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Domesticity and Consumer Culture
in Iran

Examining Iran’s recent history through the double lens of domesticity and
consumer culture, Domesticity and Consumer Culture in Iran demonstrates that
a significant component of the modernization process in Iran advanced beyond
political and public spheres.

On the cusp of Iran’s entry into modernity, the rules and tenets that had tradi-
tionally defined the Iranian home began to vanish and the influx of new house-
hold goods gradually led to the substantial physical expansion of the domestic
milieu. Subsequently, architects, designers, and commercial advertisers shifted
their attention from commercial and public architecture to the new home and
its contents. Domesticity and consumer culture also became topics of interest
among politicians, Shiite religious scholars, and the Left, who communicated
their respective views via the popular media and numerous other means. In the
interim, ordinary Iranian families, who were capable of selectively appropriating
aspects of their immediate surroundings, demonstrated their resistance toward
the officially sanctioned transformations. Through analyzing a series of case
studies that elucidate such phenomena and appraising a wide range of objects and
archival documents—from furnishings, appliances, architectural blueprints, and
maps to photographs, films, TV series, novels, artworks, scrapbooks, work-logs,
personal letters and reports—this book highlights the significance of private life
in social, economic, and political contexts of modern Iran.

Tackling the subject of home from a variety of perspectives, Domesticity and
Consumer Culture in Iran thus shows the interplay between local aspirations,
foreign influences, gender roles, consumer culture and women’s education as
they intersect with taste, fashion, domestic architecture and interior design.

Pamela Karimi is Assistant Professor of Art History at the University of
Massachusetts, Dartmouth. She received her PhD in history and theory of art and
architecture from MIT in 2009. Her primary field of research is art, architecture,
and visual culture of the modern Middle East.
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A note on transliteration

I have used a simplified version of the International Journal for Middle Eastern
Studies transliteration system. I have used diacritics to indicate only the differ-
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words that are widely known in the English language or for common words,
names, and titles that appear without diacritics in English publications. Dates of
Iranian publications appear in both CE and solar dates.



Prologue

Set amid a landscape in transition, the Coca-Cola advertisement with its familiar
red and white logo and embossed green glass bottle is an icon of the modern era.
The photograph (figure 0.1) was taken in 1959 in the Iranian oil city of Abadan.
It captures the essence of Western development initiatives in Iran throughout the
past century: the inexplicable allure and perceived threat of the new and different,
the foreign element adding color to bleak surroundings but somehow out of place.
As globalization brings the world’s cultures closer together, the same challenges
as those of the 1950s continue to reverberate—the efforts to liberate that instead
restrict, the good intentions that are misconstrued, and the best-laid plans that
g0 awry.

Figure 0.1 Charles R. Schroeder, Corner of Abadan bazaar, 1958-9, color transparency
on film, 35mm. Courtesy of Paul Schroeder and the Special Collections, Fine
Arts Library, Harvard University



2 Prologue

For more than a thousand years Abadan was a small village until the British
discovered oil in the area during the late nineteenth century. By the 1920s, the
first residential neighborhoods had been built by British architects, beginning
the transformation of Abadan into a city with a sharp divide between prosperity
and poverty. Over time, Abadan became a hallmark of Iran’s rapid entry into
the modern world, a place where “Westerners looked in and locals looked out
without having much verbal dialogue,” as described by Paul Schroeder, whose
father, Charles Schroeder, an employee of the National Iranian Oil Company,
took the photograph above.' If dialogue appeared lacking to a twelve-year-old
expatriate in Abadan, in other parts of the country efforts were under way to
establish a connection between East and West. A thousand miles to the north,
in the country’s capital, Tehran, Iranian women were busy learning domestic
skills in home-economics schools established by President Truman’s Point IV
Program. Euro-American concepts of domestic life and home design had been
part of upper-class life in Iran since the turn of the century. After World War
II, however, freer access to imported goods had wide-ranging implications for
Iranians. Suburban “dream” items followed as American companies such as
General Electric and the York Corporation introduced cooler chests, ovens, dish-
washers, and shiny utensils into Iranian kitchens.

During the late 1950s, the McGraw-Edison Company’s Air Comfort division
(Michigan, USA) began selling air-conditioning units in Iranian cities, which
helped residents to keep cool during the country’s scorchingly hot summers.?
A few years later, the Iranian company Arj (Value) set up a sprawling joint
Iranian—American factory devoted to electrical equipment and appliances at old
Karaj Road on the outskirts of Tehran. Among the many items produced by Arj
was the kooler, a clunky blue-tone-and-metal air-conditioning unit. Its afford-
ability and perfectly acceptable quality made it a hit among certain middle-class
Iranian consumers. The kooler and other later brands (e.g., Absal) differed from
the typical window-mounted units used in the United States. The kooler was
installed outside of the building, either propped atop a balcony or attached to a
metal frame. These boxes “decorated” countless facades around cities, resem-
bling stalled elevators or awkward miniature tree houses (figure 0.2).

In the late 1960s and 1970s, the rise of new consumer products inspired a
generation of artists, many of them educated in the West where they would
certainly have seen Andy Warhol’s prints, paintings, and drawings of common
household objects. In the 1960s, Mehdi Husseini, previously known for his
reliably abstract oil paintings, began illustrating household objects such
as dish racks and air conditioners. At the same time, a fellow artist named
Behjat Sadr began riffing on imported Venetian blinds as objects of art; and
Coca-Cola bottles came to serve as inspiration for Parvaneh Etemadi (figures
0.3a—d).? The objects depicted in these works were either imported, “montage”
(joint Iranian—Western), or products of local factories and private businesses.
In the late 1970s, one of Iran’s most prominent businesses was the Bihshahr
Industrial Group, a maker of consumer products ranging from soap to cooking
oil and textiles recognized as “Iran’s biggest private enterprise—snaring
many coveted government franchises.™ At this time, the Bihshahr group
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Figure 0.2 Building facade in central Tehran, furnished with suspended air conditioners.
Photograph by the author, 2007

began a campaign called Art and Advertisement that grew into a collection of
more than 130 contemporary Iranian and foreign paintings whose focus was
primarily on commodities. These artworks were showcased in several exhi-
bitions and catalogues.’ The contributions of Michael Makroulakis, a Greek
painter who then lived and worked in Tehran, are particularly outstanding. In
one piece, Makroulakis celebrates the company’s Barf (Snow) detergent. Its
box, presented in trompe l'oeil style, floats above a desert scene and gives a
surreal dimension to the picture. The subject matter is idealized, and consump-
tion is dramatized (figure 0.4).6

By bringing appliances into the elite sphere of art galleries and exhibition
catalogues, these artists imbued the new commodities and foreign imports with
a mysterious quality. As the Iranian Marxist art and literary critic Khusraw
Gulsurkht lamented in his manuscript The Politics of Art and Poetry, illegally
distributed after his execution in 1974 by the Shah’s regime, only a few privileged
upper-class patrons could relate to “cliché art” (hunar-i qalibr) of this kind.” Once
the Islamic Revolution had taken place, the reality of this “Westoxification”—to
use aterm popular at the time®—continued to raise the ire of the post-revolutionary
elite. Artists like Husseini were barred from displaying their “capitalistic works”
in local museums. Islamic revolutionaries drew a sharp distinction between local
and imported goods. Joint Iranian—Western production (the so-called “montage”)
was considered haram (unlawful/forbidden by God)—as described in early



Figure 0.3a
Mehdi Husseini, Dish Rack

Figure 0.3b
Mehdi Husseini, Air Cooler

Both, c. 1967, oil on canvas, 50 x 70 cm. Both reproduced in Modern Iranian Art: The
International Art Fair, Basil Switzerland, 16—21 July of 1976, Tehran: Culture and Art
Branch of the Office of Empress Farah Pahlavi, 1976, pp. 56—57. Courtesy of the artist
and the Museum of Contemporary Art, Tehran

Figure 0.3c

Parvaneh Etemadi, Composition, 1978,
pastel on paper, 80 x 60 cm. Reproduced
in J. Mujabi and J. Damija, eds.,
Barguzidah asar-i Parvaneh Etemadi
1345-1377 (A Selection of Parvaneh
Etemadi’s Artwork, 1966—1998),

Tehran: Nashr-i hunar-i Iran, 1999, p. 45.
Courtesy of the artist and the Museum
of Contemporary Art, Tehran
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Figure 0.3d

Behjat Sadr, Drape over Oil Painting on
Wood, 1967, actual blind installed over
oil painting on wood panel, 100 x 80 cm.
Reproduced in J. Mujabi, Y. Emdadian,
and T. Maliki, eds., Pishgaman-i hunar-i
naw garay-i Iran: Behjat Sadr (Pioneers
of Contemporary Art in Iran: Behjat
Sadr), Tehran: Museum of Contemporary
Art, 2005, p. 87. Courtesy of the Museum
of Contemporary Art, Tehran
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Figure 0.4 Michael Makroulakis, Snow Detergent, c. 1976, oil on canvas, 90 x 110 cm.
Reproduced in Hunar-i mu'asir-i lran: az aghaz ta imriiz (Contemporary
Iranian Art: From the Beginning to Today), Tehran: Iranian American
Society, 1976, p. 1. Courtesy of the Museum of Contemporary Art, Tehran

post-revolutionary books such as Montage Factories, Economic Priorities of
Iran: The Sinful Economy (see Chapter 4).°

The rise and fall of the kooler—as an import, a montage product, a subject
of avant-garde art, and the target of Islamists—is a kind of miniature version
of the story of the contemporary Iranian home. Modernization pushed Iranians
into a new space, in actuality as well as in abstract terms. This new space was
furnished with cultural conversions, including new notions of taste, beauty, and
consumption. In 1964, the American President Lyndon B. Johnson said, “What
is going on in Iran, is about the best thing going on anywhere in the world,”"
and his ambassador to Tehran chimed in, “The Shah (Muhammad Reza Shah
Pahlavi) is making Iran (a) showcase of modernization in this part of the world.”"!
More than forty-five years later, Iran is perceived in a radically different way.

This book illuminates a neglected aspect of these changes by examining the
culture of twentieth century Iran as it manifested itself within the home and
by discussing the relatively unexplored subject of the imports themselves and
their reception. Acknowledging that Iran’s oil boom increased the ability of
consumers to buy goods, my analysis elucidates how major conservative and



6 Prologue

revolutionary forces contested new concepts of gender, class, consumption, and
religious and national identity as these took shape in the domestic realm. In
this, I go beyond the boundaries of nationalism and state politics to explore how
Iranians have struggled over the spaces of their daily lives; and I consider their
negotiations as to its usage and presentation. When ideas came from “above,”
they were neither understood nor put into practice in the ways intended by their
proponents. Likewise, reformers of domestic life who propagated their modern
Western views in the form of textbooks, newspapers, and professional journals
were not in a position to impose their plans by force. These reforms were, indeed,
in contrast with the simplistic views offered by classic modernization theory,'"
such as stating that tradition is an obstacle for the realization of modernity and
that modernization is actually desired by all."

Throughout its long history, Iran has never been an isolated region. Indeed, it
played an important role in what historians refer to as “archaic globalization.”"*
The development of the Silk Road, starting in China and ending in Europe,
reached the boundaries of Iran as early as the time of the Parthian Empire (247
BCE-224 CE). The expansion of the Pax Mongolica from the early thirteenth
through the mid-fourteenth century followed the conquest of a huge amount of
territory by the Mongols and energized the commercial centers of Iran, while it
created a greater integration of the country into the global trade route along the
Silk Road. This exchange continued into modern times; however, there has been
an unusually rapid growth in Iran’s connections with the greater world since the
late-nineteenth century discovery of and drilling for oil by the British. The poli-
cies of Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, who became ruler of Iran in 1941, marked
the country’s entry into a boom era of residential construction and consumption.
However, during the 1980s, following the Islamic Revolution, Iranians became
increasingly detached from the rest of the world, the West in particular. The
progression from huge promotion of Westernization through the period of anti-
Westernization deeply affected the use of space and the desire for consumption
within Iran. Amidst the Islamic Republic’s anti-East and anti-West (na sharqr,
na gharbr) agenda, the global culture entered the Islamic Republic via movies
(often illegally distributed), periodicals, video games, posters, and Internet and
satellite images. This study explores the process of Iran’s modernization through
the double lens of domesticity and consumer culture, thus displaying the extent
to which the Iranian house has served as the place of encounter with the “other”
and of reconsideration of the nation as “home.” In doing so, I rely on the work of
scholars who have provided cogent explanations on the subject.

Domesticity, gender, consumer culture, and modernity

The subject of the home, as both physical entity and metaphor, is essential to the
understanding of social power structures in studies focusing on gender and post-
colonial themes and of theories regarding the critical links between space and
identity. Such books as Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963) and Ruth
Schwartz Cowan’s More Works for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology
from the Open Hearth to the Microwave (1983) explored a housewife’s very many
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senseless hours of cleaning and housekeeping.' Certain aspects of these writings
captured the imagination of architectural historians, who have taken the authors’
ideas in several directions; most remarkably, exploring the house as a consumer
unit and its gendered implications. Gender is undoubtedly a key component of
these studies. The modern home as a woman’s sphere has been also regarded as
a locus of consumption. According to Walter Benjamin in Europe in the early
1800s, “for the first time the living space became distinguished from the space of
the work.”'® Indeed, domesticity is not only a “modern phenomenon” but also “a
product of the confluence of capitalist economies.”"’

Inspired by the work of Schwartz Cowan and Friedan as well as scholars who
have emphasized the connections between the built environment and daily life
(e.g., Henri Lefebvre, Edward Soja),"® Shirley Ardener, Doreen Massey, and
Daphne Spain have written on how the home as a physical space has contrib-
uted to certain assumptions about gender roles (e.g., women belong to the
sphere of consumption and home, while men belong to the public sphere and
the realm of production).” Likewise, in their ground-breaking studies of modern
American domestic architecture, Elizabeth Collins Cromley, Dolores Hayden
and Gwendolyn Wright have traced attitudes of consumption and gender roles
in relation to the architecture of the American house.?’ These scholars have
brought forward issues of gender and consumer culture and the ways in which
they overlap with the spatial characteristics of the home; and how, in turn, certain
architectural features and spatial boundaries enforce specific ways of life that
would not otherwise have come to be. Studies of minority and post-colonial
conceptualizations of the home, on the other hand, have shed light on issues that
go beyond gender.

While bell hooks rewrote home as a “site of resistance” and re-evaluated
domestic spaces of identification for women, Salman Rushdie and Homi Bhabha
addressed a global and labile sense of place and belonging to the homeland.”
The analyses developed by these authors have been articulated in explicitly
spatial terms, although not always with direct reference to the house as a physical
entity. They have helped to overturn traditional approaches and have mobilized
insights into the study of residential architecture from other disciplines. Above
all, by integrating the concept of “home” into their work, they have disrupted
the polarized fixity of “public” and “private” and “self”” and “other.” This latter
body of literature has inspired my arguments in all chapters of this book, where
instead of viewing the attitudes toward the notions of public and private, men and
women, and self and other as static and confining, they are represented in their
more protean senses.

In the aforementioned studies, domestic space has been interpreted as the
product of a relationship among individuals, groups, and architecture. Such inter-
actions either restrict or enable specific types of access. In the present book, I
focus on spatial relations at a number of different levels within and outside the
home, and I recognize that at none of these junctures is there a clear-cut division
between architects and users or producers and consumers. This is particularly
true in the context of non-Western countries, where ideas were introduced by
foreign specialists.
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In non-Western contexts where Western ideas were implemented, modernity
and the additional dimension of foreignness were dealt with as people had to
negotiate imported practices and commodities had to be “adopted and adapted or
crafted anew.”?? Historian Jordan Sand concedes in his study of domesticity and
class in turn-of-the-twentieth-century Japan that the story of modernization of
the home in non-Western contexts offers a means through which to understand
how “the ideology of modern domesticity was recognized from the beginning
as foreign—its foreignness being an important part of its significance in fact—
and posed against very different native domesticities.”?® The theme of adopting
and adapting foreign ideas has also been studied by numerous scholars of the
traditional Islamic home or harem as well as by those who study Middle Eastern
domesticity in modern times.

For centuries, the word harem—or, andariin, the women’s section of the
house or inner space, which has more common usage in Persian language—
was utilized by Westerners to refer to the domestic space in the Islamic world.
Building on the insights provided by pioneering scholars such as Fatemeh
Mernisi, Malek Alloula, and Niliifer Gole, the contributors to Harem Histories:
Envisioning Places and Living Spaces (2011), a collection of essays edited by
Marilyn Booth, explore the very many ways in which the harem has been histori-
cally imagined, represented, and experienced by both the locals and foreign visi-
tors.”* The authors dismantle the commonly held stereotypes surrounding the
harem, substantiating that it had broader implications than those narrow visions
presented in most (Western) textual sources and pictorial representations—e.g.,
the imperial harem which was restricted to the sultan and his concubines. The
works of these scholars, joined by many more recent studies,” have ultimately
informed the ways in which the andariin has been portrayed in the present book.
Consider, for instance, the frequently taken-for-granted binaries of men and
women, inside and outside, and public and private that have prevented historians
from seeing other gendered features of the andarin, such as portrayal of franagt
(European) women on the interiors’ walls. By examining such phenomena, I
hope to introduce other ways of understanding the andarin in regard to issues of
gender (see Chapter 1).

