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Introduction

The influential works of Kendall Walton span a wide range of topics in the philosophy
of art, including visual representation, fictional narratives, emotions, the ontological
status of fictional characters, musical aesthetics, metaphor, and aesthetic value.
Building on the idea that seeing through photographs is akin to seeing through
telescopes or mirrors, Walton develops a theory of photography as a “transparent"
medium. This concept was initially introduced by André Bazin and Christian Metz and
was later more thoroughly explored in the writings of contemporary philosopher
Kendall Walton.

From its inception, photography has been distinguished from other visual arts by its
unique relationship with objectivity and realism. Technically and aesthetically,
photographs maintain a distinctive connection with the subjects before the camera
lens—a connection absent in other forms of visual representation. Walton considers
realism a multifaceted concept and argues that photography does not limit itself to a
single aspect. According to him, photographic skill involves capturing the nuances of
texture, shadow, and reflection, rendering even the simplest subjects with depth and
perspective. The capacity to "reveal reality" is what grants photography its significant
position.

From Walton’s perspective, transparency is not an absolute quality in all photographs
but rather exists in degrees. The viewer’s relationship with a photograph is crucial—
how they connect with reality through it and the sensory and psychological experiences
it evokes. This study aims to explore realism in photography and address the question:
How can realism in photography be interpreted from Kendall Walton’s perspective, and
how does transparency and reality manifest in photographs of Nasir al-Mulk Mosque?

Walton, in a manner reminiscent of Roland Barthes but with a distinct approach, argues
that because a photograph is causally dependent on the objects it depicts, it allows us to
see what was actually present. This research is significant because the concept of reality
in photography is complex and has received varied interpretations.

Nasir al-Mulk Mosque in Shiraz is one of the few mosques in the world whose interior
design, adorned with stained glass, transforms it into a breathtaking work of art, giving
it a dreamlike quality. Even those who have never visited the mosque are captivated by
its photographs, as if they are transported into the space—an effect achieved through
the transparency of the images. In other words, photographs act as windows to the real
world, establishing a close connection with reality. The photographs of Nasir al-Mulk
Mosque, taken in natural light, possess clarity and transparency, evoking a genuine
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sense of presence in viewers. The mosque’s architectural reality is vividly perceived,
brick by brick, through these images.

The high depth of field in these photographs blends foreground and background
elements, revealing the photographer’s intent to emphasize the transparency of the
surrounding space. Vibrant warm and cool colors play a crucial role in the image’s
realism and clarity. Thus, the photographs of Nasir al-Mulk Mosque serve as
representations of the mosque itself. It is essential to examine this phenomenon through
Walton’s lens, as he identifies transparency as the defining characteristic of the
photographic medium,

The viewer’s perception, their connection to the image, and their sensory reception of
reality depend on various factors. If the viewer cannot understand how a photograph
was produced, they may struggle to discern which aspects of reality are being conveyed.
Consequently, the viewer might mentally adjust the degree of transparency or opacity
of the image, coloring it with their own interpretation of reality. Sensory and
psychological experiences also influence this perception.

This study employs a descriptive-analytical method, aiming to comprehensively
examine the theory of transparency in realist photography, the relationship between the
photographic medium and reality, and the presence of realism in photographs of Nasir
al-Mulk Mosque from Walton’s perspective.

Limited research has been conducted in Iran on the transparency of photographs in
contemporary photography. Among the few studies are:

o Azhari-Rad (2011) in his thesis, The Role of Technology in the Relationship
Between Representation and Reality in Contemporary Visual Media, explores
cinema and other visual media in terms of technology’s impact on representation
and reality. The study references Heidegger’s concept of historicity in being,
Marshall McLuhan’s communication theories, and Jean Baudrillard’s
intersection of philosophy and media. It analyzes digital simulation, the
reproducibility of images, and the relationship between visual representation and
its real-world referents.

« Iranian-Nejad Moghadam (2007) in his thesis, A Comparison of Representation
in Photography and Painting, examines representation from a terminological
perspective and art from the viewpoints of Plato and Aristotle. The study traces
the evolution from Renaissance naturalistic art to photography, comparing the
two mediums through historical examples and emphasizing their mutual
influence.
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This research seeks to fill the gap by applying Walton’s transparency theory to the
photographs of Nasir al-Mulk Mosque, offering new insights into the relationship
between photography and reality.

Conclusion

Given that "reality” is historically and culturally situated, we no longer deal with a
singular "ultimate reality" but rather with "multiple realities." We live in an era of
countless worlds, where each specific frame of reference defines a particular world.
Assuming that our own frame of reference is absolute and equating it with reality is a
strategic error. Our perception of reality is contingent upon and shaped by the historical-
cultural frameworks through which we construct our world. This constructed world and
its reality are but one among many possible worlds and realities. From this perspective,
the truth or falsity of something depends on our perceptions.

Kendall Walton articulates his well-founded claim about photography—termed the
"transparency theory"—by arguing that the invention of the camera introduced a new
method of image-making. This novel tool brought about a transformation in the "mode
of seeing," such that when we look at a photograph, we see the very things the camera
has recorded. Thus, through photographs, we establish perceptual contact with the
world—photographs are transparent.

Walton describes the relationship between a photograph and the scene it depicts as a
"natural dependency, rooted in nature,” because if the scene changes, so does the
photograph. He considers this causal relationship between the photograph and its
subject as evidence for the transparency theory, asserting that the diverse capabilities of
photography should not obscure its essential function: placing us in perceptual contact
with the world. Even a poorly lit, blurry snapshot that captures minimal detail and offers
scant information can claim this capacity. This is what transparency in photography
means—it is the most distinctly photographic feature and the primary justification for
discussing realism.

Seeing an object requires establishing a causal relationship with it. Therefore, if visual
experiences of an object are mediated by another person’s beliefs, they cease to be
direct. This is why we do not "see" the objects within a painting—they reach us filtered
through the painter’s mind. Walton argues that photographs function like artificial eyes,
providing us with a mediated yet correct form of perceptual contact with visual objects.
Examples include seeing a security guard through surveillance footage, watching
delayed sports broadcasts on television, or observing the explosion of a planet millions
of years ago through a telescope—all valid instances of “seeing.” The fundamental
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difference in our disparate beliefs about paintings and photographs stems from their
distinct media origins. Our response to photographs aligns precisely with the
expectations of the medium, deriving from the unique status ascribed to photographic
images. Thus, recognizing the diverse origins of images allows us to better appreciate
photography’s singular strengths.

Nasir al-Mulk Mosque in Shiraz is one of the few mosques in the world whose interior
design, adorned with stained glass, elevates it to the status of an awe-inspiring work of
art. It is also widely recognized through its photographs. The mosque’s photographs,
taken in natural light, enhance their realism and transparency. For viewers, these images
evoke a vivid sense of presence, as if they are standing within the mosque itself,
witnessing its architecture, structure, and the mesmerizing interplay of light and color
with remarkable clarity and transparency. The photographs serve as representations of
the mosque, distinguished by their depth.

Ultimately, examining the relationship between photographs and reality in the context
of Nasir al-Mulk Mosque’s images has revealed the existential realities conveyed
through these representations. This objective has been thoroughly realized and reflected
in the mosque’s photographs, affirming their transparency and their power to mediate
perceptual contact with the world.
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