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Palatial tower structures in garden settings have long 
been a familiar part of the architectural landscape of 
Iran and its neighbors. They are to be found illustrated 
in miniatures dating back to the fourteenth century, 
such as that in the 1396 Dºv¸n of Khwaju Kirmani de-
picting Humayun greeting Prince Humay from a tower 
set within a walled garden.1 Multistoried pavilions with 
lavish decoration in the Timurid gardens of Herat are 
also described in various sources.2 In Safavid Isfahan, 
Chardin among other travelers noted the existence of 
various pavilions, kiosks, and octagonal lodges in the 
pleasure gardens of Sa{adatabad and Hazar Jarib dur-
ing his visit between 1673 and 1677.3 In his panorama 
of Isfahan, Kaempfer in 1712 records a multistoried 
structure on axis with the Hasht Bihisht within the Gu-
listan Gardens.4

This architectural tradition carried on into the Qajar 
period, during which tower structures continued to be 
part of palace complexes. Numerous examples can be 
found described in the sources. For example, Fath 
{Ali Shah built an octagonal tower that was used as 
his khw¸bg¸h (sleeping quarters) in the andar¢n (wom-
en’s quarters) of the Arg in Tehran.5 Bassett records 
another in the palace at Sulaymaniyya at Karaj,6 previ-
ously mentioned by Eastwick:

The conspicuous objects in the village [Karaj] are an 
imposing gateway and a palace of the Shah out of which 
the high tower of the King’s chamber rises as at Sultaneah 
and in other palaces.7

Following this practice, Nasir al-Din Shah commis-
sioned his architects to include towers in some of his 
palaces that formed part of his extensive building pro-
gram, not only in the capital but also in the provin-
cial centers. Several noteworthy articles have discussed 
these palace complexes in some detail,8 but little at-
tention has been given to the towers that were used 
as the khw¸bg¸h of the shah.9 In practical terms, they 
reflected the shah’s continuing concern for his per-
sonal security: by placing his sleeping quarters within a 

tower, he could easily restrict access to them. Feu vrier,
the shah’s personal physician from 1889 to 1892, re-
corded in his account of life at the court that none 
of the rooms had a designated use, and that the shah 
moved randomly from room to room.10 Also, Bennett 
remarked that the royal bedchamber was always care-
fully guarded.11 It must be remembered that a deep 
fear of assassination permeated the Qajar monarchy, 
ever mindful of the fate that had befallen the founder 
of the dynasty, Agha Muhammad Khan, who was as-
sassinated while asleep in his tent in 1789. Nasir al-
Din Shah was even more concerned with security after 
the attempt on his life in 1852, and later these fears 
proved to be well founded: he was assassinated while 
at prayers in 1896.

The towers commissioned by Nasir al-Din Shah 
include Shams al-{Imara (1866–67) in the Arg in Teh-
ran; Shams al-{Imara (1869–70) at Bandar Anzali; the 
towers within the palace grounds of Saltanatabad (1857–
58) and {Ishratabad (1874), located in the outskirts of 
Tehran; and the tower at Bagh-i Shah (1860–80), situ-
ated in the shah’s racecourse in western Tehran.12 They 
were generally four to six stories high and formed part 
of an ensemble of buildings in a garden setting. The 
upper story generally was an open gallery, or jah¸n-nam¸,

with the penultimate floor being used as a sh¸h-nishºn,
the private quarters of the shah. There was usually a 
small pool, or ¥awz-kh¸na, on the ground floor. Each 
of these elements can be recognized as a staple part 
of the architectural vocabulary of Iran since Timurid 
times. European architectural elements were also grafted 
onto these traditional structures, which thus present a 
curious amalgam of both the traditional and the mod-
ern in terms of their architecture, building methods, 
and materials. The form of their structure was dictated 
by their function, but through the use of new materi-
als, the architects experimented with new floor plans, 
elevation treatments, and roof designs, adapting tradi-
tional construction methods. 

