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Abstract:

History and culture constitute the true and life-giving spirit of any society, while art is regarded as the medium through which this spirit is manifested and
objectified. In this light, the Constitutional Revolution, as one of the most prominent and significant structural transformations in the history and civil society
of Iran, has, on one hand, left a distinctive impact on the art of that period, and on the other hand, has been represented and mirrored through the artistic
expressions of the time. One of the most distinguished artistic works that aims to portray a segment of this historical-cultural event is the painting The Conquest
of Tehran. This artwork not only creates meaning and value and conveys the dominant sociopolitical and cultural ideologies of the time through visual and
structural elements, but also plays a crucial role in the reproduction of national identity and, consequently, in nation-building. Therefore, the primary objective
of this study is to demonstrate how a visual artwork contributes to the reproduction of national identity through structural discourse analysis. Pursuing this
goal, we have reached the important conclusion that The Conquest of Tehran, by constructing a coherent and unified structure within a visual discourse using
visual elements, has successfully contributed to the propagation and expansion of the ideas and beliefs of the Constitutional Revolution in Iran and has fulfilled

the process of national identity reproduction.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The historical intersection of Iranian and European cultures, particularly in the realm of visual arts, reached a peak during
the Qajar era. This period marked a critical turning point where Iranian traditional painting began to fuse with Western artistic
techniques, ushering in a new hybrid style (1). Influences such as the advent of photography, lithographic printing, the dispatch
of Iranian students to Europe, and the emergence of artists trained in Western academies (notably under Kamal-ol-Molk)
catalyzed a visual transformation in Iranian painting (2). Within this shifting artistic landscape, the Iranian Constitutional
Revolution (1905-1911) emerged not only as a political and legal turning point but also as an ideological and aesthetic one.
The revolution introduced new sociopolitical values—Ilike liberty, equality, and constitutional law—which deeply influenced
artistic production (7). These new ideals began to materialize in paintings, moving away from royal glorification toward
representations of collective identity and national struggle (6).

“The Conquest of Tehran,” a large oil painting depicting the climactic moment of the Constitutionalists' entry into Tehran
in 1909, is emblematic of this ideological and artistic transition. Painted anonymously around the same year, the work captures
a historically significant event—the fall of Mohammad Ali Shah Qajar and the triumph of the constitutionalist forces led by
Bakhtiari and Gilani fighters. The painting's visual rhetoric, symbolic elements, and narrative coherence make it a unique visual
discourse that contributes directly to the reproduction of national identity (11). As modernity took root through visual realism
and narrative devices, new paradigms such as democratic governance and popular sovereignty gained traction in artistic
representations (8). Within this context, realism—interpreted as both a technique and an ideology—served as a conduit for
nationalistic storytelling (9, 10).

This study seeks to understand how the painting “The Conquest of Tehran” functions as a discourse of national identity.
Through the lens of structural discourse analysis, it deciphers how visual elements, narrative composition, and symbolic
language work together to portray the revolution’s ideological aspirations. The analytical approach considers not only the
artwork’s aesthetic dimensions but also its sociopolitical implications, aiming to demonstrate how the painting constructs a
shared national memory and reinforces collective identity.

Methods and Materials

This study adopts a qualitative methodology grounded in structural discourse analysis. The primary material is the painting
“The Conquest of Tehran,” treated as a visual-cultural text. The analysis focuses on deconstructing the painting’s visual
components—including composition, spatial organization, symbolic motifs, and narrative sequencing. The methodology draws
from discourse theory and visual semiotics to identify discursive structures and latent ideological meanings. Attention is given
to form, framing, realism, and color usage as devices that carry narrative weight and ideological implications. The painting is
examined through its visual grammar, exploring how meaning is organized, how historical and political content is conveyed,
and how identity is symbolically reproduced.

