Manifestation of Art in Architecture and
Urban Engineering

An Analysis of the Works of Sani‘ al-Mulk and Mehr‘Ali, with a
Focus on the Concept of Hyperreality from the Perspective of
Lyotard’s Views

1. Shirin Khademi®: PhD Student, Department of Philosophy of Art, CT.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran
2. Mohammad Reza Sharifzadeh™*: Department of Philosophy of Art, CT.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran.
3. Hossein Ardalani®: Department of Philosophy of Art, Ha.C., Islamic Azad University, Hamedan, Iran

4. Mohammad Aref'”: Department of Drama, CT.C., Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: Moh.sharifzade@iauctb.a.ir

How to Cite: Khademi, S., Sharifzadeh, M. R., Ardalani, H., & Aref, M. (2025). An Analysis of the Works of Sani‘ al-Mulk and Mehr‘Ali, with a Focus on
the Concept of Hyperreality from the Perspective of Lyotard’s Views. Manifestation of Art in Architecture and Urban Engineering, 3(4), 1-14.

Abstract:

Qajar painting, by its very nature, is intertwined with multiple intellectual perspectives. In effect, it is an art form that was adapted from
Western art. The painter—artist of this period paid close attention to the visual and objective elements of the subject matter. The purpose of
these paintings was to emphasize the importance and legitimacy of the monarch. For this reason, more than any other art form, painting
became a victim of the dominant system of totalizing representation. If the visual art of the Qajar period is considered from Lyotard’s
perspective, it must be stated that the political, social, and cultural factors of Qajar art led to a transformation of beliefs during this era. From
Lyotard’s point of view, diverse narratives merely reexamine the problem rather than resolving it. He believes that from the fifteenth century
CE onward, the function of painting has been to confer legitimacy upon social, political, and religious structures. Focusing on the works of
Mehr‘Ali and Sani® al-Mulk, this article seeks to examine how the concept of the collapse of metanarratives is manifested in the works of
prominent painters of this period from Lyotard’s perspective. With the aim of analyzing the paintings of these two artists, the main research
question addressed is: how has the concept of hyperreality in Lyotard’s thought been represented in the paintings of Sani‘ al-Mulk and
Mehr‘Ali? The present study adopts a descriptive—analytical method and, drawing on selected examples of Qajar artworks housed in
museums, examines the concept of hyperreality in Qajar painting from the perspective of Lyotard’s views and postmodern philosophy. The
findings of this research indicate that the painting of this period reveals a latent conflict embedded within the formal system of Qajar art,
bearing witness to the painful conditions prevailing in the Qajar political system.
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Extended Abstract

The visual culture of the Qajar period represents a complex intersection of political authority, cultural transition, and artistic
hybridity, emerging at a historical moment when Iran encountered Western modernity while still deeply embedded in
premodern representational traditions. Qajar painting, particularly from the reign of Fath-Ali Shah through the era of Naser al-
Din Shah, cannot be understood merely as an imitation of European realism but must be analyzed as a formal system shaped
by power, ideology, and symbolic legitimation. In this context, painting functioned as one of the most effective instruments for
consolidating royal authority and constructing political legitimacy, a role that aligns closely with Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s
critique of metanarratives and totalizing representational regimes. From Lyotard’s perspective, realism in visual art does not
simply mirror reality; rather, it participates in language games that authorize specific truths while silencing others, thereby
generating what he terms différend or latent conflict. The encounter between Iranian artistic conventions and Western visual
techniques during the Qajar era produced a paradoxical condition in which realism, abstraction, tradition, and modernity
coexisted within a single pictorial logic. This hybrid condition transformed Qajar painting into a site of tension where the
visible surface of grandeur concealed deeper anxieties related to political instability, cultural dislocation, and epistemological
uncertainty, reflecting broader transformations in Iranian society during this period (1, 2).

