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Abstract:

Among the various periods in the history of Iranian architecture, the era corresponding to the reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi (1925-1941) is
significant in several respects. Following the transformations that began in architectural art during the late Qajar period, the First Pahlavi era
may be regarded as a period of confusion and disorientation in architectural production. The simultaneous construction of diverse buildings,
each representing a particular architectural school or style, supports this interpretation. Although efforts were made to establish connections
among different architectural tendencies and, in some cases, to combine tradition with modernism, the prevalence of diverse political and
cultural orientations, the prescriptive system of building design, the adoption of various modernist styles, and the commissioned and hurried
nature of construction ultimately resulted in eclecticism and deviation within Iranian architecture. Employing a case-study approach and an
exploratory research design, this study is based on grounded theory methodology and, in terms of its objective, constitutes developmental
research. The research hypothesis proposes that theoretical trends in contemporary architecture can be explained within four specific
categories: structuring ideas, stylistic references, form selection, and material choice. The findings indicate that the transformation of urban
symbols during the First Pahlavi era—from cultural and religious buildings to large-scale governmental structures—developed through three
principal architectural approaches: traditional, ancient-revivalist, and modern, each comprising two distinct tendencies. Ultimately, these
developments contributed to the widespread adoption of modern architecture in Iran throughout the remainder of the twentieth century.
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Extended Abstract

The First Pahlavi period constituted one of the most consequential phases in the transformation of modern Iranian
architecture. During the reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi, the state pursued an extensive project of political centralization,
administrative reorganization, cultural homogenization, and modernization, all of which directly affected the physical structure
of Iranian cities and the formal language of architecture. Although reformist and modernizing tendencies had emerged during
the late Qajar period and gained momentum through the Constitutional Revolution, the First Pahlavi state converted these
tendencies into an organized and state-directed program of nation-building. This program sought to redefine Iranian identity
by combining pre-Islamic historical references, political nationalism, bureaucratic centralization, and selective adaptation of
European modernity. Architecture became one of the most visible instruments through which the new political order
represented authority, discipline, progress, and national unity. Consequently, the symbolic center of the city gradually shifted
from traditional religious, mercantile, and communal institutions toward large governmental, administrative, educational,
military, and infrastructural buildings. The ideological foundations of the regime’s cultural policies were closely connected to
Iranian nationalism, royal authority, secular modernization, and the instrumental use of symbols derived from ancient Iranian
civilization (10). At the same time, the nation-building project promoted a historical narrative in which the ancient past was
linked to a modern future modeled partly on Western civilization (11). This transformation created a complex architectural
environment in which tradition, archaism, nationalism, European classicism, and early modernism operated simultaneously
rather than sequentially.

The central problem addressed in this study concerns the relationship between political and social transformations and the
stylistic, formal, technological, and functional characteristics of architecture during the First Pahlavi era. Architecture in this
period cannot be understood merely as a matter of aesthetic change, because its development was inseparable from the
emergence of a centralized state, the expansion of bureaucracy, the formation of a new urban middle class, the growth of
modern education, internal migration, and the increasing intervention of government in economic and cultural affairs. The state
was not only the principal patron of architectural production but also an important determinant of architectural taste, building
typology, spatial organization, and urban form. Government commissions for ministries, municipalities, police headquarters,
railway stations, banks, schools, hospitals, and administrative offices established new functional requirements and introduced

unprecedented building types into Iranian cities. These developments were accompanied by the construction of wide streets,
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traffic arteries, public parks, and uniform governmental buildings, thereby weakening the spatial continuity of traditional urban
fabrics (24). In cities such as Tehran, Mashhad, Yazd, and other provincial centers, modernization policies altered both the
physical and symbolic order of the city (1). The expansion of Tehran and other urban centers was also intensified by migration,
administrative concentration, and state-led development, which produced new social divisions and transformations in land use
(12). Thus, the architecture of the period represented not only imported stylistic tendencies but also the institutional and social
restructuring of Iranian society.

Methodologically, the study adopts a qualitative case-study approach supported by exploratory research and grounded-
theory logic. Its purpose is developmental, because it seeks to formulate an interpretive framework for understanding the
dominant tendencies of First Pahlavi architecture rather than merely describing individual buildings. The analysis is organized
around four conceptual categories: structuring ideas, stylistic references, selection of form, and choice of materials. These
categories make it possible to evaluate architectural works in relation to their historical, ideological, social, and technological
contexts. The research examines governmental and residential buildings as two major architectural domains in which the effects
of modernization appeared in different but interconnected ways. Governmental architecture is studied through examples such
as railway stations, police and administrative buildings, banks, museums, schools, hospitals, and monumental commemorative
structures. Residential architecture is examined through palaces, urban houses, and hybrid domestic buildings that reveal
changes in privacy, circulation, fagade composition, balconies, windows, room specialization, and the relationship between
interior and street. Historical and interpretive studies of the First Pahlavi period have frequently focused on Western influence,
archaism, ideological foundations, and stylistic transformation (4, 7, 8). The present study brings these dimensions together in
a unified analytical framework. It also considers the influence of foreign architects, European-trained Iranian architects, and
traditional master builders, whose simultaneous activity created a heterogeneous architectural field (27). This approach enables
the study to identify not only stylistic similarities but also the deeper political and social mechanisms that structured
architectural production.

