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Abstract:

This study aimed to explain how Iranian architectural history is reflected in Mehrdad Iravanian’s design thought, architectural process, and
selected works and to identify the mechanisms through which historical concepts are transformed into contemporary architectural ideas and
forms. The study adopted a qualitative approach, a case-study strategy, and a descriptive-analytical method. Data were collected through a
review of specialized books and articles, Iravanian’s lectures and expressed viewpoints, and the purposive analysis of six projects: Haft Khan
Restaurant, Houses No. 14, 12, and 3, the Textile Factory—Tar-0-Pud Museum, and Bagh-e Boland in Shiraz. The projects were examined in
terms of their initial generators, design concepts, historical and cultural contexts, materials, construction techniques, innovations, contextual
relationships, and representations of time. Content analysis was employed to identify shared patterns of thought and design and to clarify the
relationship between history, context, concept formation, and final architectural form. The analysis demonstrated that history appears in
Iravanian’s architecture not through the direct imitation of past forms but as an interpretive, generative, and dynamic layer of the design
process. The project context, encompassing natural, urban, cultural, social, and historical dimensions, functions as the principal generator of
the initial idea. Through collage, assemblage, narrative, symbolism, industrial archaeology, and the juxtaposition of materials belonging to
different periods, Iravanian reconstructs the past within a contemporary framework. Time operates as an underlying textual layer that connects
traditional architectural patterns and historical memory with contemporary conditions and technologies. His use of raw, recycled, and
industrial materials, together with transformations in form and construction techniques, indicates that the historical dimension of his
architecture is primarily conceptual and interpretive rather than formally imitative or stylistically nostalgic. In Iravanian’s architecture, history
serves as a source for generating meaning, organizing architectural narratives, and forming design concepts. Through the interaction of
context, subject, materials, and construction techniques, historical references are transformed into contemporary architectural expressions.
His works may therefore be understood as a critical and creative synthesis of historical memory and present-day architectural conditions.
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Extended Abstract

Architectural history is a relatively young field whose disciplinary boundaries remain intertwined with the histories of art,
archaeology, anthropology, society, and architecture itself. The conceptual difficulty of architectural history arises from the
ambiguity embedded in both of its constituent terms: “history” and “architecture.” History may refer either to the actual course
of events in the world or to the systematic study and interpretation of those events, while architecture may refer to the act of
designing and building, the architectural work, or the architect as an agent of production (1-3). Accordingly, architectural
history is not limited to cataloguing stylistic periods or documenting buildings; rather, it includes the critical interpretation of
architectural actions, works, meanings, materials, contexts, and intellectual positions. Such an understanding is particularly
important in relation to contemporary Iranian architecture, which has developed through a complex interaction among historical
memory, local traditions, modernist and postmodernist influences, technological change, economic conditions, and
transformations in professional practice. Although contemporary Iranian architecture has been affected by European and
American architectural developments, it cannot be reduced to an imitation of foreign models, because its historical
circumstances, cultural references, and modes of confrontation with modernity are distinct. The absence of a coherent and
comprehensive historiography of contemporary Iranian architecture has also made it difficult to identify continuity among its
theories, tendencies, and representative works (4, 8). Within this context, the architecture of Mehrdad Iravanian provides a
significant case for examining how history can function not as a fixed archive of forms but as an active intellectual and design
resource. His works employ references to pre-Islamic and Islamic Iranian architecture, industrial remains, cultural narratives,
local landscapes, ordinary materials, and contemporary artistic strategies. The present study therefore investigates how history
is reflected in Iravanian’s architectural thought and works, how historical concepts participate in the formation of initial design
ideas, and how historical, cultural, environmental, and technological layers are transformed into contemporary architectural
expressions.