Three studies of Egyptian and Turkish households in the twentieth century,
authored respectively by the sociologist Alan Duben, economist Cem Behar
(1991), religious scholar Juan Eduardo Campo (1991), and anthropologist Farha
Ghannam (2002), stand out with regard to the relationships between domes-
ticity, gender, religion, and socio-economic issues.?® These scholars map the ties
between Islamic sentiments—*Islamic” in these works refers mostly to Sunni
Islam—, gender dynamics, and economic factors of domestic settings. Several
architectural historians have likewise followed an interdisciplinary approach in
their works on the house. Such books include Sibel Bozdogan’s Modernism and
Nation Building: Turkish Architectural Culture in the Early Republic (2001),”
as well as a more current contribution by Carel Bertram, Imagining the Turkish
House: Collective Visions of Home (2008).?® Both authors explore the theme of
the home within and beyond its physical boundaries. They write on how Turkish
architects hoped that the modern house would inspire better and healthier
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lifestyles while also contributing to the discourse of nationalism. Discussing the
notion of domesticity in more detail, Bertram shows the significant role that the
old Ottoman house—as well as its textual and pictorial representations—played
in the imagination of the Turks at the time Westernization of the Turkish Republic
was at its height. Bertram’s discussions of how the home became a central part of
the discourse on national identity in Turkey resembles that of Lisa Pollard’s 2005
study of the Egyptian household, Nurturing the Nation: The Family Politics of
Modernizing, Colonizing, and Liberating Egypt, 1805—1923.%°

Pollard asserts that the domestic realm was in fact a central ground through
which the modern nation-state of Egypt forged a new relationship with its
people. She shows how concepts such as nationhood and citizenship were imag-
ined and articulated in schoolbooks and the popular press. According to these
texts, domestic cleanliness was, for example, a sign of political organization and
national power. Although not concerned with the architectural aspects of the
home, Pollard provides a fresh view in discussing the home and its importance
at larger national and political levels. Such a theme animates Relli Shechter’s
volume, Transitions in Domestic Consumption and Family Life in the Modern
Middle East: Houses in Motion (2003),° which includes a chapter by Pollard
along with those of six additional writers. Drawing on accounts and representa-
tions of domestic life in archival documents, journals, books, and photographs,
the volume reveals common aspects of people’s private lives in modern Egypt,
Israel, Palestine, and Turkey. It shows how people in these formerly Ottoman-
ruled regions either chose or were forced to restructure their most immediate
and intimate surroundings. While the present book contributes to this body of
literature, it also covers what has not been studied—the role of Shiite Muslims in
shaping and contesting domestic modernization forces.

Unlike with other parts of the Middle East, the Iranian home as a physical
entity and storehouse of people’s belongings has not been paid the scholarly atten-
tion it deserves. This inattention has in part resulted from the inadequacy of the
themes that have dominated the scholarship of modern Iranian history,* which
distracts from understanding transformations of everyday life and other non-
political activities . For example, while the Shah’s 1962—63 White Revolution and
the 1973-74 world energy crisis have been overtly studied, the rise of consumer
culture in 1970s Iranian homes has not been sufficiently explored. This defi-
ciency may be also attributed to the lack of a solid and coherent body of archival
information. This shortcoming is particularly evident in certain areas, including
the industrial provincial towns built during Reza Shah’s reign (1925—-41). In such
places, little evidence still exists, and the houses are not as well kept up as they
were in the past; indeed, one finds no traces of the past whatsoever in certain
sectors. Histories are missing from every old household. The people currently
living in these homes belong to a different era and know little about what is past.
Even if they do, it is a delicate undertaking to acquire such information. Years of
maintenance and repair have stripped these older homes of their authentic look,
and their original blueprints are lost or are kept in the most unlikely archives.
Other older witnesses are reserved and wish to protect the privacy, safety, and
legal rights of the current dwellers.
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Due to these deficiencies, the present book cannot do justice to all forms of the
modern Iranian home that have emerged during the past century; nonetheless,
the selected case studies are exemplars of some of the most important trends that
have been shaped by or have given shape to the Iranian house.

House and home in modern Iranian historiography

In the scholarship of modern Iranian history, the study of migration of the popu-
lation of rural communities into large cities and of urban housing development has
gained ample attention. This is partly because of the “housing problem” that was
one of the main challenges of Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi’s regime (1941-79)
and partly because of the important role the urban poor and the homeless played
in the 1979 revolutionary upheaval.* Since the 1960s, many dissertations, books,
and articles have directly or indirectly addressed the so-called housing problem,
both during the Pahlavi period and in the aftermath of the Islamic Revolution. In
Street Politics: Poor People’s Movements in Iran (1997), sociologist Asef Bayat
examines the revolutionary period of 1978—9 and how the urban poor struggled
with their homelessness without governmental aid,*® but the place of house and
home in modern Iranian history does not end there. While Bayat focuses on the
role that lack of housing for all played in the revolution, others, notably Afsanech
Najmabadi (1998), Camron Michael Amin (2003), and Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet
(2006),** have explored the home in more abstract ways. They have shown how
the domestic sphere was often comparable with the notion of motherhood and
how both the idea of the “home” and the concept of “motherhood” were constantly
reimagined and reconstructed in light of nationalist discourses during the late
Qajar and early Pahlavi periods. These studies have inspired my approach to the
notion of “home” as it was conceptualized in the thoughts of more recent political
and intellectual figures, including Leftists and Islamic Republic ideologues.
Other historians of women and gender in modern Iran, such as Nima Naghibi,
Michael Zirinski, Jasamin Rostam-Kolayi, and Gulnar Eleanor Francis-Dehqgani,
have shown how American and British missionary educators introduced Western
ideas of domesticity to Iranian women.* One of the most valuable aspects of this
body of literature is that it explores an aspect of foreign influence on Iran that
goes beyond politics.* However, by placing so much emphasis on the educational
materials delivered by foreign missionaries, the aforementioned scholars often
overlook the daily interactions of missionary educators with Iranian women,
including the ways in which Iranian women appropriated Western modes of
everyday life from them. Missionaries in Iran kept meticulous records of their
daily lives. They photographed their homes and drew maps of their neighbor-
hoods. These sources, as well as personal letters and work logs, are all excellent
historical materials that open new doors to the study of everyday life in early
twentieth-century Iran. Such sources are significant because they help us reas-
sess the history of modern Iran—one that is more often than not “reduced to a
paradigm of state action/societal reaction.”’
Only a few scholars, such as Amin, have looked at commodities when
considering how “imported ideas” aimed to transform everyday life in Iran. In
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“Importing ‘Beauty Culture’ into Iran in the 1920s and 1930s: Mass Marketing
Individualism in an Age of Anti-Imperialist Sacrifice,” (2004) Amin looks at
products such as the lipsticks, perfumes, and soaps that increasingly entered
Iranian homes during the early Pahlavi era, thus adding a fresh dimension to the
study of home/daily life and consumer culture in Pahlavi Iran.*® He describes
how these Western imported objects were viewed and used within Iranian house-
holds, and more importantly, why all this matters. Amin’s approach is, indeed,
informative for scholars of material culture and even architecture; while histo-
rians of modern Iranian architecture and archaeology ** have written about the
ways in which public monuments, ancient relics, and archeological remains
helped to materialize the sense of national identity and political power, only scant
attention has been paid to other seemingly important tangible elements, such as
objects used in daily life. It might take the revolutionary change of regime to
construct a new meaning for a monument such as Azadi (Freedom), formerly
known as Shahyad (the Shah’s Memorial),*” but readily available objects of daily
life such as washing machines or chairs can lose their original meanings and gain
new ones as soon as they enter a person’s house. These objects, too, played an
important role in creating new ways of being modern, in increasing new senses
of nationalism, and in facilitating the novel appropriation of gender roles, as the
present book will show. Like people, objects too had lives and “their meanings
changed in response to the different contexts within which they (were) found.”™
The home and its contents were not only the material culture of Iranians’ domestic
environments, but they also became a topic of interest for reformers, advertisers,
and intellectuals and politicians of all ranks. Something as simple as sitting on a
chair instigated convoluted debates that surfaced in the popular press. While at
times the chair was treated as a museum object within the locked guest room of a
working-class family (see Chapter 3), it was effaced by a white sheet as a marker
of anti-Western mood within the household of Ayatollah Khomeini (see Chapter
4). Such minor episodes as the fate of a chair or an air conditioner are an invita-
tion to go beyond public spaces and to enter into the homes of a nation. Objects
that might seem trivial at first may “change the very nature of the questions
we are able to pose and the kind of knowledge we are able to acquire about the
past.”** Hence, the point of the present book is not curtains, kitchen utensils, and
chairs in-and-of-themselves. Rather, it is what role such things played in spatial
transformations of the house.

This book is, above all, a survey of Iranian domesticity and its transforma-
tions from the late Qajar period to the present time. For this purpose, the work
of historians of modern Iranian architecture has been exceptionally fruitful as
a database for the current study. Scholars such as Talinn Grigor, A.A. Bakhtiar,
Robert Hillenbrand, Mina Marefat, and Mark Crinson have addressed region-
ally specific characteristics of the traditional urban house during the late Qajar
and early Pahlavi periods, including those contexts in which certain decora-
tive features evolved in the houses of Tehran, Isfahan, Shiraz, and Abadan.®
Rather than explaining particular styles of a certain period, these scholars have
studied the home to explain the “place” of these particular styles in the making of
Iranians’ sense of nationalism and historical consciousness.** Furthermore, these
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historians have invited us to rethink the ways in which ideas of nationalism were
transmitted from public to residential architecture.*” On the other hand, the work
of anthropologists and sociologists such as Jane Khatib-Chahidi, Janet Bauer,
and Fariba Adelkhah have shown how transformation in family structures and
gender relations have configured the interior layout of the Iranian home.*¢

Most architecturally significant houses of the late Qajar and early Pahlavi
periods have been surveyed,” albeit in a non-systematic way, but there are virtu-
ally no systematic and critical studies of the architectural aspects of the Iranian
home in the post-World War II period. The numerous housing changes introduced
by the United States and its allies are missing in the scholarship of modern Iran.

Overview of the book

The present study of the Iranian home analyses its transformation in some
historical detail and explores the process of Iran’s modernization by examining
the nation’s interior design. Throughout, ideas of consumer culture and gender
are at its core, but other important socio-political subjects are examined in
order to view Iran’s modernization under the lens of its people’s private lives.
While drawing on the aforementioned studies, this book seeks to explore how
the modern home was shaped by Iranians’ wish to manifest their interests and
cultural views. Although imported Western ideas and the decisions made by the
state were certainly catalysts in the movement to bring Iran into step with up-to-
date and possibly beneficial technology in the home, Iranians were engaged,
as active agents, in figuring out which aspects of contemporary Western home
life actually worked for them and which did not. The outcome depended on the
question of adjusting a national and personal identity to rapidly changing times—
something that only the people of Iran themselves would ultimately be able to do.

Chapter 1, “The hovel, the harem, and the hybrid furnishing,” shows how, at
the end of the Qajar period (1870—-1925), the principles linking the house with
the traditional forms of the extended family life began to break down. In partic-
ular, a major shift took place in the gendered identity of the home as the bounda-
ries of andariin and birin (men’s section of the house; outer) began to slowly
fade away. Consequently, gendered identity was defined through such means
as taste in interior design and decoration. Iranians were certainly inspired by
the interiors of their European counterparts; however, they did not duplicate
what they stumbled upon. Instead, they created unique, hybrid interiors that are
not only exclusive to Qajar Iran, but also expressive of the place of taste in the
making of a distinctive social order; beyond this, on the verge of the country’s
move into its industrial phase, they elaborate upon Iranian’s self-understanding.
For instance, Iranians did not simply find certain imported mechanically
reproduced “garish” and “gaudy” things attractive; rather, they came to find
these so-called tasteless and kitschy objects beautiful for very good reasons.
Appraising the “visual economy” of these images is vital not only because they
appealed to the Qajar households, but also because they are useful for contem-
porary explorations of the culture of that period. To follow Vanessa R. Schwartz
and Jeannene M. Przyblyski—the editors of The Nineteenth Century Visual
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Culture Reader—these visual materials should not be “examined for their
aesthetic value per se but for their meaning as modes of making images and
defining visual experience.”® Many Qajar interiors lacked aesthetic significance
from the point of view of contemporary Europeans and art connoisseurs, but
these interiors had—and still have—value because they show us how and why
certain (exotic) images and objects interpellated everyday people and how these
people’s judgment of aesthetic value emerged from a multifaceted interaction of
desires for both imitation and distinction.*” An interesting aspect of this process
is the extent to which gender and women were essential in it—in both real and
abstract senses.” Indeed, from the late-nineteenth century onward, women and
feminine taste played a vital role in the domestic sphere. Foreign reformers
blamed Qajar women for their lack of taste in arranging and decorating inte-
riors and for their insufficient knowledge of the care of their households. These
foreign reformers tried to improve the situation through such means as initiating
new school curricula for girls and via introducing women’s press. Thus residing
in better homes gradually became not just a matter of one’s economic status, but
of cultural capital.’ Ultimately the discourse of the 1906 constitutional revolu-
tion cemented a link between the reformed political realm and the improved
private space of the home. At this time, Iranian women were not simply in the
process of “being reformed”: many upper- and middle-class women began to
assert agency and eventually became reformers in this arena.

Chapter 2, “Renewing the nation’s interiors,” shows how the early Pahlavi
state and the foreign capital contributed heavily to nationwide housing projects
that, for the first time, divided communities along the lines of status and profes-
sional degrees, thus eradicating the old ascribed status distinctions. Most Iranians
looked up to the lifestyles of the class above them and tried to emulate aspects of
it. But achieving a better and more modern home life required both wealth and
higher education—such things were accessible to only a limited portion of society.
Subsequently, many residential neighborhoods in Tehran as well as in industrial
cities—all built by professionals in the early Pahlavi period and all divided based
on profession and status-line—exuded an air of inequality and injustice. In oil
cities of the south, when foreigners resided side-by-side with the locals, the daily
life circumstances resembled those of colonial cities. Thus, rather than serving
the people, the built class-based residential neighborhoods in the newly industrial-
ized cities of Iran epitomized the power of the state. The state penetrated people’s
private lives to justify its supremacy—a fact that is evident through numerous
textual reports and visual representations that appeared in the media. What was
not properly covered in the mass media was the life circumstances of the homeless
and the poor—many of whom were villagers who were forced to move to larger
cities for work. With the increase in oil revenues in the late 1960s and 1970s,
the class-based communities soon gave way to a more homogeneous consumer
society, consisting largely of the working and middle-classes.

Chapter 3, “The Cold War and the economies of desire and domesticity,” fills
the gap that currently exists in the study of the Cold War’s impact on Iran by
demonstrating how larger policies of the Cold War and the Iranian government
influenced domesticity. Something as simple as new ways of cleaning the house
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can be traced to America’s exercise of “quiet diplomacy” in Iran. Revisiting this
era is important for understanding the culture and daily life of people in the
Middle East. Many scholars, including historian Rashid Khalidi,* have noted
that the cultural crises of today are in part the legacy of Cold War policies in
the region. Despite this, with a few exceptions,* there has been no extensive
study concerning the influence of Cold War policies on the material culture
of the Middle East and particularly of Iran. This chapter speaks of new socio-
political interactions that are beyond state-centrism.>* After World War 11, the
Truman administration’s Point IV Program exported American home life, estab-
lishing home-economics schools for Iranian girls, which included, not only new
curricula, but also actual model homes. Over the next couple of decades, U.S.
exports to Iran expanded to the point that, by the second half of the 1970s, the
Iranian market was saturated with American products. These were increasingly
advertised in the popular press and women’s magazines. Just as the content
of such publications was drawn mostly from Ladies Home Journal, Good
Housekeeping, and magazines of their ilk, the illustrations also derived from
Western sources and depicted Anglo-American characters and settings. Iranians
did not accept these imports outright and often confronted the American dream
in their own creative ways. Whereas some owners modernized their traditional
homes, others made their modern homes more traditional. In the interim, Iranian
intellectuals—including Leftists—reconceived the modernized Iranian home in
step with their version of national identity, an outcome that was more forcefully
pursued by the religious-minded elites.