The findings indicate that governmental architecture was the most explicit expression of the ideological objectives of the
First Pahlavi state. Three principal tendencies can be identified: continuation of late Qajar architectural practices, development
of early modern architecture, and formation of a national or Iranian neoclassical style. The first tendency was represented by
traditional architects who combined inherited construction techniques with selected features of new governmental buildings.
The second was promoted mainly by foreign architects and European-trained Iranians influenced by the Vienna school, German
Expressionism, Art Nouveau, Art Deco, and early European modernism (2). The third combined European neoclassicism with
motifs derived from Achaemenid and Sasanian architecture, including monumental entrances, elevated platforms, tall columns,
broad staircases, stone facades, crenellations, symmetrical composition, and decorative references to Persepolis. This national
style was closely associated with the representation of authority, permanence, and the imagined grandeur of ancient Iran (3).
Buildings such as the Tehran railway station, the police headquarters, the National Bank, the Museum of Ancient Iran, and the
Ferdowsi Mausoleum illustrate different combinations of these tendencies. The railway station reflected monumental and
idealistic Expressionist principles and the influence of German architectural culture (6). The National Bank demonstrated a
more abstract interpretation of classical Iranian elements, while the Ferdowsi Mausoleum embodied the nationalist use of
historical memory and monumental form (28). In Mashhad, major projects such as the Imam Reza Hospital, the Red Lion and
Sun Hall, and the Industrial School reveal how governmental patronage, foreign technical expertise, and local architectural

references were integrated into large-scale public buildings (30, 31).
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The findings further show that the transformation of residential architecture was equally significant, although it occurred
through more gradual negotiations between social custom and modern design. Traditional Iranian architecture had historically
emphasized inward orientation, enclosed courtyards, controlled visibility, and spatial separation. During the First Pahlavi
period, however, residential buildings increasingly adopted outward-facing windows, street-oriented balconies, visible
entrances, corner fagades, internal staircases, multiple floors, and differentiated room functions. This shift represented a
fundamental redefinition of privacy and the relationship between domestic space and the public realm. The introduction of
balconies was particularly important because it created a new intermediate space between the interior and the street, replacing
the traditional orientation of the veranda toward the inner courtyard. Residential buildings also displayed hybrid combinations
of Qajar spatial traditions, European decorative forms, Art Nouveau, Art Deco, Bauhaus principles, and early modern
functionalism. Architects such as Vartan Hovanessian and Paul Abkar were influenced by prewar European modern
architecture, Adolf Loos, Le Corbusier, and the Bauhaus, yet they also attempted to respond to Iranian social practices (32).
Features such as horizontal windows, asymmetrical composition, curved corners, suspended staircases, cement rendering,
simplified decorative details, and rational planning became increasingly visible. At the same time, houses such as the Shapouri
House, Dastmalchi House, and Ganjei-Zadeh House retained important elements of traditional spatial organization while
introducing balconies, specialized rooms, new circulation patterns, and modified facade compositions. These examples
demonstrate that residential modernization was neither a complete rejection of tradition nor a simple imitation of the West;
rather, it was a selective, uneven, and socially conditioned process of architectural adaptation.

In conclusion, the architecture of the First Pahlavi period emerged from the convergence of state centralization, nationalist
ideology, secular modernization, social transformation, foreign influence, and technological change. Its most distinctive
characteristic was not the dominance of a single coherent style but the simultaneous presence of traditional, archaistic,
neoclassical, eclectic, and modern tendencies. Governmental architecture functioned as a visual instrument of political authority
and nation-building, while residential architecture reflected deeper changes in everyday life, privacy, social relations, and urban
identity. The period produced a decisive shift from inward-oriented traditional architecture toward outward-facing and publicly
visible architectural forms. It also established the primacy of functional planning, monumental entrances, long corridors,
ceremonial staircases, balconies, repetitive windows, and new facade materials. Nevertheless, technological modernization
remained limited, because traditional construction methods continued alongside the selective use of steel beams, concrete,
stone, and cement. The rapid pace of construction and the commanding role of the state encouraged standardization, formal
eclecticism, and the weakening of locally rooted architectural traditions. Despite these contradictions, the First Pahlavi era
created the institutional, formal, and ideological foundations for the subsequent expansion of modern architecture in Iran. The
transformation of urban symbols from religious and cultural buildings to large governmental complexes ultimately reshaped
the architectural image of Iranian cities and established modernism as a leading architectural tendency in the decades that
followed.
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