The palatial towers were constructed of fired brick, 
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a building material used in Iran since ancient times, 
with a mortar of lime and sand on a compacted stone 
foundation. Wood was used for doors, window frames, 
and balustrades and, in the case of Anzali, for all the 
gallery floors and supporting columns. The exteriors 
were generally rendered and decorated with tiled pan-
els. Better transport facilities and communications dur-
ing the reign of Nasir al-Din Shah meant that architects 
could now procure materials that would previously have 
been impossible or too expensive to obtain, enabling 
them to build higher and longer-lasting structures than 
before. The availability of wood meant that it could be 
used structurally to achieve greater height through the 
emplacement of wooden rafters, rather than the more 
traditional use of thick brick walls to support cellular 
spaces created by vaulting. The introduction of sheet 
metal meant that this could now be used for roof cov-
ering, providing a lighter load for the building to carry 
and offering better protection against the elements.

Internally, these buildings were also decorated in a 
mixture of traditional Persian and contemporary Euro-
pean styles. The use of {aynak k¸rº, small pieces of mir-
ror inserted into plaster, was to be found alongside 
that of large mirrored panes. Tiles were also used in 
the traditional manner to decorate the interiors, and 
their designs either were based on traditional motifs 
or depicted subjects contemporary with the fashions 
of the age.

These features all account for what has been termed 
the Perso-European appearance of the buildings, which 
was very much a reflection of the patron’s taste. Nasir 
al-Din Shah, while deeply interested in Iran’s past, 
was also a keen admirer of the material culture of the 
West. He took an active interest in European architecture 
and in his diaries describes in some detail the palaces 
and pavilions that he visited during his trips to Europe. 
During one trip in 1873, the shah comments:13

The palace of Beyler-Beyi is a most beautiful structure. Its 
stairs and the panels of the staircases are all of marble. 
It is partly in the European, partly in the Persian, and 
partly in the Ottoman style, being by this means extremely 
pleasing to the eye. 

The presence of various foreigners at Nasir al-Din’s 
court, such as the Frenchman Jules Richard, who was 
officially employed as the court photographer and at 
times described as an architectural advisor, must also 
have influenced the design and decoration of the 
buildings of the period.14 The importance of the Dar 
al-Funun must also be mentioned. This institution, es-

tablished in 1851, brought European teachers to Iran 
and provided a focal point for the dissemination of Eu-
ropean learning and the introduction of new technolo-
gies in a variety of fields. Nasir al-Din Shah took great 
interest in its progress, often visiting its classrooms, and 
this in turn must have made him aware of new devel-
opments. Additionally, the staff of the Dar al-Funun 
was actively involved in projects, directly sponsored by 
Nasir al-Din Shah as a result of his trips to Europe, to 
transform Tehran into a European city. 

The most important of these multistoried structures 
was the twin-towered Shams al-{Imara (fig. 1). It was 
built on the periphery of the eastern part of the Arg 
complex in Tehran, backing onto Nasiriyya Street and 
Square. The introduction and development of this Euro-
pean-type square can be clearly traced by comparing two 
maps of Tehran, one dating from 1857 and the other 
from 1891. The first, prepared by August Kriziz, an Aus-
trian artillery officer at the Dar al-Funun, assisted by two 
of his students, shows a b¸z¸rcha, or small-scale bazaar, 
facing the Arg perimeter wall with its battlements. The 
second plan, published by the Dar al-Funun and drawn 
by Sulayman Khan under the supervision of {Abd al-
Ghaffar Najm al-Mulk, shows the new square facing the 
Shams al-{Imara complex. This must have been part of 
the redevelopment of the area adjacent to the palace, 
providing an open space in front of its gateway.15

At the time of Viscount Pollington’s visit in 1865–
66, the main structure had been finished but was still 
being decorated; it was finally completed in 1867.16