Chapter 4, “Selling and saving piety in modern dwellings,” focuses on reli-
gious aspects of [ranian domesticity. In the early twentieth century, sometimes
even the most modest Western imports had to be immersed in water to be
“decontaminated,” according to Shiite regulations. These attitudes lingered well
into the late 1970s, when the new house and its novel additions—e.g., washing
machines, refrigerators, indoor plumbing—challenged Shiite conceptions of
purity and filth. Religious thinkers sought to reconfigure traditional domestic
rules by updating Shiite ethics of homelife and hygiene to curb the influence
of Western standards. By the last years of the Pahlavis’ reign, certain aspects
of everyday religious practices had been extended, refined, and even rein-
vented, as reflected in Khomeini’s modern Tawzih al-Masa’il—a handbook of
behavior governing homelife and other daily life issues, written by the mujta-
hids, the highest-ranking authorities of Shiite Islam. A close reading of that book
and examination of its illustrations, which include facsimiles of images, flow
charts, and diagrams from Western publications, shows how religious scholars
of the late-Pahlavi period helped create a modern Shiite domesticity. At the same
time that religious scholars’ desired to modernize Iranians’ traditional religious
routines, a group of architects wished to revitalize aspects of religious belief in
their modern designs. In the early Pahlavi period the house was largely discussed
in a Western modernist vocabulary; the main goal was to reach better hygiene
and pragmatism. However, in the last decade of the Pahlavi regime this view
was contested. Although the way of life associated with the traditional courtyard
house had been discouraged by the state, its architectural characteristic became
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a main component of the discourse of national identity—i.e., being both modern
and Iranian; a discourse that was at this historical juncture endorsed widely
by Iranian intellectuals. The attraction of architects to a spiritual Islamic iden-
tity—one, which was, according to them, manifest in the layout of the courtyard
house—was part of the process of re-inventing Iranian identity as both subjects
and objects of modernity. Indeed, this emphasis on the nation’s pious and spir-
itual past made modernity in Iran very different from the secular kind depicted
in Western social sciences.®

Although some characteristics of gendered space within the modern home of the
early Pahlavi period are introduced in Chapters 2 and 3, Chapter 5—“Gendered
spaces and bodies out of place”—details the role gender played in the design
culture of the last decade of the Pahlavi era when women increasingly entered
fields where male power was firmly entrenched. The Pahlavi state invited
women to participate in architectural practice and public discourse as designers,
consumers, and users of the modern house and its content. Despite this, the tradi-
tional gendered rules lingered well into the late 1970s. True, women asserted
their presence in the previously male-dominated profession of design and archi-
tecture; nonetheless the means they used to achieve this were couched in the
discourse that had traditionally preserved their subservience to men. Women’s
relegation to virtues, such as being a good housewife, forced professional female
architects to focus their energy on designing homes rather than public institu-
tions. This aspect of their career as professional architects was indeed an essen-
tial condition for women’s improved public presence in the late-Pahlavi era.
Moreover, unlike the traditional homes, modern homes permitted visual access;
thus design itself became a mechanism of reinforcing the seclusion of women,
who were forced indoors as their homes were visually accessible to strangers.
Building on such deliberations, the chapter then discusses how traditional gender
rules were both contested and heightened during and after the Islamic Revolution
of 1979. In this chapter I explore theoretical considerations as well as physical/
architectural arrangements and show, how in many ways, the codes of gendered
spatial segregation and women’s place in society in post-revolutionary Iran were
rooted in the treatment and perception of such phenomena in the pre-revolu-
tionary period.*® Although identity categories shifted, the exercise of power in
defining and defending gendered spaces and the disciplining of (women’s) bodies
persisted. Relying on post-revolutionary debates that engaged architecture and
the body, the final pages of this chapter look at the post-revolutionary view that
the female body was/is naturally suited to certain spaces as well as how physical
spaces were allocated to meet this and other such expectations.

The Epilogue, “At home in the Islamic Republic,” shows how since 1979,
Iranians have contested the dichotomies of “public” and “private” as mani-
fested in the Islamic Republic’s texts, images, and actual physical spaces. Many
Iranian artists and architects—including women—appropriated aspects of these
initiatives, generating a unique culture of resistance that allowed them to subtly
question and challenge the status quo without putting their careers at risk.”’
Expanding on a selected number of case studies, I present resistance not just as
a way to demonstrate the heroism of the resisters, but by letting these resisters’
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“practices teach us about (the) complex interworking of historically changing
structures of power” in Iran.”® In many instances, Iranians have resisted the
regulations regarding public and private life, but they do not always reject these
rules outright.”® This form of resistance, thus, does not mean a complete rejec-
tion of the status quo. Iranians have in fact managed to reconcile their own
protests within the inevitable power/knowledge scheme;* they operate through
“in-between” spaces wherein there are many gradations of “powerfulness” and
“powerlessness.” Thus, in its closing pages, this book invites the reader to recon-
sider the simplistic conceptual polarities of post-revolutionary Iran, which the
international media persist in sensationalizing.

Domesticity and Consumer Culture in Iran: Interior revolutions of the Modern
Era has thus two chief thrusts. The first is to introduce the readers to the daily
life of common citizens as Iran went through its modernization process. The
book involves a wider variety of media than architecture alone and hopes to open
new doors to the study of modern Iran by relying on exceptional archival docu-
ments—ranging from furnishings, appliances, architectural blueprints, maps,
photographs, films, TV series, novels and works of art to work logs, women’s
scrapbooks, and personal letters and reports—that have rarely been taken into
consideration by other historians. By crossing boundaries—disciplinary and
otherwise—I explore the deep, subliminal interplay between often separate
domains. On the one hand, foreign influences, religious rhetoric, gender roles,
economic factors, and education; on the other, taste, fashion, and architecture.
The narrative in this book moves from the late nineteenth century to the early
twenty-first century. Each chapter portrays the eclectic variety of behaviors in
the course of individual and collective acts of production and consumption of
domesticity, alongside the ensuing debates and ideologies. The visual materials
that accompany the textual contents are offered to make them more nuanced and
tangible.

The book, which shifts the focus of the scholarship of modern Iran from high
politics and pivotal events to culture and daily life, also shows how Iranians were
actively involved, not only in adopting new ideas but also in challenging them—
especially when these ideas were imposed from above. In the subsequent chap-
ters I demonstrate how, as active social agents, ordinary Iranians were capable
of selectively appropriating certain aspects of what they saw as modern, new,
or dissimilar to their usual routines.®' This study is thus a bottom-up history of
everyday citizen’s resistance towards officially sanctioned transformations.

Although the book follows a loosely chronological order, every chapter stands
on its own. In each chapter, the dwelling is cast in a slightly different light; each
chapter explores a component of domesticity that is essential to realizing the
process of modernization in Iran as well as Iranians’ reactions to it.
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Introduction

Long before the Pahlavi dynasty (1925-79) sought to improve the condition
of Iranian domesticity by commissioning foreign and local architects and by
initiating large-scale housing projects for the emerging working class, Iranians
had been introduced to conceptions of modern Western domesticity through
the country’s political and commercial expansion under the Qajar dynasty
(1796-1925). The importation of Western ideas and commodities accelerated
under the lengthy reign of Nasir al-Din Shah (1848-96), during which many
European diplomats, soldiers, technicians, and missionaries visited or settled
in Iran. Nasir al-Din Shah’s role was significant. He introduced telegraph and
postal services, had new roads laid, initiated the first school offering educa-
tion along Western lines, launched Iran’s first newspaper, and gave impetus
to major urban building projects.! By the 1860s, the Shah had expanded old
Tehran through the destruction of most of its worst-congested areas and their
replacement by large squares and boulevards that were lit at night, a first.> New
residential suburbs were implemented north of Tehran, and the Shah’s palace
of Gulistan—founded in 1759—saw new construction within the complex
between 1867 and 1892.°

While he was a ruler who was bound by the norms and practices of ancient
Persian royal kinship, Nasir al-Din Shah simultaneously fostered the hope of
modernizing Iran, not only by adopting Western artillery and hard science but
also through importing European luxury goods, fabrics, furniture, china, and
silverware.* Like his great-grandfather, Fath Ali Shah (reigned 1797-1834), Nasir
al-Din had a particular interest in promoting courtly arts, domestic life, royal
feasts, and in spending time with the women of his harem. °

Between 1873 and 1878, Nasir al-Din Shah made two trips to Europe. His
travel diaries are filled with remarks about the architectural glamour of urban
centers in Russia, France, England, and Austria.® Upon his return, Nasir al-Din
Shah did his best to implement European models of design by supervising the
construction of new buildings at Gulistan Palace. The popular newspaper Sharaf
(Honor) contentiously showcased these new additions to the palace and empha-
sized the quality of furnishings used in them. Often referred to as asdsha-ya
nafts (fine furniture), basathay-a giranbahda (expensive gadgets), and mublhay-a
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badr’ (modern chairs), the newspaper informed the readers of the high caliber
of these interior contents.” In 1892, Nasir al-Din Shah granted a 30-year conces-
sion to a Belgian group for manufacturing of glass, pottery, paper, and candles.?
Conversely, the European appetite for Persian artefacts, most notably carpets,
led to a growth in the production of traditional-style rugs as substitutes for rare
antiques.” Between 1860 and 1910 the number of Persian carpet weavers rose
from 1000 to 65,000 and, by 1930, the Persian carpet was the second main foreign
currency earner, after oil.'” While tradition was fully safeguarded on the floors of
Iranian homes, other furnishings were of eclectic styles that included old Persian,
European, and even east Asian (chinoiserie).

Appropriation and aesthetics of everyday life in aristocratic
settings

The designers of late-Qajar era were exceedingly capable of adapting and
synthesizing a variety of local and foreign sources. Just as lithographic books
and newspapers had started to implement Western-style floral vignettes and
stylized page embellishments, the interior and exterior walls of residences also
included Persian geometrical patterns and arabesque strapwork intertwined
with Victorian rose garlands and naturalistic European landscape vignettes."
Of European origin were spectacular mirrorworks (aynah karr) and figural
stucco carvings (gach karr)."* Additionally, striking Western modes of repre-
sentation were applied to narrative-based cuerda seca and underglazed tiles.
Besides being a favored mode of decoration in Iran, Persian ceramics were in
demand from the European market. A treatise prepared by Ali Muhammad
Isfahani (active 1870s—1888) and compiled by John Fargues, under the title On
the Manufacture of Modern Kashi Earthenware Tiles and Vases,"” paid tribute
to the renewed interest in the traditional aesthetic techniques, and old luster
tilework already resurfacing in Persian ceramics. These techniques, devel-
oped much earlier, soared to heights of chromatic intensity during the reign of
Nasir al-Din Shah, when an unprecedented naturalism was achieved through
navy blue, soft greens, pinks, and chrome yellow pigments, and by introducing
black shading. These polychrome tileworks represented meticulous naturalistic
scenes, including Iranian and European subjects. The dado-lined entrance
hall to the divankhanah (governmental seat) was adorned with images of Nasir
al-Din Shah surveying his troops or receiving guests; exterior walls meanwhile
sported scenes of industrial European cities—often with the factory towers in
the backdrop (see figure 1.1)."" Some representations seem to have been copied
from actual photographs that had entered the Qajar court, as a result of Nasir
al-Din Shah’s fascination with yet another European import, the art and science
of photography.'s

Meanwhile, objects in lacquer and enamel, especially those distinguished by
a mixture of old and new decorative patterns, became increasingly sought after.
Chests, jewelry boxes, armoires, tables, cupboards, and mirror frames were
adorned with the old arabesque motifs and the popular rose-and-nightingale
(gul-u-bul-bul) theme as well as European-inspired realistic representations."”
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Figure 1.1 Tilework, Gulistan palace. Photograph by the author, 2006

The Qajar approach to older styles was indeed a progressive appropriation
of the art of previous dynasties; it was certainly more than just copying as a
means to apprenticeship. The references to the style of the past,'® was accom-
plished through the selective use of particular events and legendary figures that
received overwhelming attention, while others were entirely neglected. Similarly,
borrowing from European themes was a conscious appropriation, rather than a
mark of surrender to European influences.

In contrast to the Egyptian and Ottoman open-door policy to Western trends,
Iran’s reaction was circumspect, if curious.'” Despite his mixed feelings about
European involvement in the affairs of his country, Nasir al-Din Shah was aware
of the advantages of technology, education, and healthcare. However, European
colonialist attitudes—seen first and foremost in the proposed 1872 monopoly
concession offered to Britain’s Baron Julius de Reuter for railroad construction
and the development of Iran’s natural resources, mines, banking, and industrial
potentials, which was withdrawn in 1873—also alerted him to the danger of
opening the country wholesale to Western culture and policy.?® Perhaps it was
due to these antithetical mindsets that the Persians did not candidly acknowledge
their profound fascination with Western imports and influence. In his 1885 trave-
logue, Le Caucase et la Perse (The Caucasus and Persia), the Belgian consultant
Ernest Orsolle commented on how some Persians consciously perceived use of
Western motifs as their own exclusive inventions. Even when an artwork was a
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European import, some tended to take credit for it. Referring to two large tapestry
gifts from Louis-Philippe I of France to Nasir al-Din Shah’s father, Muhammad
Shah, Orsolle writes: “The Persians unabashedly attributed these two pieces to
their own weavers.”*!

Nowhere was the Qajar method of “appropriation,” “recontextualization,”
and “making one’s own” more compellingly apparent than in the ways in
which chairs and sofas were adapted, adopted, and perceived among aristo-
crats. The chair was a European import that could be found in Iran as early
as the Safavid dynasty (1501-1736) and it was also used in pre-Islamic Iran
by ancient Achaemenid (c. 550-330 BCE) and Parthian (247 BCE-224 CE)
kings.?* But under the Qajars the chair acquired a particular significance, as it
was meant for exclusive use by the king and other important members of the
royal family. The stylistic point of reference in early Qajar chair design was
not clear to many contemporary European commentators. In the 1810s, the
orientalist William Ouseley described it as “much (resembling) those (chairs)
... fashionable some centuries ago in France and England,”? while his contem-
porary James Morier stated that it was “old-fashioned, like those in sculptures
at Persepolis.”?* The prototype for the Qajar “chair of state” or throne was
neither European nor ancient Iranian, but the one known to the Indians of the
Mughal Empire. After Nader Shah, founder of the Afshar dynasty (1736-96),
invaded Delhi in 1738, he brought back with him the seventeenth-century
Peacock Throne of the Mughal emperor Muhammad Shah (reigned 1719-48).
Subsequently, most Persian chairs were modeled after this throne made of
wood encrusted with gold and gems. Chairs thus became symbolic of the
dynastic power of the Qajar rulers. Fath Ali Shah had a marble throne (takht-i
marmar) made for him that integrated elements related to the legendary throne
of King Solomon or to the mythical King Jamshid from the Book of Kings
(Shahnamah) of the Persian poet Ferdawsi (940-1020). According to written
sources, both thrones were propelled through the air by demons.? The throne
was a means to enhance the status and prestige of the Qajar king and bestowed
dynastic power on him.?

During the reign of Fath Ali Shah (1797-1834), delegates from Europe, along
with the Iranians who accompanied them, were required to stand when the Shah
was seated on his throne. Sometimes no one could sit in the presence of the Shah.
Fath Ali Shah’s successor, Mohammad Shah (reigned1834—48), suffered from
gout and preferred smaller European-style chairs. It was also in the 1830s and
1840s that many at the palace could enjoy sitting on European-style armchairs,
including the women of the harem, but even then, the larger and more elaborate
chairs continued to remain signs of authority. At royal receptions the privilege of
sitting was important.

In the subsequent decades the chair remained a symbol of status and power
of Qajar rulers. Nasir al-Din Shah was often photographed in front of his
Peacock Throne, which served as both a symbol of his monarchical power and
as a sign of his dynastic affiliation with Nadir Shah Afshar.?” Some photographs
presented him seated on a chair surrounded by attendants who sat on the floor.
Due to its foreign associations, the chair was also considered an exotic piece of
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furniture, one that was often treated as an item on display. In most upper-class
Iranian homes, chairs were arranged along the walls of the rooms in the manner
of Gulistan’s audience hall (figure 1.2). In paintings and other representations,
subjects seated on chairs signified people of particular respect.

Despite its popularity in aristocratic settings, the chair had a display function
rather than being a piece of furniture that could contribute to comfort. And this
was later manifest in the homes of the layman as well. The American missionary
Clara Colliver Rice confirms this point by describing the interior of a typical
Persian house:

The furniture in a Persian house is conspicuous by its absence! Men who
have come so much in contact with Europeans may have a table and chairs in
their guest rooms, and some aspire to European bedsteads, but all these are
more for ornament than use, as a house is properly furnished for a Persian
when it is well carpeted and curtained, and has a good stock of bedding.
The takchah (shelves—often arched at the top—that are cut in the thick
walls in the shape of windows) take the place of cupboards and tables, the
mattresses and pillows of couches and chairs. Wearing apparel, when not in
use, is folded up in special wrappers, and kept either in a box or on a high
takchah. Labor and expense are saved by this style of furnishing.?®
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Figure 1.2 The Audience Hall at the Gulistan Palace. Image from S.G.W Benjamin,
Persia and the Persians, Boston: Ticknor and Company, 1887, p. 79
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Indeed, the process of adapting the chair and other Western furniture among
ordinary Iranians was a long one. Many Iranian families were hesitant not only
about the use of chairs, but also about possessing any other piece of Western
furniture. People in smaller cities considered all Western imports impure and
immersed them in water to purify them after the touch of infidels’ hands®
and “it took nearly a century to resolve fully the problem of when and where
the chair might be adapted within the strict rules of Iranian protocols and
social habits.”*® Nonetheless, the “display value” of these items lingered in the
marketplace of desire. European architectural forms and other courtly styles
rapidly penetrated the confines of contemporary upper-class households. Like
the palace, the upper-class house, too, became a locus of consumption, where
exotic objects and furnishings, including European furniture and antiques or
objects of antique appearance, were on display. Just as in the palace, powerful
men and women defined where, when, how, and by whom different forms of
décor and furnishings could be used. The point was to keep various family
members in their socially defined places through interior spatial and orna-
mental arrangements, and not surprisingly these arrangements were defined
along gender lines.