Lyotard’s philosophical framework offers a critical lens through which Qajar painting can be interpreted beyond stylistic
description, emphasizing the ethical and political implications of representation. According to Lyotard, from the fifteenth
century onward, painting increasingly served to legitimize social, religious, and political structures, becoming embedded within
grand narratives that claim universality while suppressing heterogeneity. He argues that modern and postmodern art do not
resolve these tensions but rather expose them by revealing the limits of representation and foregrounding the unpresentable. In
Qajar painting, this condition manifests through the excessive formalization of figures, rigid compositional symmetry, and
meticulous attention to ornamentation, which collectively function as a formal system designed to naturalize power. Yet
beneath this controlled surface lies a disruption that aligns with Lyotard’s notion of the sublime: a confrontation between what
can be represented and what resists representation. The dark chromatic spaces, abstracted backgrounds, and emotionally
neutralized faces in many Qajar portraits signal not harmony but a suppressed dissonance within the visual order. Rather than
resolving political or cultural contradictions, these images reinscribe them in a visual language that oscillates between

affirmation and crisis, revealing the fragility of the metanarrative they seek to uphold (3, 6).
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Within this theoretical framework, the present study focuses on the works of two prominent Qajar painters—Mehr Ali and
Sani‘ al-Mulk—whose oeuvres exemplify distinct yet interconnected strategies of representation under royal patronage.
MehrAli, closely associated with the court of Fath-Ali Shah, developed a highly ornamental and idealized visual language
characterized by symmetrical compaositions, flattened spatial depth, and an emphasis on regalia, jewels, and ceremonial attire.
His portraits construct an image of sovereign power through visual excess, where every decorative element reinforces the
monarch’s authority while simultaneously distancing the figure from lived reality. This excessive realism paradoxically
produces a hyperreal effect in which the image appears more real than reality itself, aligning with Lyotard’s argument that
totalizing systems of representation ultimately destabilize meaning. The meticulous detailing of weapons, garments, and
physiognomy in Mehr‘Ali’s paintings functions not merely as aesthetic refinement but as a mechanism of ideological
reinforcement, transforming the royal body into a symbolic surface upon which legitimacy is inscribed (8). At the same time,
the rigid formal order and absence of psychological depth introduce a silent rupture, suggesting the presence of an unarticulated
conflict beneath the visual splendor.

In contrast, Sani‘ al-Mulk represents a later phase of Qajar painting in which exposure to European academic training and
observational realism produced a more individualized and psychologically nuanced approach to portraiture. While maintaining
allegiance to courtly themes, Sani‘ al-Mulk expanded the scope of representation to include ordinary people, group portraits,
and scenes of everyday life, thereby destabilizing the exclusivity of royal imagery. His works demonstrate a heightened
attention to anatomy, facial expression, and social context, reflecting an empirical gaze that departs from the purely symbolic
function of earlier court painting. However, this apparent realism does not signify a complete break from the dominant formal
system; rather, it introduces a new layer of tension between surface fidelity and ideological constraint. The selective adoption
of Western techniques—such as shading and proportional accuracy—without fully embracing linear perspective or illusionistic
depth results in a visual hybridity that exemplifies Lyotard’s concept of conflicting language games. In Sani‘ al-Mulk’s
paintings, the coexistence of representational precision and formal restraint produces a condition of visual ambiguity in which
meaning is neither fixed nor resolved, but continuously deferred (7, 9).

Methodologically, this research employs a descriptive—analytical approach grounded in visual analysis and philosophical
interpretation, examining selected Qajar paintings housed in Iranian museum collections. By situating these works within
Lyotard’s theoretical discourse on metanarratives, formal systems, and the sublime, the study moves beyond iconographic
reading to interrogate the epistemological foundations of Qajar visual culture. The analysis reveals that Qajar painting operates
as a formal regime that simultaneously asserts and undermines its own authority, producing images that are internally coherent
yet conceptually unstable. The hyperreal quality of these works emerges not from technological simulation but from the
overdetermination of form, detail, and symbolism, which collectively obscure the absence of genuine resolution. This condition
aligns with Lyotard’s assertion that postmodern art bears an ethical responsibility to bear witness to the unpresentable rather
than masking it through harmonious representation. In this sense, Qajar painting anticipates postmodern concerns by exposing
the contradictions inherent in its own representational logic, transforming visual order into a site of silent dissent (3, 5).

In conclusion, the analysis demonstrates that the paintings of Mehr*Ali and Sani* al-Mulk embody a complex manifestation
of hyperreality rooted in the collapse of metanarratives as articulated by Lyotard. Rather than serving solely as instruments of
royal propaganda, these works reveal a latent conflict embedded within the formal system of Qajar art, where the pursuit of
legitimacy generates visual excess, abstraction, and unresolved tension. The hyperreal dimension of Qajar painting thus
emerges as a critical condition in which representation exceeds reality while simultaneously exposing its own limitations. By

foregrounding the unrepresentable through controlled form and symbolic saturation, Qajar painters inadvertently disclose the
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fragility of the political and cultural structures they sought to affirm, positioning their works as historically situated yet

philosophically resonant examples of visual crisis and transformation.
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