This served as Nasir al-Din Shah’s winter residence and 
administrative quarters. Viscount Pollington records that 
the English telegraph office and its staff of operators 
were located on the ground floor adjacent to the pal-
ace, making this the center of operations for Nasir al-
Din Shah’s control of his provincial governors.17 The 
shah commissioned Dust {Ali Khan Mu}ayyir al-Mama-
lik Nizam al-Dawla to build the palace.18 This individual 
was known for his European tastes and had built sev-
eral lavish new European neoclassical-style palaces in his 
complex in the Sangilaj quarter, which even included 
a small Arc de Triomphe. He was also responsible for 
the famous Takiyya Dawlat, built in 1866 for the perfor-
mance of ta{ziya, or passion plays; although never roofed, 
it was meant to resemble the Albert Hall. Muhammad 
{Ali Kashi was appointed master builder in charge of 
the construction. 

The Shams al-{Imara certainly caught the attention of 
many travelers to Tehran during the period. The pal-
ace at the center of the city towered over nearby one- 
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or two-story mud-brick buildings. Writing in 1894, Ella 
Sykes gives the following description:19

Passing through the square under an ornate gateway, we 
had a glimpse of the Ark or palace of the Shah, a beautiful 
feature of which are two towers close together forming 
one pavilion and entirely covered in brilliant tiles. No 
windows are to be seen on the sides towards the street, 
but there are charming balconies adorned with pilasters 
and encrusted with mirror work, which flash and gleam 
in the sunshine.

As noted, the most striking feature was the twin towers, 
each three stories high, arising from a central block. 
Photographs taken during the construction of the pal-
ace clearly reveal the traditional nature of the build-
ing methods.20 Heavy brick walls were used to support 
the towers, which were linked by a gallery on the first 
floor and a screen on the second. According to Feu-
vrier, this area was specifically reserved for the ladies of 
the andar¢n, who from such a vantage point had an ex-
cellent view of the Gulistan palace on one side and Na-
siriyya Square, where one of the principal gates of the 

bazaar was situated, on the other.21 Each of the towers 
was crowned by a gul dasta, or viewing platform—a tra-
ditional structure of the type that had been added to 
the Safavid Masjid-i Shah in Isfahan because the orig-
inal minarets overlooked the women’s quarters in the 
Imperial compound. Projecting above the second floor 
was a European clocktower, which was placed centrally 
on the main axis of the building, with clocks on both 
the western and the eastern façades. 

The western façade, which overlooked the garden and 
a large tank, was divided horizontally into two sections: 
the base, linked to the courtyard terrace buildings, and 
the body, set back directly above the base block. The 
base was a complex sub-facade in its own right, project-
ing forward into the garden from the other courtyard 
facade, to which it was joined at the north and south. 
The central section of the base, flanked by two apart-
ments, was originally built as a colonnade with a dado 
above two shortened columns reached by a staircase 
of Yazdi marble. Photographs from the 1880s reveal 
its European-style remodeling as a temple facade, with a 
pediment fronting a new, pitched roof.22 This addition 

Fig. 1. Shams al-{Imara, Tehran, eastern elevation, with portal and commercial block. (Photo: courtesy Prof. Yahya Zoka)
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did not stand the test of time and was later removed. 
The exterior elevation was decorated in a traditional 
manner with glazed tiles featuring yellow arabesques; 
above the two principal windows of each apartment was 
a glazed panel depicting the Imperial Qajar emblem 
of the shºr va-khurshºd (lion and sun). 

The official rooms were furnished in European 
style, while according to Feuvrier those reserved for 
the shah’s private use were generally unfurnished.23

Large European-style mirror panels lined the walls above 
the cornice level, and the ceiling was decorated with a 
smaller grid of mirrored panes, making a break from 
the older tradition of {aynak k¸rº. The rooms were also 
provided with large European-style marble fireplaces. In 
the lower gallery were hung Gobelin tapestries depict-
ing the “Coronation of the Faun” and the “Triumph 

of Venus”; these had been given to Muhammad Shah 
by Louis Philippe of France.24 Bassett noted that the 
rooms of the palace were lit with gas, and that there 
were few electric lights,25 amenities that were intro-
duced in 1879–80.