Gendered interiors: realities and ideals

The first addition to the Gulistan palace complex was Shams al-‘Imarah (Sun
Palace), a five-storey building completed in 1868 and a landmark for decades until
taller structures eclipsed it (figure 1.3).*! This multi-functional edifice consisted
of private quarters for the Shah and his wives, reception halls, a museum for the
court’s growing collection of European art, as well as a watchtower for Nasir
al-Din Shah,** and was a semi-Western structure due to its unusual height, gabled
roofs, Italian-style portico, and central tower with an imported European clock
set into the wall.®

In 1881, a new harem complex was built to replace the old one. While still
designed in the fashion of older family quarters (andariins) with all rooms
arranged around a central courtyard and no views to the outside, this new harem
reflected the nurtured individuality with which Nasir al-Din Shah regarded his
wives and daughters. Each woman was assigned a separate living unit.** The most
striking addition to this private section of Gulistan Palace was a neo-baroque/
neoclassical palace that served as both a bedroom and a venue for Nasir al-Din
Shah’s “nocturnal amusements.”* Completed in 1886, the building was known
as the Khabgah (literally, bed chamber) and sat in the midst of the courtyard
facing the newly built 1881 harem complex (figure 1.4). According to Sharaf,
the architecture of the Khabgah was inspired by the late-baroque classicism of
the 1856 Dolmabahge Palace in Istanbul, which the Shah had visited some years
earlier.’® Like Dolmabahge, the facade of the Khabgah is articulated by a number
of pilasters with convoluted capitals. Window pairs are surmounted by ocular
openings and linear networks of ornament consisting of ribbons, scrolls, tendrils,
and similar pliant forms. The rich relief of the capitals and window frames create
an elegant contrast to the smooth wall surfaces. Finally, the vertical extension
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Figure 1.3 Cover of Sharaf (Honor) showcasing the newly constructed Shams al-‘Tmarah.
Sharaf, 1303/1885, no. 27
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Figure 1.4
Cover of Sharaf, showcasing the
newly constructed Khabgah. Sharaf,

' : 1306/1888, no. 65. The building was
ek F later demolished by Reza Shah to
NS ~ ==<%  make room for the Ministry of Trade
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through the cornice is capped with a continuous balustrade running along the
roof edge.

Other royal residences besides Gulistan likewise exemplify new approaches to
architectural design. The Qajar custom of moving between summer and winter
palaces led to the construction of many summer abodes that were located in
the villages of Shimiran (or Shimiranat), Ishtarabad, Qulhak, and Tajrish, all
suburbs of Tehran. With regard to their overall architectural forms, the suburban
palaces fluctuate between two types found in Gulistan: the Shams al-‘Imarah and
the now-destroyed Khabgah. A neoclassical structure with steeply pitched roofs,
classical capitals, and rounded arches known as Sahibqaraniyyah—Ilocated
in northernmost Niyavaran palace complex in Shemiran village—resembles
Gulistan’s Khabgah. In Ishtarabad, a four-storey brick tower, which served as the
Shah’s bed chamber is comparable to the Shams al-’Imarah.

Nasir al-Din Shah’s andariins were conceptually and, at times, even visually
more exposed to the public spaces of the palace complex.’” For one thing, the
carved wooden latticework of Shams al-‘Imarah—which housed harem women
for a short period following its construction—allowed women of the harem to see
outside without being seen, while the unusual height of the building, which made
it visible from a distance, exposed the physical existence of the harem to public
sight.*® In addition to its four-storey brick tower, Ishtarabad included a supple-
mentary andariin space consisting of separate chalets grouped around an artifi-
cial lake (figure 1.5). These European-style arrangements were in sharp contrast
with the secluded andariins of the second Qajar ruler, Fath Ali Shah, all of which
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Figure 1.5 Aerial view of harem quarters of the Ishtarabad palace. Image from
T. al-Saltana and A. Amanat, ed., Memoirs of a Persian Princess from the
Harem to Modernity, Anna Vanzan and Amin Neshati, trans., Washington,
DC: Mage Publishers, 1993, p. 23. Courtesy of Mage Publishers
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consisted of a series of isolated rooms adjoining a rectangular fort with open-
ings only into its interior courtyard.* As mentioned, the andarin also became a
focus of public readership as the popular press began to cover certain aspects of
the doings there. An 1882 issue of the newspaper Sharaf, for example, featured
the construction process used for Nasir al-Din Shah’s newly built harem.*® The
article lauded the degree of comfort that the recent building granted to the “serv-
ants (khuddam) of the harem.™' It also presented a drawing with a view of the
harem as seen from the interior courtyard.*

Other volumes of Sharaf likewise unveiled images of the Shah’s multiple
palaces, including many of the new summer residences,” but more than just
published articles shared details of royal private life with the public. By the
1850s, young Nasir al-Din Shah had became an avid photographer, thanks
to European educators and daguerreotype equipment offered to the Qajar
monarch by Queen Victoria of Britain and Tsar Nicolas I of Russia.** Nasir
al-Din Shah used photography as a tool to record the interiors of his harems.
Harem women in his photographs are often unveiled and at times even shown
in erotic poses. These photographs resonate well with a commentary provided
by Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida (1981), as they “corresponded precisely to
the explosion of the private into the public, or rather into the creation of a new
social value, which is the publicity of the private...”™ At the time of their first
production, the harem photographs were certainly meant to be enjoyed only
by Nasir al-Din Shah; nonetheless, the fact that they were neither discarded
by the Shah nor ordered to be disposed of after his death attests to the fact
that these easily reproducible visual sources were intended to remain in exist-
ence as historical documents. They “furnished the Qajar ruler with an efficient
tool for producing a visual chronicle of his power by way of consolidating his
monarchical rule.”¢

The harem of Nasir al-Din Shah was expanded many times, and was not as
isolated as the Qajar court wished to keep it.*’ Rather, it was dominated by the
powerful women who surrounded the Shah, including the Shah’s mother (Mahd-i
Awlia), his wife (Anis al-Dawla), and his favorite concubine (Jayran). Knowing
his indulgent and vulnerable nature, each secured a sphere of influence.** By
immersing himself in his many perceived weaknesses, which extended to affec-
tion toward his favorite pets, the Shah provoked his onlookers and aggravated his
opponents. By past standards, the ruler was disproportionately indulgent with
his harem, and he was too lax to shroud his overtures with secrecy. Rumours
spread by some onlookers of the harbouring of a young harem boy, Maljjak,
bordered on disgrace for the Shah.* The Shah’s dual image as both a despotic
ruler and a homebound royal husband established a meeting ground between his
public and private lives. This union of extremes embodied in the persona of the
Shah was deemed problematic, according to many contemporary commentators.
Nonetheless, the Shah’s character alone could be thought of as a means through
which the public/private dichotomy began to be diluted at the end of the nine-
teenth century.

At the time when the boundaries of andarin and birin began to diminish
slowly, gendered spatial identity became defined more and more through other
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means, such as taste in interior design and decoration. This is not specific to
the Qajar era. Prior to this time architectural spaces had certainly presented
gendered identity through such devices. What is unique about Qajar interiors is
that, owing to growing contacts with Europe, the distinction between gendered
objects was more conspicuously expressed.

For centuries, Iranian aristocrats had enjoyed viewing representations of
women in illustrated manuscripts. However, as the popularity of oil paintings
and interior wall paintings grew, these illustrations became more accessible to
viewers of all kind. Portrayals of both men and women in the public audience
halls of Persian palaces had become quite the norm by the early Qajar period.
Félix Marie Charles Texier, a French historian and archaeologist who visited Iran
in 1838, remarked on the strange mindset of Persians who hid their women away
in the harem and yet displayed their portraits in public.*® Murals and images
hung or painted on the walls with images of unveiled women had embellished the
seventeenth-century royal palace interiors of the Safavids (1501-1736), and such
murals gained even more popularity during two succeeding dynasties: Afshar
(1736-96) and Zand (1750-94). During the reign of the Zands, a new medium
and support appeared—oil on canvas; portraits of these kings came to be painted
in the European fashion, which was perfectly suited for the upper walls of recep-
tion rooms. Carrying on this tradition of showcasing self-images, Fath Ali Shah’s
Takht-i Marmar Palace in the Gulistan complex exhibits large-scale portraits of
himselfand images of his courtiers.” The successor of Fath Ali-Shah, Muhammad
Shah, was fascinated by images of Europe and its monarchs, especially in print
form. The French orientalist Eugene Bore (1809—78)—who had close ties with
the court of Muhammad Shah—ordered the French government to send pictures
of landscapes, monuments, and machinery to Persia.? In particular, he asked
for a copy of The Life of Napoleon with engravings of his battles.” Nasir al-Din
Shah was enthusiastic about his own printed portraits that appeared in European
newspapers—such as the London News, The Times, and Le Figaro—on the occa-
sion of his visits to Great Britain and France.* Later some of these lithographs
were even reproduced for public consumption.® The market demanded not only
images of queens and kings, but also portraits of attractive European and local
women. Images of these women appeared on walls as well as on utensils such as
water pipes.

The development of the technique of pouncing meant that portraits could
be reproduced widely and were likewise alterable in scale. They were, beyond
this, adapted and recasts by working artists into an expansive array of media,
from lacquer to tilework, oil painting, and stone carving.’® As use of tilework,
instead of wall paintings, became more favored during the reign of Nasir al-Din
Shah, images of Western women appeared on colorful tiles that embellished
the exterior walls of multiple residences, including the Sahibqaraniyyah Palace
in Niavaran (north Tehran), whose European architectural form is incongru-
ously adorned with local tilework that represents Iranian women in Victorian
attire. While their facial features and makeup—including uninterrupted brows,
beauty spots or khals, and heavy eyeliner—are undoubtedly Qajar in origin, the
outfits—including bodices and wide, hanging sleeves—are exclusively Victorian
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(see Figure 1.8).°” This form of representation proves a point mentioned earlier in
this chapter: whether utilized in architecture or furnishing, most Qajar decora-
tive patterns were based either upon traditional forms from earlier dynasties or
were laden with European exoticism.

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the architectural vocabulary of Qajar
residences emerged as a fusion of European and traditional Iranian themes,
in homes in Tehran and in other large cities.”® Late Qajar upper-class houses
evolved within the context of recent practices already affecting royal buildings.
Other notable royal residences that have survived relatively intact may be found
in Shiraz and Isfahan, former Persian capitals of the Safavid dynasty (1501—
1736) and the Zand dynasty (1750-94), respectively. The aristocratic residences
of Narinjistan (1881) and the Afifabad (1863), both in Shiraz, are among the
finest examples of these hybrid styles, where Western images, including British
soldiers in high relief and Corinthian columns, are exhibited along with copies of
Achaemenid reliefs from Persepolis.*

In Tehran between 1896 and 1925—during the reigns of Mozaffar al-Din Shah
(1896—-1907), Mohammad Ali Shah (1907-09), and Ahmad Shah (1909-25)—a
group of homes was built that combined various styles, among them ancient
Persian, neoclassical, French baroque, and Perso-Islamic.®® The entrance alcoves to
most of these homes included patterns such as scrolls and undulating and heavily
molded cornices, layered engaged pillars, oval and circular ocular windows,
broken cornices, segmental pediments, and convoluted capitals (figure 1.6).5
These elements were often incongruously intertwined with the local architectural
vocabulary, including bricks laid in basket weave and glazed tiles with calligraphic
inscriptions of verse. Such eclectic mixtures were deployed toward a purely deco-
rative end and served no purpose other than to create animated and highly expres-
sive facades. Despite changes in ornamental idiom—with a few exceptions—most
Qajar houses were formally and spatially products of the old tradition of courtyard
houses.”” Most of these houses included a secluded space consisting of a series of
one-to-three-storey rooms arranged around a private central courtyard carefully
separated from that of the birini segment of the house. The andarini was gener-
ally reserved for women, and only close family members had access to it, while
the biriini was occupied entirely by men of the household and their male guests.
The house was composed of an octagonal gatehouse (hashti) attached to a dog-leg
entrance that helped prevent direct visual access to the interior.®* The hashti then
led to two principal sections of the house, the andarini and the birini, which were
quite similar in appearance except that the kitchen was located within the andarint
while the biriini often had none (see, for example the blueprint of a house in Yazd,
as shown in figure 1.7).°* The two parts of the house were connected solely by a
narrow and often long corridor, apart from which there was sometimes no opening,
not even a window, to join the andarini and birini.%

Despite their conservative formal arrangements, the birini and andarini were
not always that rigidly used in everyday life. In fact, in the late-Qajar period,
many homes lacked a birini unit with a separate courtyard. Even when the birint
unit was fully implemented, it was not meant to be used at all times. As historians
Robert Hillenbrand and A.A. Bakhtiyar have noted, at the end of the Qajar era, the



Figure 1.7

Plan of a large
courtyard house in
the city of Yazd,
andarint (blank
area on the map)
and birani (hatched
area on the map)
sections. M. K.
Pirnia, Ashna-yt
ba mi’'mart Islamt
Iran (Introduction
to the Islamic
Architecture of Iran),
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and Technology
University Press,
1372/1993, p. 182.
Plan reproduction
courtesy of Parham
Karimi

Figure 1.6

Entrance to a residence at
no. 38 Ray Street, south
Tehran. Photograph from
Hussein Soltanzadeh,
Fazahay-i vuradr
khanaha-ya Tehran-i
qadim (Entrance

Design in Houses of Old
Tehran), Tehran: Daftar-i
pajihishhay-i farhangi,
1371/1992, p. 49.
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biriint part of some aristocratic homes was used only for special occasions such
as feasts, marriages, and religious ceremonies, while the andarint part remained
the only space used in daily life, a place where mahram men—those related
to the family by blood-ties®®—could also entertain a few non-mahram guests.
Some of the most intimate interactions within the family were, surprisingly, not
concealed at all. The common sleeping room of the traditional extended family
allowed sexual relations between couples as they slept side by side with their
children. Sometimes the division of space according to gendered roles and activi-
ties was based upon temporal considerations. Rooms served different purposes
at different times of the day and night. On occasion one had little privacy in the
house. Yet at certain times, some spaces allowed for personal moments. Thus,
within the immediate family, space was neither entirely feminine nor masculine,
but allowed for elements of both.

Nonetheless, certain aspects of the late-Qajar home, such as décor and furni-
ture, often reflected the gender of the “self” or the desired “other.” Indeed, this
concept of the “other” was keenly emphasized in reception rooms of the late-
Qajar period, which displayed pictures of unveiled women.®” In Women with
Mustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian
Modernity (2005), Afsanch Najmabadi explains how by the end of the nineteenth
century the concept of “beauty” became differentiated by gender.®® Unlike other
historians of Qajar art, Najmabadi reminds us that the feminization of beauty
was not just due to an emerging interest in more realistic depiction of the human
figure, but rather to “the disappearance of the male object of desire” from late-
Qajar representations.®” Homoerotic depictions of older men with younger men
and heterosexual male-female couples, so prominent in paintings of the Safavid
rulers and the succeeding Zand dynasty, were replaced in the Qajar period by
depictions of solitary female objects of desire. The bare-breasted woman contin-
ually appears in Qajar art, in both book illustrations and paintings. The fascina-
tion with women’s beauty, and especially their bare breasts, Najmabadi argues,
was linked to Iranian men’s perception of women in Europe.” For male Iranians,
the European woman became an object of enthrallment—accompanied by its
theoretical corollary, European personified as a woman. This is perhaps most
clearly illustrated in representations at the time of the medieval Sufi story of
Shiykh-i San’a and his romance with a Christian maiden of Rum—known origi-
nally as dukhtar-i tarsa or the “non-Muslim girl.”” New versions of this medi-
eval tale were composed, and episodes from the story became the theme of many
Qajar paintings. The story itself was updated and “was re-imagined as a tale of
Iranian men falling in love with European women and of Iran falling in love
with Europe as woman.””? Dukhtar-i tarsa (Christian maiden) gives way to zan-i
Jfarangt (European woman); a virgin Christian girl thus became a deflowered
European woman, a figure that by Najmabadi’s account is more sexualized. At
this time, Iranian officials who travelled to Europe saw it as a kind of heaven,
particularly due to the look of its women, who reminded them of the promised
heavenly angels (hiirs).” It is thus no surprise that images of European women,
in photographic detail inspired paintings and tilework (figure 1.8) that appeared
in Qajar palaces.”



Figure 1.8 Ceramic tiles from the rear of the Sahibqaraniyyah Summer Palace in
Niavaran (built c¢. 1887). These tiles, now part of the exterior back fagade of
the palace, were most likely part of the andarin (harem) of Nasir al-Din Shah
and were later demolished by Ahmad Shah. Photograph by the author, 2007



The hovel, the harem, and the hybrid furnishing 31

As in royal residences, the display of images of European women became an
arresting phenomenon in household interiors of the upper-class in the last years
of the nineteenth century and the opening years of the next. Unable to afford the
paintings or fine tilework of Tehran’s palaces, many aristocrats instead incor-
porated oleographs—photographically produced color lithographs or chromo-
lithographs, which were pressed on to a textured surface and then varnished
so as to resemble an oil painting”—of women into the masonry of their walls.”
Numerous upper-class homes—some never documented before their destruc-
tion at various dates throughout the twentieth century, including the post—1979
revolution period—could well have included such images, but there are a few
remaining Qajar reception rooms that definitely do.”’