The principal objective of the study was to explain the mechanisms through which historical consciousness is reflected in
Iravanian’s design thinking, design process, and selected architectural works. More specifically, the research sought to
determine how the architect begins the design process, how the context and subject of a project contribute to the formation of
its initial generator, and how history is interpreted through concepts, materials, construction techniques, spatial relations,

narratives, and symbols. The theoretical framework considers architectural history as a critical attempt to understand and
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interpret the past through the specific nature of architectural evidence. Unlike a purely documentary approach, an analytical
approach to architectural history addresses not only chronology and form but also spatial, functional, technical, aesthetic, social,
economic, and cultural values. Space is central to the interpretation of architecture, yet the meaning of an architectural work
cannot be reduced to its spatial organization alone because each building is produced through the interaction of several systems
and layers (5, 11, 14). The study also assumes that architectural meaning is neither entirely stable nor independent of historical
change. An architectural work may possess an intended meaning associated with its design and function, while also acquiring
historical meanings as it enters new temporal, cultural, and interpretive contexts. Architecture may thus be approached as a
meaningful language in which spatial arrangements, materials, signs, and formal decisions operate as narrative and semiotic
elements (7, 15). This perspective is particularly relevant to Iravanian’s work, in which the architectural project is treated as a
scenario composed of symbols and signs. His architecture frequently resists unified composition and instead relies on montage,
collage, juxtaposition, fragmentation, material contrast, and the coexistence of heterogeneous temporal references. Such
procedures allow the architectural work to present multiple meanings rather than a single stylistic statement, and they place the
interpretation of history within an open process of reading, association, and reconstruction (16, 17).

The research adopted a qualitative approach, a case-study strategy, and a descriptive-analytical method. Data were gathered
through the study of books, scholarly articles, theoretical texts on architectural history and contemporary Iranian architecture,
Iravanian’s lectures and interviews, and the documentation of selected architectural projects. The methodological orientation
was based on the view that architectural research may combine textual interpretation, case analysis, visual and spatial
examination, historical inquiry, and the study of design processes (18). Six projects were purposively selected because they
clearly represented the diversity of Iravanian’s architectural thought and his engagement with historical, cultural,
environmental, and industrial contexts: Haft Khan Restaurant, House No. 14, House No. 12, House No. 3, the Textile Factory—
Tar-o0-Pud Museum, and Bagh-e Boland in Shiraz. Each work was examined according to a common analytical framework
consisting of the project’s initial generator, design concept, method of thinking and working, relation to cultural, social,
environmental, and historical context, material selection, construction technique, innovation, client requirements, climatic
adaptation, and final architectural expression. Content analysis was used to identify recurrent concepts and relationships within
the works. The analysis focused especially on the formation of the initial idea, the architect’s personal interpretation of history,
the selection of architectural layers, and the transformation of these layers into form and construction. The projects were not
treated merely as isolated objects; rather, each was interpreted as a text composed of environmental, functional, cultural,
aesthetic, technological, and interpretive layers. The method also considered the role of design concepts in mediating between
context and final form, because architectural ideas and concepts can organize the relation among problem, site, program,
material, and meaning (19). Iravanian’s own statements were particularly important for clarifying his understanding of
architecture as an experimental, narrative, and transitional practice. His reflections indicate that every commission, regardless
of scale or location, is approached as a potential work of architecture and that design develops through a continuous sequence
of discoveries rather than through the mechanical application of a predetermined style (13).

The findings showed that context constitutes the most important generator of Iravanian’s architectural ideas. Context in his
work is not restricted to the physical characteristics of a site but includes natural conditions, urban structures, historical memory,
cultural narratives, social meanings, technological circumstances, and intellectual concerns. In Haft Khan Restaurant, the name
and narrative framework derive from the Shahnameh and the seven trials of Rostam, while the architectural identity of the
project emerges through the simultaneous use of cultural symbolism, industrial components, recycled objects, rough timber,

metal pieces, and improvised construction. In House No. 14, the design concept is formed through the separation and
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juxtaposition of surfaces and components rather than through conventional compositional unity. Materials such as stone, wood,
exposed concrete, glass, metal, tree trunks, and reused industrial objects retain a degree of independence and are assembled
without being absorbed into a uniform stylistic system. House No. 12 is based on the notion of “stylelessness,” through which
the architect seeks to move beyond the dominant conventions of contemporary architecture and to reveal hidden dimensions of
space, material, temporality, and adjacency. House No. 3 similarly privileges montage over composition and presents
architecture as a field of interaction between building and the visual arts. Its ordinary and apparently incompatible materials—
unfinished tree trunks, irregular stones, steel, aluminum, mechanical installations, grilles, canopies, and metal screens—
produce a layered visual and spatial text. These strategies position Iravanian’s architecture near the boundary between
architecture and the plastic arts, where texture, color, light, material, assemblage, and figurative detail become central
components of meaning (4, 20, 21). The findings further revealed that Iravanian does not treat historical reference as the
repetition of recognizable traditional motifs. Instead, he interprets history through the reorganization of fragments, materials,
memories, and signs. Collage becomes a principal technique because it can represent the plurality of contemporary culture and
the coexistence of heterogeneous identities, times, and experiences. This approach challenges stylistic purity and establishes
the work as an open field of multiple readings, delayed meanings, and changing relations among signs (22-24).

