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Abstract

While the Qajar era was in a recent past, little independent research has been done
concerning the architecture and urban engineering of the first half of this era (1795 —
1847). The main reason behind such negligence might be that this period of Iranian
architecture occurs between the golden age of architecture in Safavid Iran and the modern
period in which Western architectural models infiltrated Iranian architecture and urban
construction. In the present research, the aim is to identify the process of constructing
architectural works and urban renovation in the first half of the Qajar period by drawing
on historical evidence, written sources, and on top of that, archeological evidence. To
do so, it is necessary to identify the factors that contributed to strategic policies of Qajar
rulers vis-a-vis urban developments and renovations. Given that details of many civil
constructions of the Qajar period are not available, this paper rests upon the assumption
that archeological studies might be effectively drawn on to know the national strategy
of these rulers in the development of cities. The research finds that factors, such as
giving legitimacy to the Qajar government, attracting and seeking support of clergy and
religious scholars, as well as attempts to achieve economic and civil development of
the country for purposes of promoting the political power, played major parts in civil
constructions by the Qajar dynasty. Other factors include military and defense policies,
the question of succession and rivalries among senior Qajar princes, archaism of Qajar

= rulers, and their religious beliefs.
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Introduction

Urban construction and architecture of the first period of the Qajar era (1795 — 1847) is
less studied as compared to other post-Islamic periods of Iranian architecture. Indeed,
many researchers have rested content with Safavid and Zand periods. On the other hand,
since the second period of the Qajar era marked watershed events such as advent of
modernism in Iranian architecture, particularly during the reign of Naser al-Din Shah,
a great number of studies have been devoted to developments of Iranian architecture
in this period. This has resulted in a disproportion in studies of Qajar-era architecture
and urban construction. Another significant point in a study of Qajar-era architecture
and urban construction is its dependent, imitative character, as stressed by the majority
of researchers. In their view, Safavid-era School of Isfahan left such a great impact on
Iranian architecture and urban construction that no new element was contributed to
that style, and the main tenets of the School of Isfahan were preserved throughout the
Qajar period. This assessment is, however, based on the fact that there is no complete
inventory of religious, governmental, and non-governmental buildings of the Qajar
period and their architectural features, and indeed, all architectural works of the period
have not yet been independently studied. As a matter of fact, one might say that the glory
of Safavid architecture overshadowed the Qajar architecture in ways that many features
of the latter have been overlooked. Regardless of the extent to which Qajar-era art and
architecture was affected by Safavid art and architecture, because of the short temporal
distance between the two periods, there is an assumption of full-fledged awareness of
art and architecture in this period. In other words, since the Qajar period is close to our
period, features and characteristics of its art, architecture, and urban construction tend to
be overlooked in ways that other historical periods of Iranian architecture do not.

The research, the results of which are reported here, sought to fill the above gap
through a study of elements of civil constructions of Qajar rulers in the first half of their
reign (1795 — 1847) by drawing on a historical-analytic method. To do so, a picture
of characteristics and quantities of civil constructions in this period is provided with a
focus on archeological data and Qajar-era historical texts. Finally, all collected data are
used in the analysis and assessment of the research hypothesis. The main question of this
research pertains to the quantity and quality as well as the domain of civil enterprises of
the first half of the Qajar period: Overall, could we talk about a coherent governmental
strategy or project in executing civil policies of the period? It is assumed that, with
the aid of archeological studies and architectural evidence, the national strategy of the
rulers of this period concerning the development of cities and their civil constructions
can effectively be studied and its characteristics can be accounted for. Moreover, while
it goes beyond the scope of this paper to give an inventory of all architectural works
and enterprises associated with the development of Iranian cities in the period, we have
tried to consider the activities of rulers in the first half of the Qajar period in Dar al-

Khilafa (Caliphal Center) of Tehran and other major centers of Iranian provinces of the
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time. In this way, an outline of the comprehensive governmental plan can be provided
and its features can be delineated. That is, we focus on enterprises that seem to have
been carried out in harmonious, inclusive, and comprehensive ways as an all-embracing

governmental plan in the majority of cities and centers of provinces.