The most obvious building with which to draw par-
allels is that of the {Ali Qapu in Isfahan. It is known 
that Nasir al-Din Shah took great interest in the history 
of the Persian monarchy and its symbolic associations. 
He undertook refurbishments of the {Ali Qapu and in 
1857, six years after his royal tour of the city, provided 
an extension to the structure, dated by inscriptions on 
ceramic tiles at the two entrances to the palace. 

In their respective cities, both buildings were prom-
inent landmarks, towering above the Friday mosques 
nearby. Each was situated on the perimeter of an urban 
square, facing it, and each provided a royal gateway to 
the palace. But in other respects, the buildings differ: 
The entrance to the {Ali Qapu forms part of the main 
structure of the palace, while that of Shams al-{Imara 
stands independently to the south of the building. 
The t¸l¸r at the {Ali Qapu looks out over the mayd¸n,

from which the Safavid shahs could see and be seen, 
while the screen at Shams al-{Imara allows only partial 
views of the square. The {Ali Qapu was an important 
government building with an imperial facade project-
ing towards the mayd¸n, while Shams al-{Imara was an 
inward-looking royal residence. One may surmise that, 
although the shah still had to proclaim his presence 
over the city, after the invention of photography the 
importance of his being seen in person by his subjects 
was no longer so great.

The tower at Anzali (fig. 2) on the Caspian Sea pro-
vides an interesting example of innovation in building 
form through the employment of traditional methods. 
By royal command, this pagoda-like structure was started 
in 1869 under the governor of Gilan, Mirza Sa{id Khan 
Ansari (1816–84, governed 1869–70), also known as 
Mu{tamid al-Mulk—a minister of foreign affairs who 
had been secretary to the grand vizier Amir Kabir. 
It was later completed by Mirza Muhammad Husayn 
Khizana while he was deputy governor for Mu}ayyir al-
Mamalik Nizam al-Dawla Dust {Ali Khan, who held the 
governorship of Gilan in 1866–67 and again in 1871–
72. Akbar Khan Bayglarbayki supervised the construc-
tion of the building.26

Anzali, which had been founded by Fath {Ali Shah 
in 1815 after the loss of the northern territories to the 
Russians in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, 
was a small settlement until the development of the 

Fig. 2. Shams al-{Imara, Bandar Anzali, southern elevation. (Photo: 
courtesy Prof. Yahya Zoka) 
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area around Baku in the 1860s and the improvement 
of navigation. With the inauguration of steamer services 
between Anzali and other Russian ports, it then became 
Iran’s most important port on the Caspian Sea, serving 
as the main entry point to the country.27 Communica-
tion between Tehran and Anzali was further improved 
with the building of a new road and the provision of 
guesthouses for travelers taking this route. 

For this reason, there are numerous descriptions of 
the Anzali tower in travelers’ accounts, including that 
of the shah, who complained in 1873 that it had not 
been properly finished.28 One of the most detailed is 
by Mirza Muhammad Husayn Farahani, who describes 
it in his travelogue of 1885–88 as a magnificent palace 
and calls it the Shams al-{Imara.29 H. L. Churchill, who 
undertook a photographic survey of the area for the 
British Government, also uses this name.30 The tower, 
which formed part of an ensemble of three govern-
ment buildings, was built to provide lodging for the 
shah before he embarked on his voyage to Europe in 
1873. In his diary of the trip the shah gives the follow-
ing description:31

This tower is of five stories, and each story has a saloon 
and a balcony all around. It is entirely built of bricks, 
stone, and lime, excepting the balconies, which are of 
timber, [and] painted. All kinds of needful furniture, 
as carpeting, chairs, tables, candlesticks, &c., are there 
existing and ready.

