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This project has received an Award 
for helping to promote sustainable 
urban regeneration by rescuing 
structures from deterioration and 
demolition. In a number of successful 
interventions in several historical 
Iranian cities, the programme has 
attempted to preserve the country's 
unique built heritage through the 
adaptive reuse of private and pub
lic spaces. It has created a new 
way to address the social needs of 
contemporary society in historical 
urban areas, providing economically 
viable solutions that meet the needs 
of younger generations. 

Five Iranian cities have benefited from a 
bold government programme to refocus 
attention from development on their out
skirts towards the reuse of architecturally 
unique buildings in their historical centres. 
In a context of widespread deprivation and 
rapid population growth, a number of key 
projects have launched a process of urban 
regeneration by illustrating the potential of 
restored buildings to meet current needs in 
a commercially viable way. This has inspired 
private investors to undertake parallel pro
jects for the reuse of historical houses and 
a number of guest-house developments. 
The overall effect has served to rescue sig
nificant traditional building typologies -
particularly the courtyard house - from the 
threat of demolition, while both improving 
local living conditions and raising aware
ness in the community about retaining the 
historical urban fabric. At the same time, the 
projects have demonstrated Iran's rich cul
tural heritage and provided opportunities for 
the employment and training of craftsmen 
in a range of traditional construction skills. 

Between the significant public buildings 
that survive in the cities of Isfahan, Yazd, 
Zanjan,Tabriz and Boushehr, the historical 
centres comprise a dense built fabric, 

primarily of mud or fired brick, arranged over 
one or two storeys. Circulation around the 
neighbourhoods is through complex networks 
of narrow streets and pedestrian alleys, 
some of which have houses built over them. 
One architecturally notable feature of 
traditional houses is that, because of their 
arrangement around internal courtyards, 
the street façade is of little decorative signi
ficance. The articulation and adornment of 
interior elevations and decoration of the sur
rounding rooms are in great contrast to the 
understatement of the exterior, however. 

A recent move away from use of the 
internal courtyard as the focus of domestic 
life has given rise to the construction of 
homes, often on more than two floors, which 
directly overlook the narrow streets or alleys. 
Along with the general neglect of traditional 
homes, which are often perceived to be inap
propriate for contemporary domestic needs, 
unregulated development poses a very real 
risk to the historical fabric. It was to address 
this threat that a programme was estab
lished by the Ministry of Housing and Urban 
Development in 1988 to arrest the physical 
and social decline of the city centres through 
restoration and reuse of historical buildings. 
Buildings are acquired, restored and sold or 

The programme aims to reuse histor
ical buildings to meet the needs of 
a fast-growing urban population in 
Iran. The Khan Bathhouse in Yazd was 
transformed into a restaurant. 
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rented to new owners or tenants. An impor
tant part of this process has been to identify 
practical new uses for the restored buildings 
that are of benefit to the community. 

The work is undertaken by the Ministry 
of Housing's Urban Development and Revit-
alization Corporation (UDRC), which since 
1997 has operated as a corporation, with 51 
per cent private investment. In addition to 
the projects in Isfahan, Yazd, Zanjan, Tabriz 
and Boushehr, the UDRC has over thirty 
urban revitalization and development pro
jects ongoing in twenty-one cities. All work 
related to historical buildings is carried out 
in close collaboration with the Iranian 
Cultural Heritage Organization (ICHO)of 
the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, 
which is responsible for identifying, register
ing and maintaining or restoring significant 
building complexes and historical structures. 

The buildings have been converted, 
some with great imagination, to accommo
date a wide variety of public facilities, which 
contribute to local social services and the 
cultural life of the inhabitants. Among the 
most imaginative reuse examples in Isfahan 

has been the transformation of the Vazir 
Bathhouse, dating from the Safavid period, 
which has been restored and converted into 
the Centre for the Intellectual Development 
of Children and Young Adults. Occupying 
a site close to the bazaar, the hammam, 
or bath-house, is entered via steps that 
descend to a series of domed and vaulted 
spaces. Within the massive structure, some 
of the dividing walls have been removed to 
provide continuity of circulation. A dado of 
traditional blue glazed tiles runs throughout 
the building to create a robust, colourful and 
child-friendly environment, adapting tradi
tional finishes to new needs. The high vault of 
the original dressing room, or bineh, is used 
as a library, while the adjacent steam room, 
or garmkhaneh, serves as a play and reading 
area. The more intimate spaces that origi
nally housed pools, or khazineh, provide the 
backdrop for art lessons; three of the former 
pools have been retained and adapted for 
use as displays. Quarry tiles have been laid 
with glazed tile inserts in patterns that 
enable the children to play games, and trad
itional small glass skylights in the domes 

Bottom: A decorated platform for 
devotional use in a Qajar-period 
religious structure, now used as 
an art centre. 

Top: Plans of a bathhouse and a trad
itional courtyard house, typologies 
threatened by modern development that 
have proved to be particularly suit
able to adaptive reuse. 
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provide natural lighting. A ramp, traditionally 
used to lead animals to draw water from the 
well, has been ingeniously transformed into 
a small auditorium. 