A late-nineteenth century courtyard house in Yazd, known as the Lartha
Residence, has decoration that might have been an early twentieth century addi-
tion (figure 1.9). The only panjdari (literally five-door room)’ of the house—the
largest type of room within a courtyard house (see figure 1.10)—which according
to local anecdotes” most possibly served as a reception area for, mostly male,
visitors displays oleographs of European women and scenes—some from paint-
ings famous at the time—that are carefully encased within frames of mirror
fragments placed on the room’s plastered upper walls and ceilings (figure
1.11).%° Some resemble women from European paintings with harem schemes
(figure 1.12).8" The sharp contrast of these images with the pasty background
separates them from local ornamentation, which “cut up all breadth of effect”
and let the patterns dissolve into one another (figure 1.13). However, the Lartha
Residence’s images are positioned symmetrically, that is, some identical images
are placed along the same axes. Perceiving them thusly resonates with traditional
practices of review that date back to the Timurid dynasty (1370—-1526), when
the experiencing of architectural revetments was, in the words of art historian
David Roxburgh, one of motion as “the eye (registered) changes of direction
and (performed) rotations of degrees across axes.”® In this sense, despite being
different from traditional modes of ornamentation, the arrangement of oleo-
graphs in the Lartha’s reception room evokes the haptic character and the optical
realm of Iranian architectural revetments. Other such elaborate presentations of
women’s images are found in the reception rooms of Qavam al-Dawla House in
Tehran and Shahshahani House in Isfahan (figures 1.14 and 1.15).%8* Unlike the
lacquered oleographs of Lartha House, the European women of Qavam’s talar
(a large rectangular hall preceded by a hypostyle porch) and the Shahshahant’s
reception room do not immediately stand out—resembling the traditional horror
vacui approach to ornamentation that shunned empty spaces—but rather dissolve
into the ornate background of friezes, coffering, and plaster cartouches in low
relief around the doorways and fireplaces.

These densely decorated reception rooms had one thing in common despite
minor differences: they were all for the exclusive use of the male residents and
their guests. The exoticism of these “European Reception Rooms” is comparable
to the “Arab Rooms™® found in upper-class Victorian homes. Art historian John
Sweetman convincingly argues that the British Arab Room was a result of the
Victorian taste for the exotic. Because it was often a refuge for smoking—an



Figure 1.9 Map of the Lariha Residence, Yazd. Room no. 1 on the map is the panjdari
(reception or guest room) of the house where the European oleographs are
installed. Plan courtesy of Organization for the Cultural Heritage,Yazd. Plan
reproduction courtesy of Parham Karimi

Figure 1.10 The exterior of the panjdart, Lartha Residence, Yazd. Viewed from the
courtyard. Photograph by the author, 2006



Figure 1.11 Oleographs of Western women installed in the ceiling of the panjdart of the
Lartha Residence, Yazd. Photograph by the author, 2006

I

;
>
N
4
(
\
N3

Figure 1.12 Oleograph of a Western-looking woman posed in the oriental harem-girl
fashion in the panjdart of the Lariha Residence, Yazd. Photograph by the
author, 2006



Figure 1.13 Oleograph of a Western woman installed on the ceiling of the panjdart of the
Lartha Residence, Yazd. Photograph by the author, 2006
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Figure 1.14 Detail of a fireplace cartouche with framed oleograph of a European woman
in Qavam al-Dawla House in Tehran. Courtesy of Jassem Ghazbanpour

Figure 1.15 Details of a ceiling and a wall in Shahshahani House in Isfahan, with framed
oleographs of European women. Courtesy of Jassem Ghazbanpour
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idea associated with Muslim water pipes—the Arab Room was also a convenient
way to separate the sexes. Men had their gun rooms and smoking rooms, while
women enjoyed their morning rooms and parlors. Sweetman maintains that it was
perfectly apt to associate a room for exclusive use of English men with a “part
of a world where male dominance was taken for granted.”® One may perhaps
use a similar analogy to interpret the aforementioned occidental or “foreigner”
(farangt) reception rooms in Iranian residences: a guest room for males associ-
ated with the part of the world wherein men could freely enjoy the company of
unveiled European women away from the bounds of home. Considering this, it is
no surprise that women in almost all of these images are peaceful and passive—
i.e., they are not engaged in daily life activities. In this sense, the male guest
room becomes also a locus of restful calm. The docile European women depicted
created, therefore, a realm apart from mundane life, where European pleasures
could appear seductively close.?” The oleographs of European women are devoid
of any actual referent; rather, they represent a generalized femininity. They are
women as images, not images of particular women, and as such conform to what
Marx described as the fetishized commodity.®

Gender and the visual economy of household commodity
culture

The use of oleographs—a fully modern manufactured product in terms of lot
size, quality, and effortless and endless reproducibility—became the means
through which associations between gender and household consumption were
cheaply and easily constructed.

The Persian male viewer, in his symbolic confrontation with a “feminine”
West, derived an imagined ascendency over the farangi woman. She was, indeed,
“there to feed (men’s) appetite,” to borrow an interpretation from John Berger in
Ways of Seeing (1972),* to which end images of the eroticized foreign woman
ultimately became a production commodity in the capitalist manner. During
the early Pahlavi period (1925-50), the commoditized visual and conceptual
representation of the European female body is certainly evident in the endless
commercial advertisements for such items as radios (figure 1.16), and other
domestic products. Those who implemented images of farangi women in adver-
tisements must have intended to employ a strategy that is delicately articulated
by the historian Collin Campbell: “individuals do not so much seek satisfac-
tion from products, as pleasure from the self-illusory experiences which they
construct from their associated meanings.”” Furthermore, since depiction of
Persian women in press advertisements was not permitted even as late as 1949,
images of farang women were enthusiastically substituted. Thus the depiction of
farangi women, originating as an embellishment of the private interiors of Qajar
royal residences, gradually found its way into the public sphere, only to become
so ubiquitous that in due course it lost its value as an exotic item.”’ Moreover,
Shi’ite clerics (‘u/lama’) and religious-minded intellectuals exploited the image
of farangi women as a scapegoat in order to reconstitute the boundary between
Islam and the secular world.”? Such cultural repercussions may be undoubtedly
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more telling; however, from an aesthetic standpoint these printed images, which
interfaced with structural media, resulted in the decline of traditional decora-
tive revetments and craftsmanship. At the time, this was not a matter of concern
for Iranians. As mentioned earlier, Iranians in the nineteenth century were very
selective when it came to preserving their past traditions and this led to certain
artistic skills that continued to be well-maintained while others were ignored
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Figure 1.16 Advertisement for Andrea Radio, Tehran musavvar (lllustrated Tehran),
Aban 1328/October 1949, no. 327, p. 22. Courtesy of the Center for the Study
of Contemporary History of Iran, Tehran
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and moved to the threshold of decline. Whereas calligraphy and lacquer were
preserved and even advanced, interior design and pottery were not considered
“privileged” forms of art. In fact, in these areas, the virtue of being a foreign
import had a distinct advantage over locally made products.”

While older techniques of decoration were good for the longue durée, the new
oleographic surfaces of the interior seem to have been meant to last only for a
short time. They appear temporary, even though some of them have remained
intact to the present day. During the early twentieth century, the German/English
term kitsch, carrying with it a pejorative tinge, commonly referred either to
low-quality, mechanically reproduced objects, or to leftovers from nineteenth-
century commodity culture.”* The exhibit of mechanically reproduced nine-
teenth-century Victorian “leftovers” in early-twentieth-century Iranian homes
did not suggest such associations at the time of their installation, certainly;
rather, the very entity that Marx once called “a trivial thing” had been turned into
a validated signifier of high culture and taste. Many European travelers admitted
that these prints could be found only in the homes of the wealthy.” But they also
qualified these images as vile and cheap. Savage H. Landor, an English painter,
explorer, and savant, called them “the vilest oleographs that the human mind can
devise, only matched by the vileness of the frames,” saying that they “set one’s
teeth on edge.””® Others indicated: “Here one sees at one single shop in the bazaar
... the vilest scenes, in front of which Persian women often stop, and ( ... ) prove
their participation by the pointing finger and the loud remarks ... .””” Europeans
were usually dismissive of this variety of decorating; however, they themselves
sold or gave these so-called “vile” prints to the Persians, sometimes during offi-
cial visits.”® Even ambassadors presented drawings and prints from Europe to
prince-governors and important bureaucrats on several occasions.”

Nonethelesss, European and American female visitors continued to hold
Iranian women accountable for this lack of taste in home decoration. They had
a rationale for this accusation; some witnessed that sometimes cheap colorful
oleographs were chosen by the women of the andarin—despite the fact that the
themes of these prints as well as the spaces wherein they were installed suggest
that they could have well been intended for male consumption. Referring to two
interiors built in the early years of the twentieth century, the American missionary
Clara Colliver Rice reports, “Persian ladies sometimes cover the walls of the
andariin with pictures cut from English and French illustrated papers, and find
them a constant source of interest.”'” Thus the perception of farangi woman as
commodity could easily alternate with Persian woman as consumer, when seen
from a Western point of view.'"!

Of course, there is no doubt that the demand for foreign goods varied among
upper-class women. Some of these women were doubtful, especially when it
came to using certain aspects of the European culture. To one Qajar princess, for
example, Victorian manners and European women’s dresses seemed awkward.
After meeting with the wife of the British envoy to Persia, Mary Sheil, she reported:

... Her clothes ... appeared uncomfortable ... the bodice went down to
an abnormally narrow waist, the skirt was in the shape of a bell ... (T)hey



The hovel, the harem, and the hybrid furnishing 39

wear something underneath like a cage (corset) with bones in it to make
their waists narrow. In reality they are prisoners in their costumes ... . They
talk of freedom of women in Europe, yet it seems to me that they lack any
because so many rules and regulations exist for eating, drinking, dressing,
sleeping, and even just existing.'?

While some Qajar women wore European dresses in private to satisfy their
husbands, others ridiculed the uncomfortable Victorian outfits.'”® Similarly,
cutting oleographs from newspapers and pasting them onto the walls could not
have been practiced by all, although Westerners often blamed all Qajar women.
The American missionary Clara Colliver Rice writes:

A house matters far more to a Persian woman than to an Englishwoman,
because she so seldom leaves it. Yet her ideas of making it comfortable are
far removed from ours, for, after all, to her it is never more than a house,
while to an Englishwomen it would be a home.'**

This perceived lack among Iranian women, which extended beyond decorating
their homes to keeping them hygienic and organized, led educators to consider
how best to train Iranian girls.'"” Although these educational regimes were not
widely spread during the reign of the Qajars—and only became prevalent after
1925, when Reza Shah came to power—they nonetheless had begun to slowly
take shape then.

After the constitutional revolution of 1906, in which upper- and middle-class
Iranian women played a significant role,'”® more authority was given to women
to actively design and care for their homes.'” These women created networks
that helped find a place for their voices in the hundreds of newspapers then
being published.'”® Thanks to the support from the anjumans (popular provincial
councils), they also instituted several schools for girls in Tehran and other major
cities.'”” Efforts to enrich homemaking skills were also initiated—as part of the
elementary school curricula or the popular press—by local upper- and middle-
class women;'"® but compared to these local efforts, the approach of American
missionaries was the most systematic when it came to elevating women’s home-
making skills during the late Qajar period.

The Anglo-American vocation: taming domestic knowledge

Pre-modern concepts of household management were all expressed by male
authors in texts known as books of ethics (akhldq), which had been written as
early as the thirteen century.'"! Most of these books emphasized that the father
was the sole manager of the house, was responsible for choosing a wet-nurse,
and was in charge of educating his sons and overseeing their mental and phys-
ical development.'? As for the mother, only her bodily health and good genes
were deemed important."® As Iran modernized, the role of the mother as the
main educator of children became all the more important. As early as the mid-
nineteenth century, many newspapers, including 7a’/im (Education) and Akhtar
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(Star), began to propagate the idea that, in order to improve the nation, Iran
needed well-informed mothers who not only knew how to read and write, but
also how to raise their children in a proper manner. Indeed, the role of women in
these texts was upgraded from the stigma of being part of the “house” (manzil) to
being the “manager of the house” (mudabbir-i manzil).""*

This was largely due to the influence of foreign texts and educators. The first
official textbook on the subject of household management (tadbir-i manzil) in
the curriculum of state-sponsored girls’ schools was in fact a French textbook
translated into Persian by Mirza Aziz allah Khan in 1865 at the behest of the
Department of Education (Vizarat-i ma’arif)."> This book was not the first and
only adaptation of a French source as throughout the late Qajar period, Iran’s
educational system—including its curricula and pedagogical skills—was
predominantly modeled after that of France, whose cultural supremacy was
omnipresent in all of the Middle East and North Africa. During this period,
many higher-ranking Iranians—including Nasir al-din Shah himself—spoke
French, having received their education either in France or at French schools
within Iran. By the time of Reza Shah, the Iranian Ministry of Education
had employed several French nationals to teach French, and up until the end
of World War 1l many state secondary schools taught French as a second
language, rather than English."'® Jeanne d’Arc, a French girl’s school, was
established in Tehran in 1875 and offered literacy instruction, especially in
French, as well as a smattering of history and geography, again with emphasis
on French and European subjects. Certain others among the French schools,
notably the Lazarist and the Alliance Israelite Universelle, had a specific influ-
ence on the Jewish community of Iran, more than on other religious minorities
or the Muslim majority. However, “despite the tremendous impact of French
schools on modern education, the most significant activity on behalf of female
education in Iran was led by the American Protestant mission, the largest U.S.
missionary institution in Iran.”'"

The process of educating Iranian girls gained momentum as American
Presbyterian missionaries established the first school for girls in the north-
western city of Urumiyyeh in 1838."8 Subsequently, other American and British
missionaries established additional schools for girls in the cities of Tabriz (1865),
Isfahan (1865), Tehran (1870), Ghazvin (1889), Kirman (1897), and Sultanabad
(1900). The following years witnessed rapid expansion of schools in Tehran and
other large cities, some of which were initiated by locals.'”

Much like colonial rulers, many missionaries in Iran believed they had a respon-
sibility to replace traditional ways of life with more rational Western norms.
The role they played in improving domesticity through means such as publi-
cations and educational regimens was significant. Beyond teaching new ideas
concerning hygiene and cleanliness, female missionaries encouraged Iranian
women to assert themselves through their decorating and dining preferences.
Of course, these reforms did not affect all Iranian women. They only influenced
those of the upper and middle-classes, yet these privileged women eventually
served as symbols of Iranian domesticity and exercised power in defining and
defending the modern Iranian home for years to come.
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The missionaries at first worked primarily with the minority Christian
communities of Iran; but even when they began to educate Muslims, priority
was not given to conversion.'”” They used the Bible “as a textbook and not an
instrument of conversion and/or profession of faith.”'?' The women’s magazine
‘Alam-i nisvan (Women’s World), published from 1921 to 1936 by the missionary
Annie S. Boyce,'” placed emphasis on the connection between morality
and cleanliness, but made little or no reference to Islam or the traditions and
rituals connected to it. ‘Alam-i nisvan did not exactly oppose Islam, but “the
articles encouraged Protestant American notions of religiosity, with faith mani-
fested in moral character, piety, and good deeds and focused on the internali-
zation of religious faith in the name of ‘progress’ and ‘civilization’.”'** Indeed,
American missionaries served a dual role in Iran, teaching both modernization
and Protestant morals.'** Still the force for modernization was more significant.
As historian Michael Zirinsky aptly points out, “American missionaries were
among the most important agents for ... westernizing change in Iran before the
Second World War.”'?* This so-called westernizing change was best manifested
in the home sphere. From the missionary perspective, home was the locus of
spiritual and moral growth:“[T]o attend to the inner realm of the soul, the inner
realm of the domicile had to be cleaned up.”'?® To concur with historians, some
American missionaries were even more concerned with “(shaping) the world in
America’s image” and exporting the Christian way of life rather than the doctrine
of Christianity."”” Additionally, in an effort towards improving their financial
resources, American missionaries asserted that their work would open potential
markets.””® One missionary wrote: “when a heathen man becomes a child of god
and is changed within, he wants his external life and surroundings to correspond:
he wants the Christian dress and the Christian home ... and all the other things
which distinguish Christian civilization ... .”'* This attention to material life
allows us to apprehend the extent to which missionaries influenced the moderni-
zation of domesticity in Iran. Upon their arrival, Presbyterian American mission-
aries noted multifarious problems in Iranian homes and household care. A report
from 1934 reads:

Tehran has no sewage disposal system, most houses being equipped with
individual cesspools. Plumbing is rare and porcelain bathtubs and toilet
fixtures are just beginning to appear on the local market. ... Water for
baths is usually heated in the kitchen on a coal or charcoal fire or in a large
samovar (Russian teapot). ... Ice is prepared during the winter by diverting
gutter water to open basins where it freezes and is cut. It is filthy and cannot
be used with food or drink ... . Small mountain streams ... are diverted into
open gutters and thus, gathering pollution as they flow, supply the city’s
various quarters with water for all purposes. Foreigners usually live in the
northern sector of the city, thus obtaining an early opportunity to draw on
this murky gutter water for bath and other non-drinking purposes. Water
for drinking and kitchen purposes is brought ... by carriers from special
sources, but it is hardly an exaggeration to say that to use this water without
boiling is suicidal.'*
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Other reports from diverse American Presbyterian missionary stations in
Iran describe the inadequate nature of missionaries’ places of residence, high-
lighting the impracticality of some traditional elements such as “small Persian
doors and windows,” which had to be replaced by “standard” types.”*' Upon
moving into a local residence, missionaries plastered the rooms and covered
the floors with tiles. In general, all houses purchased by missionaries had to
be transformed to meet “missionary standards.”"** Lack of major utilities such
as plumbing, heating, and sewage systems, and the “impracticality” of the
traditional design were not the only concerns. Even when later developments
appeared, they often seemed incongruous, as Cecil Keeling, a British artist and
correspondent for the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC), noted in his
1947 book, Pictures from Persia:

One swiftly gains the impression that the architects of the new Tehran had
returned from a rapid tour of London, Paris and Berlin full of new, wonderful
but barely comprehended ideas, and in a whirl of enthusiastic indecision.
Poring over the picture-post-card view of the European capitals, they could
hardly believe it possible that they had been so lamentably lagging behind
the times, fussing about with those silly old Islamic designs when people in
Europe had produced such a fund of new, slick, smart ideas. And such an
abundance of styles! It was really difficult (to know) where to begin. But
begin they must, at once, without losing any more time ... . And so out into
the streets, to tear down the domes and colonnades and get the foundations
down and the scaffolding up, of what was to be a brave new Tehran. The
result has been, to say the least, enlivening. A building would begin in a
swirl of French baroque and end up austerely in Third Reich Classicism ... .
But people would be living quite comfortably within these ... walls—better
than (in) ... cave(s,) anyway!'3

The Anglo-American perception that Iranians craved an understanding
of modern aesthetics made “household arts ... an important and essential
course”3* of instruction for girls at Iran Bethel, an American missionary school
established in 1874.'% Prior to this the so-called subject of “household arts”
was taught first in 1852 in an American Mission girls’ school in Urumiyyeh by
the missionary Fidelia Fiske. The curriculum for both programs was modeled
after that taught at Mount Holyoke College (Massachusetts) to middle-class
girls in the United States. Iran Bethel developed these ideas further in a
course run by the editor of ‘4lam-i zanan, Annie S. Boyce, which presented
subjects such as the proper design, layout, and furnishing of the home."*
Boyce’s main goal was to “make the girls feel that household management
was an art—not merely servants’ work as many believed—and was worthy
of the best efforts of educated girls.” She also upheld the importance of home
economics, elevating it to a vocation.”” This fact becomes more compelling
when compared to the contemporary Farsi home-economics textbook, Mirza
Aziz allah Khan’s Tadbir-i manczil. In Aziz allah Khan’s book, commentaries
regarding house architecture and, more specifically, the interior of the house
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were based on climatic and geographical features of Europe that did not quite
match the climatic conditions of most Iranian cities—the humid and relatively
cool region along the Caspian being the exception. Moreover, in Aziz allah
Khan’s book, there is no talk of aesthetics and interior design. In fact, it was
not until the time of the Iran Bethel that interior design and aesthetics became
an integral part of some Iranian girls’ school curricula. A 1916 report shows
how Boyce engaged Iranian girls in Tehran in creative in-class activities to
assess their understanding of their homes:

In our study of the (h)ouse itself, the girls were asked to draw plans of desir-
able Persian houses. The usual Persian house is of one-story and is built
on three or four sides of a courtyard, having windows on the surrounding
property. More modern houses are sometimes two-storied and are at times
placed in the middle of the courtyard, connecting with the side walls. This
allows for windows on two sides and permits better ventilation, but costs
more to build. In our class discussions we considered the relative desira-
bility of one-end and two-storied houses, the best orientation of houses in
Teheran and the most convenient arrangement of rooms, with relative sizes.
The plans the girls drew revealed a tendency to stick to the small dark cellar-
kitchen and to have this as far as possible from the dining room, regardless
of the distance the food would have to be carried. The rooms distinguished
as sleeping rooms were too small and too few, the rooms for receiving guests
large and important. Not many of these girls have opportunity to build their
own homes but we believe they will know better what to look for when
renting a house."®

The Iranian girls’ imagined ideal homes were quite similar to those already in
existence; the students were unable to imagine anything beyond what was avail-
able to them. It is thus not surprising that the missionaries felt a need to intro-
duce alternative forms. Some of these ideas came from two recently published
American home-economics books, co-authored by Helen Kinne and Anna M.
Cooley: Shelter and Clothing (1913) and Food and Household Management
(1914)."*° Both books are filled with suggestions—all accompanied by photo-
graphs of American homes—for interior design, furniture choices, and decora-
tion. Shelter and Clothing provides a complete chapter on the history of housing
in America and its different styles—e.g., colonial, English, Italian, etc. It also
offers ways to distinguish a well-designed from a poorly designed home. Food
and Household Management, on the other hand, discusses the planning and
architectural layout of different kitchens.

There was more to the Anglo-American and missionary involvement than
publications and schooling. Missionaries interacted with Iranians, exchanging
cultural habits, tastes, and modes of homelife. [ranians sometimes copied certain
aspects of the latter. These imitations provided opportunities to experience
modern Western life at secondhand. Grace Jeannette Murray, who worked at a
missionary station in the northern city of Rasht from 1912 until her death in 1939,
was regarded as a “home builder™
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She achieved the ideal of “the home with the open door.” She had no feeling
of race prejudice. Her home was open (to) ... Iranian friends of all classes.
... She welcomed local boys—Iranian, Armenian, Russian—to play with
her boys, was glad to have the church prayer meetings in her home, gathered
large groups of women together for evangelistic work ... .Although often ...
the only American woman in the city, she never felt lonely, for she had made
so many close friends among the nationals.'°

Apart from being hospitable, missionaries interacted with the local commu-
nity at informal sewing classes,"! hospitals, and the cultural venues that
had been initiated by them. Just how and when the locals were permitted to
visit missionaries is evidenced in archival documents from the American
Presbyterian mission station in the northeastern city of Mashhad. The mission
station in Mashhad was a neighborhood unto itself (figure 1.17).1* It was devel-
oped in 1920 and included a hospital, a church, and a school, and like other
distinct quarters of the city, it was entered by a gate in the city’s wall, labeled
“the new American gate” on maps (figure 1.18). While other quarters developed
around the shrine of Imam Reza,'”® the missionary neighborhood was planned
independently and followed a perpendicular grid model that contrasted with the
compact, organic appearance of homes clustered together in cell-like patterns
along narrow winding streets, as found in the rest of the city. Each missionary
home was located at the heart of a private yard or garden separated from other
yards by low walls. Although carefully segregated, the homes were visible to
the rest of the city.

Rooted perhaps in the nineteenth-century Anglo-Saxon American conception
of the “small house” that encouraged humble comfort and that linked ideas of
simplicity and efficiency to morality,'* missionary homes were devoid of exten-
sive ornamentation (figure 1.19). These homes were simple, efficient, and prac-
tical, and yet they provided spaces for leisure unknown in most Iranian homes of
the time, including, for example, reading rooms, a piano room (figure 1.20),'*> and
even in one case a basketball court in the backyard.

Although homes were designed in harmony with American missionaries’
tastes, local builders, craftsmen, and carpenters were in charge of constructing
these homes and their furnishings. Sometimes local builders adapted the blue-
prints to make them look more Persian than American. While the blueprints
of the Donaldson residence in Mashhad show a portico with lonic capitals, the
actual built portico consists of a series of Persian arches, customary in local
architecture (figure 1.21)."¢ These interactions went beyond a simple imposition
of power by the missionaries upon the locals. Social spaces “met, clash(ed) and
grapple(d) with each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination
and subordination.”” Thus, on the whole, there was an active communication
between the missionaries and local builders. Referring to her house in Tehran,
Annie S. Boyce reported:

(W)e make our own designs and the (local craftsman) copies pictures
using the measurements we have worked out. Each new chair and table is



Figure 1.17 A view to the missionary station in Mashhad, c¢. 1920; RG 91-19-2,
Presbyterian Historical Society. Courtesy of the Presbyterian Historical
Society, Philadelphia
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Map of the missionary station with the
“new American gate,” c¢. 1920; RG 231-4,
Presbyterian Historical Society. Courtesy
of the Presbyterian Historical Society,
Philadelphia
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Figure 1.19
Photograph of a recently
built home at the
Presbyterian station in
Mashhad, 1922; RG 231-4,
Preshyterian Historical
Society. Courtesy of the
Presbyterian Historical
Society, Philadelphia



Figure 1.20 Interior of the Donaldson Residence, 1922; RG 231-4, Presbyterian Historical
Society. Courtesy of the Presbyterian Historical Society, Philadelphia
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Figure 1.21 Blueprint of the main facade of the Donaldson Residence; RG 91-19-2,
Presbyterian Historical Society. Elevation reproduced by Parham Karimi

(after Donaldson). Courtesy of the Presbyterian Historical Society,
Philadelphia
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an achievement which means more to us than the money we have paid the
carpenter, for into it have gone our own time and thought and planning.!*®

The competition among missionaries for higher-quality furnishings pushed local
builders to try their best at materializing American designs."* Boyce reported:

(Dn Tehran it is a quite the usual thing for someone to walk into my lady’s
drawing room and say, ‘Where did you find that table? And how much did
you pay for it? ... Who makes those nests of tea tables? Would you mind my
having your davenport copied?”!*°

While archival records do not provide more detailed information on how local
Iranian men and women perceived such approaches to design and furnishings,
they nonetheless provide some insight into how new domestic habits were
introduced through, for example, direct interactions with the local craftsmen
and builders.

As for interaction with the laymen, the missionary hospital in Mashhad was
one of the most influential venues. The Mashhad mission station constructed a
hostel adjacent to the hospital. A later report from the Mashhad station describes
this hostel as a “family ward department” that allowed patients to “live in with
their families, while under treatment for conditions that do not demand their
being in the hospital as in-patients™.>! “A place to stay at the hospital,” the report
stated, “would keep a considerable number of people within the hospital’s, and
station’s religious influence.”>?> Another report suggested the construction of a
“book room” in the hostel, or what was later referred to as the “gatehouse” of
the hospital.'® A photograph from the Presbyterian Historical Society’s visual
archives shows an Iranian couple (Bibl Khaniim and Ahmad) dining at a table in
their room at the Mashhad hostel (figure 1.22). This must have greatly differed
from the couple’s everyday eating rituals; normally they would have been sitting
cross-legged in front of plates, bowls, and silverware, all placed on a sufrah (a
cloth resting on top of a rug).’* The photograph shows a new mix of public and
private lives, portraying a formerly private domestic activity taking place in a
public place, that of a room in the hostel at Mashhad hospital. Another photo-
graph incorporating this idea presents a 1920 Thanksgiving party at the residence
of one missionary family—referred to as the Hoffmans. In it, a local servant
stands by and watches over the table, while Khantim Sharifah—in the middle
place on the table’s right side and who is most probably the wife of the standing
man—dines with the missionaries. Khanim Sharifah’s posture shows the extent
to which she has adjusted herself to the table etiquette of the missionaries, aware
that this traditionally private moment was now made public (figure 1.23).

Iranians’ response to missionary ways of life varied. While some immediately
embraced it, others were unenthusiastic. There are multiple accounts of such reac-
tions. Once, when a village woman was seated in a rocking chair in a missionary
home and was rocked forward and onto the floor, she fled from the room crying
she had been put into “one of the conversion machines.”>> More severe criticism
came from a religious fundamentalist group in Mashhad.'*® In 1917, they issued



Figure 1.22 TIranian couple dining at the table, c. 1920; RG 231-3, picture no. 141,
Presbyterian Historical Society. Courtesy of the Presbyterian Historical
Society, Philadelphia

Figure 1.23 Interior of an American Presbyterian missionary house in Mashhad,
Thanksgiving 1920; RG 231-3, picture no. 49, Presbyterian Historical
Society. Courtesy of the Presbyterian Historical Society, Philadelphia



The hovel, the harem, and the hybrid furnishing 49

a death threat to the missionaries. The letter explicitly stated that by circulating
certain religious books, missionaries were attempting to convert Iranian Muslims
to Christianity. “These activities,” the letter stated, “should not happen in any
city, but Mashhad is our most sacred city and should stay away from the reach
of non-Muslims.”'*” Despite such threats from organized religious groups, many
showed interest in what the missionaries had to offer. Missionaries’ contributions
to health matters were particularly appreciated by the poor. The upper class and
the emerging middle-class, on the other hand, were attracted to their lifestyle, as
well as to the knowledge missionaries offered in their educational institutions.

Some Iranians who were in close contact with missionary families fully adopted
the clothing and manners of the missionaries whom they served or worked with
as colleagues—e.g., nurses and doctors. The public presentation of the self, in the
photograph of Khantim Sharifah and Mirza Abdol Hussein—possibly the servants
of missionaries—resembles that seen in a family picture of the Lichtwardts."® In
both, the couples are dressed in similar fashion, and like her American missionary
counterpart, the Iranian housewife, Khantim Sharifah, seems to be reading. Chairs,
still unknown in many traditional Persian households, had evidently been chosen
by the Iranian couple. Finally, both husbands are busy amusing their children,
an activity that traditionally had often been relegated to women (figures 1.24 and
1.25). Although posed photographs do not necessarily reflect the condition of actual
homelife, they nonetheless show how some Iranian families close to the mission-
aries emulated their lifestyle. These visual records indicate the extent to which
some Iranians were eager to become Westernized, yet it must be remembered that
missionaries were neither in a position to impose their vision by force nor in the
position of unchallenged cultural dominance relative to society at large.

Missionaries were in contact with all segments of the Iranian society. However,
despite their commitment to creating a pious egalitarian society, they tended to
work more with the “emerging modernizing Iranian elite classes than they did with
the largely illiterate masses.”'®® The home-economics education influenced mostly
middle- and upper-class Iranian women, while the habits of lower classes were
generally denigrated by both the educators and middle- and upper-class Iranian
students.'® The Church Missionary Society of Britain also focused more on middle-
and upper-class Iranian women. Indeed, many British missionaries believed that
poorer girls just needed to be “taught to earn their own living ... according to
the customs of the country.”™" Both English and American Protestant missionaries
often forced more privileged classes to involve themselves in the “dignity of labor.”
Upper-class Iranian girls—and later boys—who attended the boarding school Iran
Bethel, for example, were asked to make their beds and clean their rooms, some-
thing new for students who traditionally had servants to take care of these chores.
Although working with a limited group of privileged Iranians, Protestant mission-
aries affected class and gender roles.'”” Such associations were advanced later
during the reign of Reza Shah,'®® as housing conditions among Iranians became
the major signifier of social status. A result of several internal factors, including
advancing industrialization, new regulations with regard to having fewer children,
and the early Pahlavi regime’s endorsement of monogamy, these changes were not
just the consequence of a foreign presence in Iran.



Figure 1.24 Khanim and Company, 1922; RG 231-3, Presbyterian Historical Society.
Courtesy of the Presbyterian Historical Society, Philadelphia

Figure 1.25 The Lichtwardt Family, 1922; RG 231-3, Presbyterian Historical Society.
Courtesy of the Presbyterian Historical Society, Philadelphia
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Introduction

At the close of the nineteenth century, a group of reform-minded intellectuals
influenced by Western thought began to criticize the Qajar kings’ rule.! Following
Nasir al-Din Shah’s assassination in 1896, Iran saw a vital new period, the result
of an expansion of modern schools and a growth of mass media publications on
topics ranging from geographical discoveries and political conflicts, to scientific
developments and adventure novels; these new educational sources afforded the
Persian public insights into the world beyond Iran.? Meanwhile, the constitutional
revolution of 1906 led the parliament to draft laws, enacting a more centralized
state control; however, the political turmoil brought about mainly by World War
I put these planned reforms on hold. The founding of the new Pahlavi dynasty by
Reza Shah in 1925 finally led to significant infrastructural reforms that affected
the design and appearance of Iranian cities and residential neighborhoods.

During Reza Shah’s reign (1925—41), the norms for urban public spaces were
dramatically altered, not only through the construction of wide streets, new
shops, and modern administrative buildings, but also by the introduction of
public spaces such as cinemas and parks for social interaction and entertainment.
The public sphere expanded apace with the transportation infrastructure and the
revamping of such services as schooling and health care. The number of motor
vehicles in Iran rose from six hundred in 1928 to twenty-five thousand in 1942.3
Between 1905 and 1930, thirty-three movie theatres were built in a number of
cities,* and this figure grew significantly over the following years.

Meanwhile, public media helped to encourage greater openness. In 1943,
approximately fifty newspapers were published, but by 1951, in the midst of
nationalization of the oil industry, this figure rose to seven hundred.® When
newspapers were scarce, radio kept those in more remote areas of the country
informed.® In the popular press, what was considered “public” was not neces-
sarily defined in opposition to the “private” sphere of the home. Many home-
related activities, such as childrearing practices, had already become very much
a public concern.

Reza Shah’s urban modernization program brought radical change to
Iranian cities throughout the country, from Rasht and Mashhad in the north
to Bandar Abbas and Ahvaz in the south. In 1933, the Iranian Ministry of
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Interior established a legal basis for change with the Street Widening Act (22
Aban 1312/ November 13, 1933).7 These regulations had a great influence on
the overall look of most cities, where “shops predominated in the avenues
(khiyabans) ... (and) the street front(s) of (many) buildings were decorated
by protruding neoclassical columns,”® and other novel decorative motifs. The
cities themselves were joined by a new transnational railroad being built along
with the new roads and bridges. Generally speaking, all aspects of Iranian life
were affected, as the government busied itself “laying out streets; repairing
houses and doors; installing chairs and tables in coffee houses; paving streets
with cobblestones; putting up hotels and inns in (numerous) towns ... estab-
lishing the university and primary and secondary schools, erecting new
governmental buildings.”

Tehran in particular benefited from urban reform. It was the “Mecca of the
dandies,” in the words of missionary Annie S. Boyce (writing soon after Reza
Shah came to power), with Lalihzar Avenue as its “Ka’ba.” Lalihzar Avenue
was a promenade for the perfumed youth of the city.'’ Stores along the avenue
were newly illuminated by the warm glow of electric lights. Referring to the
glittering effect of the electric light at one antique store, Boyce describes how
chihil chiragh (forty lamps) hung from the ceilings and “the thousand crystal
pendants tinkle(d) gently as the building vibrate(d).”"' Overcoming traditional
modes of public life, which had restricted the mixing of different ethnic groups,
Iranians started to interact with each other in novel ways. Boyce elaborates on
this phenomenon:

In (our) ... schools ... Christians, Muslims, Hebrews, Bahais, Parsees,
worked and played together, forgetting the old laws of ‘clean and unclean’
as boys jostled each other on the football field, or girls strolled around arm-
in-arm at recess. The rule of each school was that no religion was to be evil
spoken of [sic]."”