Findings

The findings are categorized into three key dimensions:

1. Conceptual, Thematic, and Social Function: The painting reflects a nuanced understanding of the Constitutional

Revolution by embedding themes of national identity, social justice, and political sovereignty. The visual elements—
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such as the inclusion of the National Consultative Assembly (Majles), the absence of the monarch, and the equal
representation of military leaders and common citizens—highlight the shift from autocracy to democracy. The central
panel, featuring victorious constitutionalists flanked by supportive crowds, serves as a visual affirmation of public
agency. Other elements, like the red flags with slogans and the heroic portrayal of fighters, emphasize the ideological
triumph of constitutionalism.

2. Structural Dimension: Formally, the painting exhibits a multi-frame composition consisting of five narrative panels.
The central elliptical panel anchors the scene and represents the resolution of the revolution’s struggle. Surrounding
this are four smaller panels, each depicting different battle scenes, contributing to a coherent and progressive narrative
structure. The use of red-dominant color palettes—symbolizing martyrdom and power—supports the emotional and
ideological weight of the story (21). Furthermore, structural techniques such as linear, aerial, and simultaneous
perspective are employed to enhance depth and viewer engagement. The presence of horizontal, vertical, and curved
lines provides rthythm and narrative flow. These formal elements are aligned with the Qahveh-khaneh (coffeechouse)
painting tradition, which was widely popular among the masses and known for its epic storytelling and symbolic
intensity (19).

3. Narrative Dimension: The painting employs a classical narrative structure with five sequential episodes culminating
in the symbolic central scene. This centrality draws the viewer’s eye and emotionally anchors the story. Each subplot
(depicted in the surrounding frames) contributes to a broader meta-narrative of ideological victory and identity
formation. The composition guides the viewer's gaze in a circular motion, reinforcing the notion of collective effort
and unified purpose. Techniques such as crowd density, object scaling, and directional lines are used to manipulate
narrative tempo and visual emphasis. The Qahveh-khaneh style’s capacity for popular reception and epic narrative
makes it particularly effective for embedding national values and collective memory.

Discussion and Conclusion

The painting “The Conquest of Tehran” can be seen as a visual manifesto for the Iranian Constitutional Revolution and a
medium for articulating modern national identity. Its structure integrates aesthetic sophistication with ideological depth,
transforming an historical event into a symbolic narrative that reflects the ethos of a changing society. By integrating Western
realism with Iranian narrative traditions, the painting reflects a transitional cultural moment where national consciousness was
taking shape through visual representation.

Rather than merely documenting history, the painting actively constructs it, encoding messages about democracy, legal
sovereignty, and popular agency. The central scene not only depicts a victorious moment but also symbolizes the ideological
foundation of modern Iran—people-centered governance, the rule of law, and collective solidarity. This painting therefore
serves not only as an artistic artifact but also as a discursive text participating in nation-building.

From a formalist perspective, the painting’s visual grammar—Iinearity, color, spatial organization—evokes emotional
responses that align with the painting’s themes. Its use of symbolic color (red), heroic composition, and clear narrative structure
engages viewers not just visually but ideologically. Moreover, the decision to use the Qahveh-khaneh style links the painting
to broader popular traditions, enhancing its communicative power and accessibility.

The painting’s use of spatial frames, elliptical focalization, and nested narratives demonstrates a deep understanding of
visual rhetoric. Each visual choice contributes to the overarching message of ideological victory and identity consolidation. In
this sense, the painting is both representational and performative—it doesn’t just reflect a moment in history but constructs a

collective memory that shapes national self-perception.
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In conclusion, “The Conquest of Tehran” stands as a paradigmatic example of how visual art can function within the
discursive apparatus of nationhood. Its multi-layered composition, rich with symbolic and ideological meaning, affirms the
power of visual discourse in shaping historical consciousness and collective identity. Through the strategic use of form,
structure, and narrative, the painting becomes more than a record of the past; it emerges as an active participant in the cultural

reproduction of national values and the aesthetic codification of political ideology.
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