The height of the building, recorded by Farahani, was 
22 Iraqi z¸r.32 There was a pool on the ground floor, 
and all the floors had wooden porticoes with galler-
ies painted in blue, red and green. The structure had 
a tiled, hipped roof known as a shºrv¸nº, which was a 
common feature of the architecture of the rainy Cas-
pian region and was adopted for use in other parts of 
Iran. The intermediary floors were used as lodgings by 
distinguished foreign travelers, while the upper stories 
were reserved for the shah. Benjamin, the U.S. chargé 
d’affaires, gives the following description:33

After an elaborate breakfast, we were taken to another 
pavilion constructed in several stories resembling in shape 
the porcelain tower of Nankeen. The interior was deco-
rated with small mirrors, glazed tiles, and stained glass. 
The upper room was lined in glass in geometric designs. 
The view from there was very interesting.

In terms of its building materials and arrangements, the 
tower at Anzali conforms to the traditional type, but 
Benjamin’s comparison of it with the porcelain tower of 

Nanking is interesting for several reasons. It is conceiv-
able that Nasir al-Din Shah was acquainted with a series 
of five books by the Austrian architect Fischer von Er-
lach, and that these books served as a source of inspi-
ration for such a structure.34 Representing a total break 
with previously published architectural texts, which had 
been concerned only with the classical orders of archi-
tecture, this series was considered innovative because 
it included descriptions and engravings of buildings 
from other countries. Originally published with an elab-
orately engraved French and German text in 1721, it 
was reprinted several times, twice with an English trans-
lation, and would certainly have been known to the 
Austro-Hungarian staff at the Dar al-Funun.35 Of the 
series, the third book was extraordinary; it was entitled 
Of Some Arab and Turkish Buildings as well as Modern Per-

sian, Siamese, Chinese, and Japanese Architecture and in-
cluded a number of engravings of baths and mosques 
as well as of the bridge at Isfahan36 and the porcelain 
pagoda at Nanking.37 One may surmise that this series 
would have been called to the attention of the shah be-
cause of its popularity and more particularly because 
it was the first European architectural text to include, 
in both its ancient and its modern sections, a number 
of Persian buildings. 

A further source of inspiration may have been the 
existence of a porcelain palace in the Chinese style 
built by Louis XIV at Versailles in 1670.38 It is known 
that Nasir al-Din Shah was particularly fascinated by the 
life of Louis XIV, and he may have sought to include a 
Chinese-style building in his palace repertoire.39

It must also be remarked that chinoiserie was popular 
in Iran at that time. Pagodas appear on pottery and tex-
tiles of the Qajar period; contemporary wares produced 
in Na}in included Chinese pagodas interspersed with 
Persian birds, fish, and flowers.40 A portrait of Prince 
Muhammad Mirza, datable to the early 1830s and now 
in the Hermitage Museum, shows him wearing a khal{at

with a pagoda pattern.41 It is also interesting to note 
that the existence of a pagoda-like structure was not 
limited to Anzali: in his 1878 diary Nasir al-Din Shah 
mentions another such pagoda, at the palace of his son, 
the future Muzaffar al-Din Shah, at Tabriz:42

The heir apparent has added a kiosk, a long reception 
hall, a great tank, and some private apartments at the 
side of the building. They are fine and very tastefully 
designed. On the ground floor of the kiosk is a marble 
tank. There are three upper floors. The whole looks like 
a Chinese pagoda. From the top of the building can be 
seen the whole of Tabriz.
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At Anzali, the Chinese pagoda form is achieved through 
the repetitive positioning of galleried floors at all lev-
els rather than the use of roofs in the Chinese man-
ner. Among traditional building types, the polygonal 
ground plan immediately brings to mind the type 
termed namakd¸n or kul¸h farangº (a high building con-
taining a hall). Its development can be traced back to 
Timurid times, and it occurs repeatedly in the archi-
tectural landscapes of Safavid Isfahan and of Shiraz in 
the early Qajar period; an example of the latter is the 
Takht-i Qajar in Shiraz, constructed by Fath {Ali Shah 
while he was Governor of Shiraz during his uncle’s 
reign.43 At Anzali, the Qajar architects have devised 
an innovative interpretation of a traditional structure, 
repeating the namakd¸n formula vertically to achieve a 
pagoda-like appearance.