The “production of new public spaces™ also relaxed restrictions on the
gendered character of the public and the private.” Tabloid magazines began to
feature serialized stories about the sexual exploits of the Qajar kings—most
notably Fath Ali Shah and Nasir al-Din Shah—and their royal harems.” An
aura of exoticism came to surround the stories of people’s private lives under
the previous dynasty, one that made them seem like ancient fantasies rather than
recent histories.

Eradicating the old Qajar ascriptive status distinctions, the reform of domes-
ticity under the Pahlavi regime was, in turn, expanded along status lines and
professional degrees. Fath Ali Shah of the Qajar dynasty fathered more than sixty
sons and forty-eight daughters by almost a thousand wives and concubines.'
This urge to create a princely class remained intact among the royal class during
the Pahlavi regime, albeit with less magnitude; but when it came to governmental
politics regarding the distribution of wealth and labor, other modes of class iden-
tity were taken into consideration. By the 1920s, educational reforms helped
produce a homogeneous modern middle class, many of whom were employed at
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governmental institutions.” Aware of the destructive aspects of industrial urban
modernity, the government tried its best to prevent disorder and to foster a society
of educated, disciplined, and productive individuals.” This goal required new
state-run projects in the areas of health and well-being that traveled beyond the
traditional governmental concerns of taxation, levying troops, and preventing
anarchy.” The improvement of home life—a major route by which Iranian
society could become healthier and more productive—received further attention
during the early Pahlavi period. More than ever before, women’s magazines and
the press propagated the importance of housework and its impact on the health of
the family and society as a whole.

The discourse of domesticity gradually crept into the field of state policy,
which sought to create a healthy and productive nation by building better
homes.? During the time of Reza Shah, housing development plans were imple-
mented mostly through foreign contractors. From the 1920s until 1951, when
Iran nationalized the oil industry and evicted the Anglo-Persian Oil Company,
oil cities such as Abadan and Masdjid Suleiman saw massive expansion due to
the arrival of construction laborers and oil specialists from the United States,
Europe, India, and the Persian Gulf states.”’ Many other foreign architectural
firms and consultants were involved in the building of residential neighborhoods
in other industrial cities of Iran, among which were the Scandinavian consortium
SENTAB (Svenska Entreprenad Aktiebolaget) and the Austro-Hungarian indus-
trial enterprise Skoda. In addition, housing for employees of the trans-Iranian
railroad company was constructed mostly by Italian consultants.?

These projects were executed by foreign companies, and it was not until
the beginning of the reign of Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi that the Iranian
government began to formulate its own standards for housing. These were
implemented through a number of development plans. Between 1949 and 1967,
completed two such comprehensive plans.** Meanwhile, the High Council of
Urban Planning (shurd-ya alt shahrsazi) was created in order to formulate
housing regulations.?

Early Pahlavi domiciles and exchange of styles

Inspired in part by the ideas of such Iranians as the Zoroastrian representative
to parliament Arbab Kaykhusraw—who was a force behind the revival of pre-
Islamic architecture of Iran in the administrative buildings of the 1930s—and
in part by a Western inclination toward elevating the Aryan race, the Aryan
supremacy of Iran was celebrated as ancient [ranian icons started to embellish the
early Pahlavi government buildings.?® While the neo-Achaemenid style adorned
Tehran’s city hall, national bank, and post-office headquarters, the neo-Sassanian
style emerged in the Museum of Iranian Antiquities.”” These achievements were
made possible both by Reza Shah’s interest in creating a national style that was
different from that of the Qajars and by the growing public budget.”® Unlike the
Qajars, who depended primarily on religious endowments for creating public
monuments and institutions, the Pahlavi state was able to initiate the construction
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of these structures within the state budget.? The process of creating a national
Pahlavi style meant that the architectural styles of the Qajars were to be rejected.
But this was done arbitrarily. Reza Shah demolished Tehran’s monumental old
Qajar fortified walls with their twelve elaborate gates, and the old harem of the
Gulistan complex was removed to make room for the new Ministry of Trade.*
However, some parts of the Gulistan palace—including the Talar-i almas and the
Shams al-‘Imarah—remained intact.*

As is noticeable in most surviving public architecture of his reign, Reza Shah
is commonly known for his overwhelming interest in the pre-Islamic architecture
of Iran; but thanks to the advice of foreign experts—notably the American art
dealer and scholar of Islamic art Arthur Upham Pope—the Shah was also keen
on preserving the monuments of Islamic Iran—particularly that of the Safavids.*
As he became increasingly attentive to the value of Safavid art, he even integrated
some features of the Safavid architectural style into his own palaces, which were
a combination of neoclassical European and local styles. Such characteristics
emerged in the two palaces of Reza Shah built in Tehran: Kakh-i sabz (Green
Palace), which was erected in 1928 in the former Qajar summer-palace complex
of Sa’d abad; and Kakh-i marmar (Marble Palace), completed in 1934. The two
buildings were “signed” by the regime, distinguishing them from Qajar struc-
tures, with distinctive “Pahlavi” embellishments at the tops of window frames
and doorways.

The Green Palace was the work of local master builders. The high reliefs of
the palace’s fagade were, in contrast, the products of European craftsmen and
were shipped to Iran from Italy (figures 2.1a, 2.1b and 2.1¢).** A similarly eclectic
approach was adopted in the Marble Palace. The Palace was the creation of
French engineer Joseph Leon and local architect Fathallah Firdaws.** Occupying
an area of 30,462 square feet, the structure was capped with a huge dome that
replicates that of the Safavid mosque in Isfahan, Shiykh Lutf Allah.

The construction process in both palaces was closely supervised by Reza Shah.
Observing the ways in which a marble worker at the Marble Palace construc-
tion site placed the plaques next to one another in a sloppy manner, the Shah
mentioned Persepolis’s artisans and their masterful disguising of the cracks
between the plaques. Reminding the worker that Persepolis dates back three
thousand years, the Shah insisted that contemporary Iranian craftsmen must
learn from their sophisticated ancestors. Reza Shah wanted a palace that could
serve as his overnight retreat, as an official seat, and as “a museum of Iranian
arts and crafts.”* The Shah asserted that he wanted to revive many types of
traditional Iranian craftsmanship that were on the verge of becoming moribund.
He thus selected the best local craftsmen, paid them well, and supervised them
throughout the building period.

The Marble Palace was often featured in the press, particularly because
it became the seat for important official ceremonies. Indeed, the palace was
“unveiled” during a ceremony held in honor of Reza Shah’s women’s forced
unveiling law (1936—41).% As “the ancient traditions of Iran” were paraded in
front of visiting dignitaries, so were the unveiled women of the palace—including
the Shah’s wife, who hosted the ceremony.?’



Figures 2.1a, 2.1b and 2.1c

Top: main entrance to the Green Palace;
middle: relief, detail; left: interior of the
palace, showing mirrorworks (aynah
kart). Photographs by the author, 2007
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In the years following the Shah’s resignation and subsequent death, the popular
press often associated the Marble Palace with the Shah’s persona. An article from
a 1950 copy of the popular newspaper [ttila’at-i mahiyanah (Monthly News)**
explained how the Shah ordered the demolition of a Qajar palace to allow enough
space for the building of the new Marble Palace (figure 2.2).*° The article went on
to lovingly describe the “unveiling” ceremony and the foreign guests’ fascination
with the palace. The implementation of traditional crafts was reviewed in detail,
while the simplicity and humbleness of Reza Shah’s life itself was said to have
been reflected in the look of his “simple and modest” bed (figure 2.3).

Figure 2.2

A page showing the exterior of the
Marble Palace and interior details
from [ttila’at-i mahiyanah (Monthly
News), Mihr 1329/September 1950,
vol. 3/7, no. 31, n.p. Courtesy of the
National Library of Iran, Tehran
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Other modest aspects of the palace were a subject of interest for an editorial in
the popular newspaper Tehran musavvar (Illustrated Tehran) in 1949. “The Day
the Shah Left” describes how a lonely corner in the Marble Palace—where the
sofa and the table stood—captured the mood of the time when Reza Shah sat at
his table and wrote his resignation statement on September 16, 1941, and shortly
thereafter left the nation.* This corner of the Marble Palace, whose image was
also reproduced in many other newspapers, shows white marble plaques covering
the entire floor and halfway up the walls. A statue of a nude stands by an antique-
looking European sofa and writing table that had belonged to Reza Shah. This
whole tableau speaks of the old and new—of old European style and modern
simplicity (figures 4a—4b).
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Figures 2.4a and 2.4b

Room from the interior of the Marble Palace and detail thereof. These photographs were
published in Tehran musavvar (lllustrated Tehran), 25 Shahrivar 1328/16 September
1949. The archives of the Institute for Contemporary Iranian History. Box. M, Fol.
275/130729-0. Courtesy of the archives of the Center for the Studies of Modern Iranian
History, Tehran
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The juxtaposition of Iranian and Western styles was often abrupt. Just
as foreign aspects of Reza Shah’s palaces were slavish imitations of Western
models, so were their local aspects mere recycling of patterns and models of
Iran’s traditional crafts. In this sense, the palace was indeed a museum, a modern
building that placed the treasures of Iran’s arts and crafts on display. In the years
following Reza Shah’s death, the celebration of the tradition within the palace
was still carried on.*! One minister’s 1948 letter to the Shah’s elder daughter,
Shams Pahlavi, regarding the purchase of eighteen yards of fine Indian fabric
for curtaining one palace bears witness to this: I need to remind the majesty that
it may be better to use the fine traditional fabrics of Isfahan (qalamkar) for the
palace. The use of these Isfahani fabrics will help honor our own heritage and
encourage local craftsmanship, and above all, it will be much less expensive.*
This was combined with furniture—in most royal residences—based on eight-
eenth-century French aristocratic style (figure 2.5). Thus the mixing of cultures
and styles dominated, even when Iranian materials were deliberately chosen.

The use of foreign materials led members of the Iranian intelligentsia to voice
their concerns about the loss of national identity in the face of the onslaught of
Western modernity. In “Tarikkhanah (The Dark Room),” a tale from his short-
story collection The Stray Dog (1942), the surrealist Iranian novelist Sadegh
Hedayat describes the new homes as “stupid mimicry” (taqlid-i ahmagqiinah) of
Western styles.”® This so-called mimicry, however, was nothing if not profes-
sionally executed, and some homes were competent imitations of European
urban middle-class residences. Along with Reza Shah’s frenzied large-scale
development, which provoked dissent, there was also the work of professional

Figure 2.5

Queen’s bedroom, Sa’d abad
Palace. Photograph by the author,
2007
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Iranian architects who had been educated in Europe and had returned home to
hone their skills by designing homes for Tehran’s upper- and middle-classes.*
Indeed, their efforts helped in constructing a new identity for the middle-class,
white-collar population. These architects also published their ideas in the first
and only national journal of their profession, Arshitikt (Architect), which was
published from 1946 to 1948 by the Society of Certified Iranian Architects.*
Such approaches dovetailed neatly with Reza Shah’s program of reforming the
Iranian family for the sake of quickly creating a modern nation.

The modern nuclear family home and its discontents

Throughout Reza Shah’s reign, urban transformations had been coupled with
women’s forced and later voluntary unveiling,*® which allowed for more open
forms of urban interaction. Forced unveiling created a “liberated” Iranian
woman, an “enlightened” housewife who was supposed to live in a modern
house. There were similarities between the ways in which the press portrayed
the “new” Iranian woman vis-a-vis the “new” Iranian house. Both were subject
to a cult of rationalization, and both were often judged against their modern
Western counterparts. Such a theme is the subject of an image in a 1925 issue
of Khalg (The Masses), in which an Iranian family is compared with a European
one (figure 2.6). While the caption and the image of the European family indicate
that the European woman is a professional housewife working within her neat
residence, the caption of the Iranian family scene indicates that the Iranian man
is the sole contributor to the traditional household.*’

Other newspapers ran articles detailing the practices of foreign housewives
within their homes, thus drawing a direct relationship between the collective
character of different nations and the behavior of their housewives. In 1948,

Figure 2.6

Comparing Iranian and European families.
The top caption reads: “Oh, Dad’s back!
One person whose beard is in the hands

of seven people.” The bottom caption
reads: “In a European family, his wife (the
woman of the family) also works!” in The
Making of the Modern Iranian Woman:
Gender, State, Policy, and Popular Culture
1865-1946, Gainesville: University Press
of Florida, 2003, p. 77. Reprinted from

the original in Khalqg (The Masses) by
permission of MEDOC, University of
Chicago
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Khandaniha (Enjoyable Readings), for example, explained the character of women
of different nations: American wives were seen as good cooks and experts on
raising children; Chinese women were regarded as lazy and gluttonous; Japanese
women were considered the most patient; and British women were thought to
be more interested in politics than their husbands.*® By providing such a diverse
global picture of housewives, Khandaniha most likely aimed to create “both a
sense of connection to the world and a sense of what was distinctly Iranian.”’

A similar logic, it may be thought, could be applied to the ways in which the
Iranian home was portrayed in the press. However, the mass media placed so
much emphasis on ideas of the modern European home that what was local and
Iranian in residential architecture was left largely ignored.”® Some elements of
the traditional courtyard house survived in modern homes designed by profes-
sional architects, but these features were not explicitly identified according to the
germane local terminology.

The architectural characteristics of the traditional courtyard house had so
receded from middle-class consciousness that by the last decades of the twen-
tieth century, popular nineteenth- and early twentieth-century terminologies
associated with the courtyard house—sufrahkhanah (dining room), sardab (cool
summer room), and hashti (vestibule)—had to a large extent lost their meanings
in daily life and language.”' Meanwhile, new words were introduced to Iranians
by popular publications. /ttila’at-i haftigi (Weekly News), for example, in one
of its late 1940s issues, provided an encyclopedic classification of the rooms
of a modern house: utdq-i pazirayr (guest room or entertaining room), utdaq-i
nishiman (living room), utaq-i khab (bedroom), and utag-i nahar khuri (dining
room). The authors of I#tila’at-i haftigi not only defined the function of each
room, but also provided suggestions regarding the furniture, color combinations,
and materials to be used in these rooms. For example, they prescribed that the
dining room be linked to the kitchen via a door. They also suggested picture
windows to provide beautiful views for the living room; flower boxes were said
to lend charm to living rooms, while framed modern paintings were deemed
essential for decorating the walls. The colors light-gray and white were recom-
mended for the bedrooms and tiles were seen as essential for the dining room
and kitchen floors. The pictures that accompany these definitions were taken
from contemporary Western publications with designs that embodied, more than
any other style, the features of minimalistic interior design with simple color
schemes. Khandaniha advised its readers about color choices within the home
with explanations of how certain colors could affect—positively or negatively—
the psychology of the inhabitants.

Along the same lines, focusing extensively on modernist ideas of domesticity
that dominated interwar Europe, the professional journal Arshitikt (Architect)
propagated modern European styles.” The works of Mohsen Furught (1907-83),
Gabriel Guverkian (1900—70), and Vartan Avanessian (1896—1982, also known
as Vartan) received significant attention in the journal. The journal highlighted
simplicity in design through the works of the architect Vartan, who looked down
on traditional decorative styles such as tilework and plaster reliefs, referring to
them as “useless” and “tasteless” additions.>* What’s more, Vartan criticized the
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popularity of the neo-Achaemenid style with its focus on Persepolis’s column
capitals of animal torsos. These columns, which embellished the facades of
governmental institutions such as banks and police stations, provoked Vartan
to write in the first issue of Arshitikt that Iranian architects must not only free
themselves of the old styles, but also avoid reviving historical motifs and styles.
He added: “The sensible mind shouts: Stop this! Are you going to turn Tehran
into a zoo with all these statues of cows and lions?!”°

In all likelihood, Vartan and others writing in the inaugural issue of Arshitik,
who sought to rid Iranian cities of their old neighborhoods and start afresh,
were influenced by the ideas of the modernist Austrian architect Adolf Loos,
as expressed in his influential 1908 article “Ornament and Crime.”*® Restoring
old houses was deemed purposeless—it was as if “one intended to turn an old
woman into a young lady by putting so much makeup on her face.”” Simplicity
was indeed an essential characteristic of the (future) modern Iranian home,
according to the opening editorial of Arshitikt. These views even affected the
advertising of homes in Arshitikt as well as in other less professional magazines,
where simplicity became the hallmark of the featured houses (figure 2.7). The
houses designed by these European-trained architects may be categorized into
three groups. First are the split-level, free-standing, single-family villas that were
often located in the middle of a walled garden (see figure 2.7). The second are
multiple-story, one-family homes facing main streets (figure 2.8). Finally, there
are small-scale apartment houses with commercial units at ground level, which
lined main streets (figure 2.9).

