. Eventually, we see Qajar women standing alongside their husbands in front of photographers' cameras.
Not only did they unveil their faces, but they even put their hands on their stomachs, signifying pregnancy,
challenging the norm that women should conceal their bodies, let alone make their pregnancy visible.
Additionally, there is a range of photographs taken solely for sale in photography studios, particularly for
travelers. The women in these images were sometimes dancers, singers, and prostitutes. It can be argued
that this spectrum of images portrays the face of Iranian women to Europeans, tourists, and even within
Iranian society. The prevalence of such pictures has turned them into symbols of the Iranian woman's face.

4. Conclusion

After the introduction of photography to Iran, the photography of women became increasingly popular, first
in the Shah's harem, then among the upper classes, and eventually among urban populations. Women served
as subjects in various photographic situations. What makes the photos of Qajar-era women particularly
appealing is that, before the advent of photography and lithography, women's real faces were not portrayed
in portraits; instead, all faces were symbolic. However, the arrival of the camera marked a turning point in
this visual history, offering a genuine glimpse into Iranian women for the first time. Their faces were
unveiled not only to Iranian men but also to Europeans. Despite the ethical concerns surrounding the
photography of women and the emergence and publication of these photographs, a trend began that cast a
spotlight on women's private lives. While the images of women during the Qajar era did not extend beyond
family portraits in private studios and occasionally public ones, considering that women in Qajar society
had no place beyond Andarouni and female gatherings, these few pictures, taken with their husbands and
families, served as evidence of the breaking of the rigid boundaries of their lives' privacy. With an increasing
presence of women in front of the camera and the camera moving beyond the confines of the palace and
court, a broader spectrum of women found themselves in front of the photographer's lens. Their presence
became more natural, and they felt comfortable in front of the camera.

Although, throughout the Qajar era, there were no identified exclusive women's studios in Tehran, women
continued to position themselves in front of the camera. The concept of the public sphere, as discussed in
sociological debates, encompasses a broad concept and environment. Still, given the living conditions of
women in Iran, it can be narrowed down to a smaller scale, and women's presence in studios and before the
camera of non-mahram (unrelated) photographers can be seen as a means for them to step into a space
beyond the Andaruni (inner quarter). Faces transitioned from unnatural and artificial makeup to simplicity
and naturalness. The type of clothing, makeup, photography poses, and facial expressions underwent
changes in the images of women from the early Nasser al-Din Shah era onwards. Many of these women had
already transformed their thinking, and what better tool than the camera to express these changes.
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Photographs taken of Qajar women often contradicted the prevailing discourse of their time, which
mandated that women should remain within the Andaruni, veiled and secluded. This discourse aimed to
keep women veiled and away from the view of unfamiliar men. Still, now, alongside their male relatives,
they found themselves in front of the camera of unfamiliar photographers. It may seem that these images
were once kept away from public eyes in family albums or the corners of homes or dark photography studios.
Still, with the passage of time and the viewing of these images in the present era, one can discuss the shifting
boundaries from the private sphere to photography studios.
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