Other examples of inventive adaptive 
reuse in Isfahan include the conversion of 
one of the city's oldest houses into a religious 
seminary, of a house dating from the Qajar 

period into a school, and of two further Qajar 
houses into guest houses. In Yazd, a bath
house has been transformed into a popular 
restaurant, a fine Qajar religious structure 
has become a community arts centre and 
a Qajar residence is now used as the Yazd 
office of the UDRC. Four residential build
ings inTabriz now house Sahand University's 
School of Art and Architecture; theTofighi 
House in Zanjan has been turned into a 
Martyrs' Museum and Memorial; and in 
Boushehr, a port on the Persian Gulf, a 
Qajar period house has become the 
Research Centre for Boushehr Studies. 

Many of these projects contain a number 
of unusual architectural features or spatial 
aspects that have been inventively adapted 
for contemporary activities. Modern services, 
including electrical cabling, heating systems 
and piped water, have been discreetly intro
duced to all the restored buildings. Structural 
changes have been kept to a minimum and 
traditional materials and skills have been 
used as far as possible, combining them, 

where appropriate, with modern materials 
or methods. This reflects the pragmatic 
approach adopted by the regeneration 
scheme as a whole, which aims to make 
available usable and cost-effective space 
rather than undertaking meticulous restor
ation for its own sake. Because the buildings 
employ long-established traditional features 
-wind funnels, semi-subterranean spaces, 
courtyards, timber screens and alabaster 
glazing panels-they are ideally suited to the 
climate and also illustrate the effectiveness 
of these forms for contemporary needs. At 
the same time, the partial assimilation of 
the modern construction vernacular ensures 
that the adaptation process is replicable, 
affordable and practicable for the future. 

A market-driven approach to regener
ation is crucial in order to ensure long-term 
sustainability and the programme has 
exploited the low cost of centrally located 
property in comparison to that of outlying 
areas to reduce costs. The increasing number 
of projects that have benefited from the urban 
regeneration scheme has brought new life to 
the urban centres of Iranian cities, improving 
living conditions, revitalizing the architec
tural character, renewing appreciation of 
the rich cultural heritage, and stimulating 
awareness in the private sector of just how 
much investment in a country's delicate his
torical fabric can benefit everyone. 

Planners/Conservators 
Urban Development and Revitalization 
Corporation - Hamidreza Sepehri, 
Director; Ministry of Housing and 
Urban Development - Serajeldin 
Kazerouni, former Minister: Iranian 
Cultural Heritage Organization. 

Restoration Architects 
S Benesslo, Fariborz Djabarnia, 
Ghadiri, Nassim Jaafari, Asghar 
Jeddi. Mohammadreza Khoshfakari, 
Nikbakht, Mohammadreza Olia', Mohsen 
Olia', Hassan Ravanfar, F Tehrani, 
fand M H Vaafi. 

Project Managers 
S Behzadian, P Jamhiri, Hooshang 
Kianpour, A Moineddini, and Akbar 
Taghizadeh. 

Master Craftsmen 
A Ghaffari, H Kamali, Ebrahim 
Massoudi, A R Ra'iyati, Hooshang 
Rassam, Hassan Riahi, H Razavi, 
M Karami, and Abbas Zare' Sharif. 

Design 1990-ongoing 
Construction 1990-ongoi ng 
Occupancy 1992-ongoing 

Tabib House. Boushehr (1993) 
Reuse programme Research Centre for 

Boushehr Studies 

Vazir Bathhouse. Isfahan (1993) 
Reuse programme Centre for the 

Intellectual Devel
opment of Children 
and Young Adults 

Oodsieh House. Isfahan (1993) 
Reuse programme Religious Seminary 

Moitahedzadeh House. Isfahan (1992) 
Reuse programme Middle School 

Nilforoushan House. Isfahan (1998) 
Reuse programme Guest house 

A'alam Va'ez House. Isfahan (2001) 
Reuse programme Guest house 

Four Oaiar residences. Tabriz (1995) 
Reuse programme School of Art and 

Architecture 

Khan Bathhouse. Yazd (1997) 
Reuse programme Restaurant 

Moaved A'lavi House. Yazd (1997) 
Reuse programme UDRC Offices 

Hosavniveh Nazem ot-Toiar. Yazd (2000) 
Reuse programme Art Centre 

Tofighi House. Zanian (1994) 
Reuse programme Martyrs' Museum 

Particular attention was paid to 
courtyards, which provide protection 
against hot winds and introduce cool
ing water and shading plants, as at 
the Oodsieh House in Isfahan. 
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New Life for Old Structures: The 
BfiSa.ytii.veh Nazem ot-"ojar i,s...i)ow; used 
for art and drama clesses. 
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New Life for Old Structures: Restored 
decorations at the A'alam Va'ez House 
in Isfahan, now a guest house. 
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New Life for Old Structures: [Above 
left] The Mojtahedzadeh House in 
Isfahan, now used as a school. 

[Above right] An elaborate painted 
decoration from the Qodsieh House 
in Isfahan. 

[Right] A restored niche with 
muqarnas decoration at the Qodsieh 
House. 
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New Life for Old Structures: 
[Left] The restaurant interior of the 
Khan Bathhouse in Yazd. 

[Above left] A library at the 
Hosanynieh Nazem ot-Tojar. 

[Above right] The Moayed A'layi House 
in Yazd, now the offices of the UDRC. 