By the time of d’Allemagne’s visit, the structure was in 

a lamentable state of repair because of the humidity,44

and Farahani, although he makes no reference to the 
structural condition, mentions that the furnishings were 
worn.45 The tower was demolished in 1912 to make 
room for quarantine buildings.46

The palaces at Saltanatabad (figs. 3 and 4) and {Ish-
ratabad (fig. 5) were located in the outskirts of Tehran 
in the district of Shamiran. Saltanatabad was the largest 
of the shah’s palaces and his main summer residence, 
while {Ishratabad, within easy reach of the city, served 
as a private pleasure retreat, as its name in Farsi sug-
gests. This particular area north of Tehran had been 
developed during the reign of Fath {Ali Shah, when he 
built the palace of Nigaristan and his summer palace, 
the Qasr-i Qajar. Benjamin noted:47

Fifty years ago there were scarce any villages on the slop-
ing talus of the Shemiran and only the merest sprinkling 

Fig. 3. Saltanatabad, main elevation. (Photo: courtesy Prof. 
Yahya Zoka) 

Fig. 4. Saltanatabad, main elevation after renovations. (Photo: 
courtesy Prof. Yahya Zoka) 
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of population: I have my facts from old and intelligent 
residents such as the Mostowfi al Mamalek. But the time 
came when Tehran began to feel the impulse given to 
it by becoming the seat of government under the Kha-
jar dynasty. The old city has been largely extended in a 
northerly direction.

Saltanatabad, built between the years of 1857 and 1878, 
consisted of several buildings within a large park in a 
traditional garden setting. Here, as in the other pal-
aces, one finds the same juxtaposition of traditional 
and European elements. Orsolle records four buildings 
arranged along an avenue and describes a small pavil-
ion at the entrance to the park, where the ambassadors 
prepared themselves before being admitted to the pres-
ence of the shah.48 There was also a second pavilion, 
which Feuvrier identifies as an ¸bd¸rkh¸na (literally, 
“water house”): a two-story structure in front of a large 
tank, where the kitchen quarters were housed.49

The main palace was situated in front of the tank 
and consisted of a large domed room surrounded by 
smaller rooms on two floors. The dome was sheathed 
in copper and roofed externally with a shallow shºrv¸nº

roof supported by a colonnade of tall wooden columns. 
Both Orsolle and Feuvrier were impressed by the tradi-
tional features of the main room, which was softly lit by 

colored glass windows and decorated with stucco, with a 
pool in the center. However, Orsolle is extremely scath-
ing about the European intrusions in the interior deco-
ration, mentioning frescoes on the walls that depicted 
such scenes as the lobby of the House of Commons 
and the interior of a restaurant.50

Other buildings in the park included a clock tower 
that according to Feuvrier must have been inspired by 
the fire towers of ancient Iran, although for his readers 
he compares it with the Tour Magne at Nîmes.51 Both 
Orsolle and Stack describe another building as hous-
ing the shah’s natural history collection.52

Of importance is the five-story khw¸bg¸h, estimated by 
Stack in his account to be sixty feet high.53 This formed 
part of the andar¢n quarters, with a t¸l¸r on the first 
floor overlooking a courtyard. The placement of the 
shah’s sleeping quarters at the top of this tower and a 
sh¸h-nishºn with a large window of the classical Persian 
type below again adhered to the traditional format. 
The staircase gave access to a viewing terrace covered 
by a pyramidal shºrv¸nº roof in sheet metal, repeating 
the roof treatment of the main palace. 

