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Abstract

The present study examines the transformation in the social function of art in Iran during the period of Naser
al-Din Shah Qajar (r. 1848-1896), hypothesizing that Sani’-ol-Molk’s “Naqqash-khaneh Dowlatr” (State
Painting School), established in 1861 CE (1278 AH), was a dual-function institution and a pivotal turning
point in Iranian art history. In contrast to the traditional, introverted master-apprentice system that confined
art as a “sacred secret” within private workshops, this institution acted as the first “public art gallery” in Iran.
Drawing on the analysis of primary soutces, particulatly official announcements in the Dowlat-e 'Aliyye-ye
Iran newspaper, and contextualizing the transformations following Sani’-ol-Molk’s journey to Europe, this
research analyzes its two functions. The findings indicate that, on one hand, the Naqqash-khaneh shattered
the exclusive traditional educational system by offering a codified, European-style curriculum and issuing a
public call for students. On the other hand, by dedicating Fridays for visits by “all other guilds,” it consciously
created a space for the “public exhibition” of art. This act was a fundamental rupture that transformed art
from a private affair into a social phenomenon, created the concept of the “audience,” redefined the social
status of the artist, and laid the foundation for modern art institutions in Iran.
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Introduction

Art in traditional Iran was deeply intertwined with spirituality, remaining a courtly art dependent on
patronage. This confined art to the elite, governed by an introverted master-apprentice system where the
moral “cultivation” (Tarbiyat) of the artist took precedence over technical “instruction” (Ta’lim)
(Mohammadzadeh, 2005, p. 266). Art was a “sacred secret” for the initiated few people, and the concept of
a public gallery was non-existent. The Naserid era, (the period of Naser al-Din Shah, r. 1848-1896), however,
became a turning point with increased cultural exchange with the West (Maddadpour, 1993, p. 211). The
return of the artists educated in Europe, most notably Mirza Abolhassan Ghaffari, known as Sani’-ol-Molk,
was a pivotal moment. This paper posits that Sani’-ol-Molk’s Naqqash-khaneh was not merely an educational
center but, by opening its doors to the public, functioned as the first art gallery in the Iranian history. This
research aims to prove this thesis by analyzing the traditional system, the transformative impact of Sani’-ol-
Molk’s European sojourn, and the tevolutionary dual function of his institution, which represents a
foundational rupture with tradition and initiates the publicization of art in Iran.

Materials and Methods

The present research employs a historical-analytical methodology. It is based on a precise reading and
interpretation of primary historical sources, chiefly the official announcements regarding the establishment
and function of the Naqqash-khaneh published in the Dowlat-e 'Aliyye-ye Iran newspaper in 1861. These
primary documents are contextualized within the broader socio-cultural transformations of the Qajar era.
The study also synthesizes and critically engages with foundational and recent secondary scholarship on Qajar
art. Foundational research by scholars such as Zoka (1963) and Parham (2004) provides the biographical
basis, while recent analytical studies by Kashmiri (2020) and Mohammadi Vakil (2023) illuminate the
institutional context. The objective is to analyze the functions of the Naqqash-khaneh not merely as an art
school but as a new social institution, thereby identifying its role as the progenitor of the modern public art
gallery in Iran. The argument is developed by contrasting its operational principles with the established norms
of the traditional workshop system as described in historical futuwwa-namas (treatises on guilds).

Results

The analysis of primary historical documents, specifically the official announcements in the Dowlat-¢ 'Aliyye-
ye Iran newspaper, reveals two distinct and revolutionary functions of Sani’-ol-Molk’s Naqqash-khaneh that
marked a definitive break from the traditional artistic system.

First: The Educational Function. The announcements delineate a new pedagogical model. The curriculum
was based on objective, systematic methods, requiring students to copy the works of European Renaissance
masters such as Raphael, Michelangelo, and Titian (Dowlat-e 'Aliyye-ye Iran Newspaper, 1861, No. 518).
Furthermore, the institution issued an unprecedented public call, inviting “anyone who wishes to learn this
craft,” thereby opening access to artistic training beyond the traditional exclusionary and often hereditary
master-apprentice system (Dowlat-e 'Aliyye-ye Iran Newspaper, 1861, No. 520).

Second: The Exhibitionary Function. The most significant finding is the establishment of a public-facing role
for the institution. The announcements explicitly designate Fridays as a day for public viewing, open not only
to courtiers but to “all other guilds” (Dowlat-e 'Aliyye-ye Iran Newspaper, 1861, No. 520). This constitutes
the first documented, regular, and officially sanctioned public exhibition of art in the Iranian history.

Discussion

The significance of these findings lies in the profound conceptual rupture they represent. The educational
model identified in the results was not merely a change in technique; it was a fundamental dismantling of the
esoteric, personality-based transmission of knowledge central to the traditional master-apprentice system. By
replacing intuitive learning with a codified, repeatable curriculum and introducing a democratic principle of
open access, Sani-ol-Molk secularized artistic training and transformed it from a private privilege into a
public skill.

Even more consequentially, the establishment of the exhibitionary function transformed the very social
definition of art in Iran. The conscious act of opening the Naqqash-khaneh to the public on Fridays turned
art from a private “sacred secret,” confined to the court and aristocratic patrons, into a “public affair” (amt-
e ‘omumi). This move fundamentally redefined the relationship between the artwork and its viewer, creating
a new social category previously non-existent in this context: the “spectator” or “audience” (tamasha’i).
This dual-function model was not an accidental development but appears to be a conscious and intelligent
reconstruction of the European academy-gallery model. Sani’-ol-Molk’s formative journey to Italy provided
him with direct exposure to the modern institutional frameworks of art (Goldstein, 1996, pp. 21-25). His
documented presence in cities like Rome and Florence, which were epicenters of Renaissance art, gave him
the opportunity to study masterworks that were publicly accessible. It is historically reasonable to infer that
he encountered the works of masters such as Raphael in the Vatican (Pope-Hennessy, 1970, pp. 228-231),
Michelangelo in the public spaces and churches of Rome and Florence (Wallace, 2010, pp. 48-59), and Titian,
whose influential works were visible in prominent collections in Florence and Venice (Humfrey, 2007, p.
114). This exposure would have familiarized him not only with Renaissance masterpieces but also with the
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very concept of art as a public spectacle. Therefore, the Naqgash-khaneh can be understood as his deliberate
translation of this experience into the Iranian context, an act that laid the institutional foundation for the
modern artist and the modern public for art.

Conclusion

The evidence demonstrates that Sani’-ol-Molk’s Naqqash-khaneh was far more than Iran’s first European-
style art school; it was the nation’s first public art gallery. It stood in stark contrast to the closed traditional
workshop system and was conceptually distinct from its contemporary institutions like the Dar al-Funun,
which treated art as a supportive tool (Mohammadi Vakil, 2023, p. 108), and the Majma’ al-Sanayi’, which
was a production center operating on traditional principles (Igbal, 1948, p. 70). The “birth of the gallery in
Iran” was a conceptual leap initiated by a single individual. By creating a space for both systematic public
education and regular public exhibition, Sani-ol-Molk initiated a fundamental cultural rupture. He
transformed art into a public phenomenon, created the modern audience, and redefined artist as a public
figure. Although he faced ingratitude in his final years (Parham, 2004, p. 98), his legacy laid the essential
groundwork for the modern art world in Iran, a model later consolidated by successors like Kamal-ol-Molk.
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