The analysis of the Textile Factory—Tar-0-Pud Museum and Bagh-e Boland demonstrated more explicitly how time
functions as an underlying layer in Iravanian’s architecture. The textile factory, originally associated with the early process of
industrialization in Shiraz, was not restored through the elimination of later traces or the reconstruction of an idealized original
condition. Instead, its temporal layers were retained and supplemented with contemporary structural and industrial components.
Cables, tensioning devices, construction jacks, old valves, gauges, gears, pulleys, handles, and other prefabricated or discarded
elements were classified and assembled in ways that referred simultaneously to the building’s industrial past and its present
cultural use. The intervention thus transformed the remains of the factory into a new architectural narrative in which every
added component represented another temporal layer. This strategy may be described as industrial archaeology because it reads
the history of construction and production through material evidence while allowing the building to continue its historical
development rather than freezing it at a single moment. Bagh-e Boland similarly emerged from the interpretation of context,
although its context combined urban infrastructure, landscape, seasonal change, human growth, and the memory of the Persian
garden. Unlike enclosed historical gardens, the project was conceived as a long, publicly accessible landscape adjacent to the
Chamran highway and a riverbed. Its spatial sequence was divided according to seasons and pre-seasons, with enlarged objects,
concrete gateways, water, steel bars, heavy masses, and signs of decay representing natural cycles and stages of human life.
The project therefore did not reproduce the geometry of the traditional Persian garden but translated its cultural and temporal
associations into a new urban landscape. These cases confirm that the central layer of Iravanian’s architecture is time. His
works create relationships among traditional patterns, historical memory, industrial remains, present technologies,
contemporary social conditions, and future transformation. Material weathering, incompleteness, reuse, exposure, and decay
are not treated merely as technical deficiencies but as signs of temporal continuity. In this respect, architectural cognition is
formed through the interaction of built form, memory, perception, and environmental experience (25). Iravanian’s works can
therefore be understood as dynamic texts in which history remains present through reinterpretation, transformation, and
material coexistence rather than through nostalgic representation.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that history in Mehrdad Iravanian’s architecture is neither a collection of forms to be
copied nor a stylistic category imposed on contemporary design. It operates as an interpretive and generative framework

through which the architect reads the site, subject, cultural memory, industrial heritage, materials, technologies, and conditions
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of contemporary life. The initial design idea emerges from the interaction between factors related to the problem, including
context, setting, and subject, and factors related to the architectural proposal, including concept, material, construction,
narrative, and formal transformation. Iravanian’s architecture is experimental because its final form often develops through the
process of making, testing, assembling, and discovering the capacities of materials. It is narrative because each project is
organized as a scenario in which objects, surfaces, spaces, and structural elements act as signs. It is contextual because the
physical and metaphysical dimensions of the site become determining factors in the formation of the work. It is also historically
conscious because temporal layers remain visible and are incorporated into new architectural meanings. The use of raw,
recycled, industrial, local, unfinished, and weathered materials enables the coexistence of different periods within a single
work, while collage and montage prevent these differences from being dissolved into a homogeneous composition. The selected
projects show that Iravanian’s architectural language has changed over time, with advanced technology becoming more
prominent in later works, but his continuing concern with experimentation, materiality, narrative, context, and historical
memory remains evident. His architecture therefore represents a critical and creative relationship with the past: it neither rejects
historical inheritance nor submits to literal revivalism. Instead, it transforms history into an active design process capable of
producing new meanings under contemporary conditions. This approach offers a valuable model for contemporary Iranian
architecture, particularly for practices seeking to maintain cultural continuity while responding to technological change, urban
complexity, environmental conditions, and the plural character of present-day society.
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