The exterior of the tower was decorated with tiled 
panels. The lower three floors were very plain, with a 
combination of different floral medallions taken from 

Fig. 5. {Ishratabad, khw¸bg¸h with harem structure. (Photo: courtesy Prof. Yahya Zoka) 
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the traditional repertoire. Larger panels flanking the 
sh¸h-nishºn depicted Qajar soldiers—a common deco-
rative element of the period, also found on the façades 
of many official buildings. 

The restoration of the building necessitated the loss 
of two of its unique elements. First, new piers added to 
the two principal elevations resulted in the loss of the 
large windows on the penultimate floor, which is now 
smaller and flanked by two smaller windows. This treat-
ment was repeated on the three lower floors, creating a 
uniformity never intended in the original design. Sec-
ond, the new piers enabled the perimeter wall on the 
top floor to be extended outwards, creating a narrow 
balcony. Another unique feature, the original overhang-
ing roof, has been tamed—replaced with a much shal-
lower pitched roof with an oversized gutter projecting 
beyond the building. 

{Ishratabad, built in 1874, was a smaller palace, and 
again the khw¸bg¸h was part of an ensemble with other 
buildings, described by Feuvrier as the ¸bd¸rkh¸na, bºr¢nº

(men’s quarters), and andar¢n.54 The arrangement of 
the andar¢n in relation to the khw¸bg¸h was innova-
tive and unusual: the khw¸bg¸h towered over seventeen 
small, one-story kiosks arranged around a lake. (Feuvr-
ier makes a fleeting reference to what may have been a 
similar arrangement in another of the shah’s palaces, at 
Sahib Qaraniyya in the village Niyavaran, built in 1879 
to mark the thirtieth year of his reign, but the author 
unfortunately provides no description except to refer to 
the kiosks as independent units.)55 In his comprehensive 
biography of the shah, Amanat makes the point that the 
death in 1873 of the shah’s mother, Malik-Jahan Mahd-i 
{Ulya, a domineering influence in his life and relation-
ships, marked a turning point in the development of 
his personality.56 Amanat suggests that the shah’s con-
struction of these separate living units may have been 
an attempt to encourage more individual and intimate 
relationships with each of his ladies. The khw¸bg¸h was
located within a four-story tiled tower with a traditional 
rectangular ground plan. The sleeping quarters of the 
shah were on the third floor, and, as at Saltanatabad, 
this was indicated by the large central window, which 
projected to further emphasize the room.

The treatment of the roof was innovative and marked 
a development in the usual shºrv¸nº roof type found at 
Saltanatabad. The roof profile consisted of a tripartite 
arrangement with a central semicircular arch springing 
from two entablatures, each supported by two Safavid-
style timber columns. This was flanked on either side 
by a t¸l¸r, at the center of which was a recessed room. 

The roof projected upwards to form an ogee shape, 
at the base of which a series of clerestory windows was 
inserted. This roof treatment can be seen in the archi-
tecture of the British Legation in Tehran built between 
1869 and 1870,57 the source of inspiration for which is 
to be found in an Indian architectural element known 
as a chhatrº—an umbrella-shaped cupola whose form was 
adopted in the architecture of British India. 

During his visit in 1878 to the Persian pavilion at the 
Trocadero, which was part of the World Exhibition in 
Paris, the shah noted in his diary that this building very 
much resembled his tower at {Ishratabad.58 Although 
only two stories high, the pavilion repeated the treat-
ment of the upper floors and followed the same semi-
circular roof profile. However, since it was a temporary 
structure, the semicircular arch was replicated in cut-
out form, without the ogee roof addition.59 In describ-
ing the interior, the shah added that its lower story 
consisted of a tiled room with a marble fountain and a 
staircase leading to a room above. The only description 
in the accounts is that of Orsolle, who says: “À part une 
grande salle decorée, dans le goût persan, de miroirs, 
de cristaux, et de glaces, tous les appartements sont de 
déplorables imitations du style européen.”60 The kiosks, 
which were identical and situated 1.5 meters apart, were 
surmounted by classical pediments with pitched roofs. 
Today only six units remain, and the khw¸bg¸h is in a 
dilapidated state.61