Conclusion

Inreply to the main question of this research concerning the factors relevant to the national
strategy of Qajar rulers in urban renovations and developments of civil constructions
from 1795 to 1847, three such factors might be highlighted: attempts to give legitimacy
to and establish the Qajar government, winning the support of the clergy and religious
scholars, and economic and civil development of the country in line with the promotion
of the political power. Furthermore, during the reign of Agha Mohammad Khan Qajar,
and given the political circumstances and military struggles of his period, as well as the
need for the establishment of the sovereignty of the Qajar government, buildings began
to be built with defense and military functions, including Agha Mohammad Khani
Castle in Bagh-e Takht in Shiraz (Eslami 1350, 68) and construction of fortifications
in Sari (Malkonov 1363, 151). In addition, upon his enthronement, Agha Mohammad
Khan commanded the restoration of paintings in Chehel Sotoun pavilion, including the
paintings of the Battle of Chaldiran and the Battle of Karnal, which suggests his special
concern for the establishment of national sovereignty and the territorial integrity of
Iran. A consideration of sources and architectural works constructed in the first half
of the Qajar period reveals that the majority of civil constructions was done in big
cities such as Tehran, Isfahan, Qom, Tabriz, Qazvin, Shiraz, and Kashan, as well as
smaller capital cities of provinces, such as Kerman, Sanandaj, and Yazd. Nevertheless,
because of unfortunate economic circumstances, lack of liquidities, and huge expenses
of constant battles with the neighboring countries, most of buildings in smaller cities
were built by people, businessmen, and clergies, without much interventions by the
government in their development and civil construction. Notwithstanding this, there
seems to have been a vast governmental enterprise, like that of the Safavid era, in the
first half of the Qajar period, although the general construction of Iranian cities did
not undergo a dramatic change in that period, and just like its preceding period, cities
were developed around mosques and bazaars. Although the project fell short of the
Safavid project in its principles of architecture and artistic character, it still resembled
the Safavid enterprise in its vastness and distribution. Moreover, it had its own artistic
qualities and peculiarities, which make for its distinction from other periods. In fact,
the buildings of this period have a particularly Qajar mark on them. On this account,
while Qajar-era architecture and urban construction should be deemed continuous
with Safavid architectural developments and urban construction, and in general, with
the Safavid-era Isfahan School, it does involve modifications and novelties in virtue

of which it might be distinguished from Safavid architecture. In view of the relative
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political stability of Iran in this period, after decades of wars and conflicts, many
architectural works and public buildings were repaired and restored. It would not be an
overstatement if we called this a period of building restorations. Aside from numerous
cases of restoration of religious buildings, many public buildings such as caravanserais,
bathhouses, cisterns (ab anbars), and bazaars were restored and renovated in this period.
Constructions of all sorts of mosques and schools in this period, which came to be
called “Sultani” (monarchial or affiliated with the sultanate) schools or mosques, are
somewhat reminiscent of civil constructions of the Seljuk period, in which Khwaja
Nizam al-Mulk built Nizamiyya schools, only that instead of reinforcing the Shafi't
branch of Sunni Islam, this time the Ustli branch of Shiite jurisprudence was intended
to be reinforced through these mosques and schools. Usiilt (as opposed to Akhbart)
scholars were honored and treasured by Qajar rulers. A case in point is the construction
of mausoleums for this group of Shiite scholars. The close tie between the monarchial
court and religious groups was more evident in religiously sanctified cities such as
Qom and Shiraz, where elaborate civil constructions were carried out for purposes of
attracting the support of religious scholars. As a result of trying to imitate the structure
of the Caliphal Center (i.e. Tehran) and the attempts by those affiliated with the Qajar
court in smaller provincial capitals, a general pattern of some sort was visible throughout
the country. All this made for a pattern that can be characterized as an architectural and

urban-planning school of the first half of the Qajar period.
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Fig. 1: Agha Mohammad Khani Castle in Bagh-e Takht in Shiraz from southwestern perspective (Eslami, 1971:
59).
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Fig. 2: The Relief of Fath-Ali Shah Qajar’s Seat, added to the Sassanid-era relief in Taq-e Bostan (Grigor, 2007).
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Tab. 1: A number of religious buildings constructed or repaired during the reign of Fath-Ali Shah Qajar in Tehran
(Authors 2021).
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Tab. 2: Some of the buildings constructed and reconstructed at the command of Mohammad Hossein Khan Sadr
Isfahani in Isfahan (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 3: Religious and ceremonial works constructed and reconstructed during the reign of Fath-Ali Shah in
Isfahan (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 4: A number of measures taken by Qajar rulers in construction and reconstruction of religious buildings in
Qom (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 5: Prominent religious works constructed or reconstructed during the reign of Fath-Ali Shah Qajar in other

provinces (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 6: Instances of constructions made by merchants and clerics during the reign of Mohammad Shah Qajar
(1834-1848), (Authors, 2021).
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Fig. 3: An inscription containing a poem mentioning the actions of the era of Mohammad Shah Qajar, dated 1251
AH, in the Jameh Mosque of Golpayegan (Quchani, 1382: 68).
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