The final tower structure that can be directly asso-
ciated with Nasir al-Din Shah is that of Bagh-i Shah, 
which served as the royal racecourse (fig. 6). This was 
situated in western Tehran and consisted of one main 
pavilion-grandstand within the racetrack, and a six-story 
tower and other small pavilions to the south of the 
track. Unfortunately, the descriptions in the sources 
only relate to the pavilion itself and make no mention 
of the tower. Benjamin noted:62

During Nooruz or as soon as possible the annual races 
are conducted under royal auspices. A handsome kiosk or 
pavilion stands by the course, erected specially for these 
occasions. Here, his Majesty presides, and the favourites 
of the royal andaroun occupy alcoves in either wing, 
screened by lattices. The horses run at a terrific rate six 
times around the course, which is equivalent to a distance 
of seven miles.

This pavilion underwent a series of alterations that can 
be documented through photographs taken between 
1860 and 1880.63 Of particular interest is the archi-
tectural development of the central block, where the 
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shah sat. The three original structures (datable by pho-
tograph to 1863) consisted of three simple, two-story 
blocks, with the shah’s seat positioned in the center. 
These were later unified and the central section raised, 
with slender columns used on either side of the newly 
formed pointed window to emphasize its occupant’s 
position. The introduction of the window to indicate 
the shah’s presence echoes the window treatment of 
the sh¸h-nishºn in the khw¸bg¸h at Saltanatabad and {Ish-
ratabad. By 1885, the central portion had undergone 
the most striking refurbishment with the replacement 
of the two-tier roof by one semicircular roof of a type 
also to be found at the khw¸bg¸h at {Ishratabad.

The six-story tower was unusual because of its cir-
cular ground plan with a portico engaged on two 
sides and extending upwards for five floors. The first 
and second floors housed the shah’s private quarters 

and were provided with only narrow balconies. A spi-
ral staircase forming the core of the structure contin-
ued upwards to the sixth floor, with balconies at each 
level. The sixth floor, roofed in sheet metal, had pan-
oramic views unimpeded by the portico and must have 
served as the principal viewing platform. The tower has 
no parallels elsewhere and perhaps was an experimen-
tal type. Photographs show that the upper two stories 
were later demolished, suggesting that the structure 
was unable to sustain its height (fig. 7). The gardens at 
Bagh-i Shah were later abandoned, and the racecourse 
was moved to Doshan Tepe. 

All these structures provide interesting examples of 
architecture during the Qajar period and reflect build-
ing practices of the time. In essence, they followed the 
traditional dictates of architectural schema, materials, 
and methods but interpreted these in a variety of inno-

Fig. 6. Bagh-i Shah; khw¸bg¸h, front view. (Photo: courtesy Prof. 
Yahya Zoka) 

Fig. 7. Bagh-i Shah; khw¸bg¸h, rear view, with reduced height. 
(Photo: courtesy Prof. Yahya Zoka) 
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vative ways. The namakd¸n formula at Anzali is used to 
achieve a pagoda-like appearance, while through their 
height and decoration the two towers at Shams al-{Imara 
transform a common traditional building arrangement. 
The greater availability of new materials—in particular 
sheet metal—now meant that the architects could manip-
ulate traditional forms and achieve greater height. Euro-
pean elements intruded here and there, but in many 
cases, as at Shams al-{Imara, their durability was short-
lived. The interior decoration echoed this approach as 
European fixtures and fittings were incorporated into a 
traditional context, creating a tension between the old 
and the new. These buildings stand as testimony to the 
ever-changing repertoire of the architects of the period, 
who continued to adhere to traditional practices while 
reinterpreting them in imaginative ways.

School of Oriental and African Studies

The University of London
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