After the construction in 1934 of the Cement Factory (karkhanah siman) in
Ray—a town in southern Tehran—the use of cement and concrete became preva-
lent in residential homes. These materials allowed for a more nuanced aesthetic
and structural flexibility, but their use was only possible under the supervision of
professional architects. The plan of most of these new concrete houses is asym-
metrical, showing closer affinities to the modern Bauhaus movement than to
the classical Beaux-Arts.*® In almost all of these houses the interior and exterior
surfaces were left unadorned, and the kitchen and the toilet, previously located
outside, were now incorporated within the home. Nonetheless, some aspects of
the traditional home remained intact. Although they did not intend to revive the
authentic architecture of Iran, architects who erected modern homes blended
modern and regional features in subtle ways.* For instance, many villas shared
some similarities with traditional Iranian aristocratic garden pavilions (kiishks).*
All villas included an enclosed central hall, known as the sarsara, which bore
features of the traditional courtyard house. One had to pass through the sarsara
to go from one room to the other, as with the courtyard in a traditional house. The
sarsara certainly weakened the old prohibitions about sharing of space between
the namahram—not tied to the family—men and women. The new family living
room (nishiman), which was often located on the first floor and was accessible
from the sarsara, resembled the panjdari of the old courtyard house. Unlike
the panjdari, the nishiman was devoid of extensive decoration; nonetheless, the
nishiman was furnished with glass doors that connected it to the garden, echoing
a function of the panjdart, which provided access to the courtyard through its
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moveable glass screens (urusi). The guest room (mihmankhanah or pazirayr) of
the new house was inaccessible, often located on the second floor. This was not
unlike the elaborate talar of the birini section of the old courtyard house, which
was only used for ceremonial purposes.

Apartments in complexes that accommodated commercial and office space
consisted of three to five stories, and these were often erected on large corner lots
(figure 2.9). Being concerned with privacy, the architects allowed for separate
entries to public and private quarters of the complex. The residential units retained
a negligible connection to certain aspects of the courtyard house via gardens that
were now placed atop the roofs. Efforts to revive certain aspects of traditional
Iranian dwellings and concerns over privacy—so prominent in the design of the
courtyard house—are certainly apparent in some residential buildings. However,
these concerns were dealt with in an altogether slipshod manner. The architect
was on the one hand concerned with maintaining the residents’ privacy, in line
with the traditional culture of home life, and yet was also intent on incorporating
features of the fashionable European house, such as the roof garden.

Perhaps the most important characteristic of these homes was the extent to
which they provided new spaces for modern nuclear families.®’ The marriage
law of 1931 had encouraged—even though it did not legally mandate—monog-
amous marriages.®* It is no surprise, therefore, that throughout the 1930s and
1940s, the nuclear family became the focus of architects who designed modern
homes for upper-class Iranians. As families became more compact, all the spaces
within the home contributed to the welfare of the nuclear family. The pattern for
the new Western floorplan was set by Mohsen Furughi, who replaced the tradi-
tional spatial divisions and gender-based andarini-birini sections of the house
with functional rooms.®* Similarly, the Villa S1ast (1935), designed by Gabriel
Guverkian, was intended for a nuclear family and took its cue from Adolf Loos,
who formulated a theory of design that became known as raumplan, in which
boundaries were broken and all rooms, annexes, and terraces were connected
in subtle ways. Dominant characteristics of these homes included bay windows,
circular balconies, and projecting cylindrical stairwells. One obvious reason for
the popularity of circular forms related to conformance to the site’s shape. If the
house were located on a corner lot, it would curve around the corner, and if it
were located by a traffic circle, it undulated around the circular sidewalk.%

By the 1940s, the projecting semicircular balcony of Guverkian’s Villa Stast
had become a prototype used by other architects. This balcony was often utilized
as an open sleeping platform known as baharkhab (springtime outdoor sleeping
space); it bridged “private” and “public” and thus worked as a liminal space.
This balcony was not always designed to be used as a baharkhab and was at
times only implemented as an aesthetic addition to the house. The spatial form
of this projected semicircular balcony was sometimes highlighted through the
beams and columns that came to frame the space it created. The round beam that
projects from the bulk of a modern-looking Sa’d abad Palace built by Vartan is
a case in point. The semicircular beam extends over the landscape, allowing the
building to expand into nature horizontally and to reflect the desire of the archi-
tect to integrate the interior and exterior (figure 2.10).%
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Figure 2.10 View of a palace built by Vartan Hovansian in the Sa’d abad Royal Complex,
Arshitikt (Architect), Murdad/Shahrivar 1325/ August/September 1946,
vol. 1, no. 3, p. 4. Courtesy of the Library of the Parliament of the Islamic
Republic of Iran, Tehran

This concept was carried through in most residential architecture of the middle
class, where the semicircular living room jutted out of the bulk of the building.
The curved wall of this living room was often interrupted by multiple windows,
with the whole structure projecting out into the space of the street, or garden;
those inside could be seen from the street, breaking taboos against mixing the
public and the private. As the use of large windows increased, the boundary
between inside and outside broke down. This set-up also allowed the residents
more visual freedom. A photograph from the interior of the round living room
of the QashghaT house in Tehran—designed by the Armenian-Iranian designer
known as Architect Boudaghian—shows how the concept of the enclosed court-
yard house has given way to an outward look, one that allows broader vistas of
the street, sky, earth, and the “public world” in general (figures 2.11a-2.11c).%

These expanded views were also popularized in newspaper articles and
advertisements. Nowhere was this characteristic more extensively featured—
both through written descriptions and photographs—than in the palaces of the
young Pahlavi king, Muhammad Reza Shah. The lavish landscapes of the Sa’d
abad Palace complex are often pictured from above, as if someone were looking
at them from a large glass window of an elevated room. This aerial vision is
captured in a photograph published in a 1950 issue of Monthly News (figure 2.12).
Such a view was intended to reflect notions of order and progress within the
Shah’s residence, but also to allude metaphorically to the order and progress of
the nation as a whole.®” The anonymous author of the article describes the Sa’d
abad complex:
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Figures 2.11a, 2.11b and 2.11c

Top: Qashghat House (view from the south), Tehran. Bottom left: plan of the first floor
of the Qashghal House, Tehran. Right: interior of the Qashghai House, Tehran. Designed
by the Armenian—Iranian architect Boudaghian, Arshitikt (Architect), Murdad/Shahrivar
1325/August/September 1946, vol. 1, no. 3, pp. 104-5, 28. Courtesy of the Library of the
Parliament of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Library, Tehran
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Before visiting the complex I had an idea about it. I used to think of it as a
small garden with a series of pavilions around it. I used to think that these
pavilions all faced the garden from one side and that one could easily walk
from one building to the other. The Sa’d abad complex, however, is a world
unto itself. For one thing, the complex is not designed for pedestrians. One
has to drive a car to get from one building to the next. While having features
of both, the complex is neither a city nor a village. It is green, quiet, and
calm—reminiscent of all villages—but unlike an Iranian village which is
filled with unhealthy people and contaminated by filth, the complex is clean;
it is technologically advanced like a modern city, but very different from the
busy, crowded cities that we know of. Sa’d abad is truly a heaven on earth. It
is like no other place one may have seen in one’s life. It is quiet and beautiful,
yet advanced and modern; with its tall trees and vast landscapes, it resem-
bles the most beautiful and natural scenes in the world; and yet it is ordered
and advanced like the most modern of all cities.®®
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Figure 2.12

“Sa’d abad yilaq-i
shahanshah-i Iran
(Sa’d abad, the
Summer Palace of
the Shah of Iran),”
Ittila’at-i mahiyanah,
Shahrivar/September
1329/1950, vol. 6, no.
30, p. 27. Courtesy of
the National Library
of Iran, Tehran
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The desire for broader vistas and Western lifestyles—fully achieved within
the precincts of the Sa’d abad Palace complex—also became a theme for
commercial advertisements that targeted the middle class. Numerous issues of
Tehran musavvar from 1950, for example, featured homes designed by profes-
sional Iranian architects with captions that read: “These homes are not built in
Switzerland or America, but could be found around Tehran” (figure 2.13). The
primary purpose of these advertisements was to create a market for the mate-
rials—brick and concrete—used in these homes.* Ironically, the keynote of the
text accompanying the image is the exotic quality of these homes, thus stimu-
lating the readers to desire that which is foreign. Advertisements for furniture
also suggest new modes of interior design—such as one from a December 1951
issue of Taraqqi (Progress).”® Although the advertisement seeks to draw the
reader’s attention to the dining tables and chairs made by the Rangin Industrial
Designers, it also displays a picture window, a new Western addition to the
Iranian home (figure 2.14).
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Figure 2.13 Figure 2.14

The caption reads: “Pay close attention. Advertisement for dining tables
These homes are not built in Switzerland and chairs manufactured by Rangin
or America, but could be found around Industrial Designers. Taraqqr

Tehran.” Advertisement in Tehran
musavvar, 11 Farvardin 1329/March
1950, vol. 347, n.p. Courtesy of the
National Library of Iran, Tehran

(Progress), December 10, 1951, vol.
9/28, 10.465, n.p. Courtesy of the
National Library of Iran, Tehran
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When it came to improving the condition of working-class homes, those in
charge dismissed such aesthetic concerns and instead focused on how to accom-
modate as many people as possible in the most efficient way. Albeit with certain
inadequacies, public architecture, as well as royal palaces and aristocratic homes
were professional imitations of Western architecture and traditional styles of the
past.”! However, the architecture and décor of most lower-middle and working-
class homes saw less and less professionalism. There were many reasons for
this marginalization. For one thing, most residential areas in the capital were
modernized so rapidly that local builders were left with no time to develop an
appropriate method of design that could incorporate regional elements. In 1931,
Charles Calmer Hart, an American attaché to Iran, reported:

The municipality, urged on by the Shah, is trying to modernize the capital
of Persia so rapidly that property owners find it almost impossible to keep
up with the progress which is wiping out liberal areas of their real estate, for
most of which they receive limited or no compensation. Property owners,
besides having to give up much real estate, have been compelled to see the
demolition of their houses and to replace them at their own expense by better
structures constructed on designs prescribed by the municipal planning
commission.”

Just as many public monuments and palaces were destroyed to allow for the
new Pahlavi architecture, many traditional courtyard houses were also demol-
ished to make possible the building of wider streets and more modern resi-
dences. In 1940, the American embassy estimated that the number of homes
destroyed by the state ranged from fifteen thousand to thirty thousand. In a
letter, the embassy noted that “Tehran looks as if it has been destroyed by an
earthquake,” and that “(t)he ruthlessness of its methods is bewildering to anyone
not used to the ways of modern Iran.””® Along the same line, Rosita Forbes,
an American traveler to Iran in the early 1930s, described Tehran as “slightly
Hollywoodesque,” adding:

The new streets looked as if they had not quite settled where they were going,
and the rows of new houses, one room deep, were all frontage. They seemed
to have no backs at all and they ended suddenly in space as if they were part
of an unfinished set which would never be used in filmland.™

This wholesale demolition was also at odds with the taste of some. Many
objected to these developments. Members of the conservative anti-Pahlavi
clergy, for example, voiced their concerns about the building of wider streets,
which demanded the confiscation of people’s property. The cleric Sayyid Hasan
Mudarris condemned Reza Shah’s ideas concerning urban renewal projects
during a speech that he delivered in parliament: “modernization had to be distin-
guished from such lawless acts against the people and their possessions.””

The devastating lack of safe, adequate housing in southern parts of the capital
gradually became an indicator of Iran’s “housing problem,” which festered until
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the revolution of 1979.¢ Southern Tehran and the fringes of most large cities
became host to an urban underclass of squatters, slum dwellers, and unskilled
migrant workers. These residents were from rural areas and had varied ethnic
and linguistic backgrounds. Khanah Qamar Khanim (Ms. Qamar’s House), a
satirical television series broadcast in 1972, captures this well. Qamar Khantim
owns a large courtyard house that provides rental space for families and individ-
uals freshly moved to southern Tehran. The series found humor amid the chaos
created by people of different backgrounds living together, as demonstrated in
a scene where all the tenants insanely plunge into the central pool (figure 2.15);
but the problem was far more serious than it appeared when viewed on television.

In the 1960s, rents ranged from 25 percent of the salary of an unskilled laborer
to 50 percent of the salary of civil servants.”” In the years that followed, these
figures rose rapidly.”® Throughout most of the 1960s, 96 percent of the supply of
housing was provided by the private sector, which constructed 260,000 housing
units in the urban areas.” To deal with the problem of housing a population as
diverse as industrial workers, army officers, civil servants, and artisans, the
government and private developers—often referred to as bisaz bifrish (literally,
“builders and sellers,” see Chapter 3)—became involved in the design of homes.
None of the parties involved provided good solutions. The housing complex
Chaharsad dastgah (literally, “400 units”), started in 1946, is one of the earliest
projects devoted to this relocation. Occupying an area of 148,735 square yards
(124,360 square meters), the complex was built with financial support from the
Mortgage Bank (bank-i rahnt) and the National Bank of Iran (bank-i milli Iran).®'
The design of most housing in this complex is in fact a miniature version of the

Figure 2.15 Still from Khanah Qamar Khanim (Ms. Qamar’s House), directed by
Bahman Farman’ara, 1351/1972
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old courtyard house, with rooms lined up on one side and bathroom facilities and
the kitchen on the other. Most units occupied an area of 57.4 or 113.6 square yards
(48 or 95 square meters) and consisted of four rooms, a storage space, kitchen,
and toilet. Chaharsad dastgah was one of the earliest mass housing projects to
provide plumbing and electricity for all the tenants (figures 2.16a and 2.16b).*
Unlike the traditional courtyard house, the design of Chaharsad dastgah’s court-
yard-looking units was by no means ideal: all the windows were of the same size,
regardless of whether they faced north or south; and the arrangement of rooms
denied privacy to family members (figure 2.17).%

Figure 2.16a
Photograph showing
Muhammad Reza Shah
(middle, in uniform)
reviewing the model of

Chaharsad dastgah with depa gples ool JJai 4 Gl o oS
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Figure 2.16b The model of the Chaharsad dastgah residential complex. Both this image
and the photograph above were published in Arshitikt (Architect), Tir 1326/
June 1947, vol. 1, no. 4 (special volume on housing), p. 126. Similar images
were published in the popular press, including Baz purs, Shahrivar 1325/
September 1946, no. 168, p. 1. Courtesy of the Library of the Parliament of
the Islamic Republic of Iran, Library, Tehran
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Figure 2.17

Plan of a modern adaptation of the
courtyard house in Chaharsad dastgah:
1) foyer; 2) room; 3) room; 4) corridor;
5) room; 6) room; 7) open courtyard; 8)
toilet; 9) kitchen; 10) storage space. Plan
reproduced by Parham Karimi (after
Kr1a-KujtrT)

In most later government-sponsored complexes such as Shahr ara (1956),* Kay-i
kalad (1958), Kan (1960), Kiiy-i nuhum-i aban (1965), Kiiy-i mihran (c. 1962), and
Kay-i Farah (1963),* the “hall” (or a large foyer) takes the place of the old exterior
courtyard with the bedrooms, entertaining area, kitchen, and bathroom facilities
surrounding it (figure 2.18). Some, like the houses of Kiiy-i nuhum-i aban, elimi-
nated the entertaining area altogether to conserve space. Some flats, such as those
of Kiiy-i mihran, also introduced the addition of an enclosed glass box known as
the passiu (a variant of patio), which housed plants (figure 2.19). In many cases,
the passiu with its glass ceiling was the only means for allowing natural light
and air into the hall. In that sense, the house failed to correspond to the climatic
conditions. Similarly, a backyard located by the kitchen accumulated rain, which
caused mold to grow and was therefore not hygienic. In addition, most of these
settlements suffered from poor services and the residents had to go out of their
way to purchase their daily food from city centers.

Noting the dysfunction of these designs, the government then became directly
involved in resolving the problems of “bad design.” Numerous studies®’” were
conducted under the supervision of experts from the Ministry of Housing
and Urban Development. One is entitled Housing in Iranian Cities: Problems
and Resolutions (1971).%% Basing its claim on a survey from 1969, this study
revealed that at that time there were only 664 housing units per 1,000 families.
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Accordingly, the study suggested methods for accommodating more families
in efficient ways. One solution was to build apartments and high-rise buildings
instead of one- or two-story family homes, in order to prevent the spatial expan-
sion of cities and eliminate the inefficient distribution of resources and energy.
The study also provided suggestions for better interior arrangements by intro-
ducing housing units designed around the climatic conditions applicable to each
region, the number of family members, and the annual income of the household.
Most are direct imitations of European and American models, with adjustments
made to the size of the hall. Families with the least income were provided with
homes that had no hall and consisted only of a series of rooms arranged around a
corridor. Concerns with the traditional aspects of the courtyard house are elim-
inated altogether in almost all of these prescribed types. Compared to homes
built by nonprofessional circles of the bisaz bifrish (see Chapter 3) the proposals
suggested by the Ministry of Housing were more in tune with standards of
modern life, but they were only partially realized by 1979. Examples include
a series of high-rise luxury residential apartments that were built in Tehran
throughout the 1970s; yet many of these luxury apartments built by professional
builders remained vacant due to their prohibitive costs.*

Bordering on the colonial: emerging industries and the rise
of gated communities

If Iran’s own expansion, commercially and politically, encouraged the
Westernization of household interiors, the direct influence of Western powers
in the region urged on this area’s rise in ascendancy. Although never formally
a colony of a Western country, Iran’s strategic location and natural resources
made it subject to indirect—what may be called “semicolonial”—political and
economic intervention by the West.”” While the study of all such semicolonial
residential areas in Iran is beyond the scope of this book, their essence is revealed
in the design and function of homes in residential neighborhoods of British and
American workers in the southern oil city of Abadan, where the largest oil
refinery of the Anglo-Persian Oil Company was built.

Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, concessions in these cities were
held by foreign companies which, by controlling the rate of oil extraction, ran the
refineries, supervised exports to the world market. The main task for Iranians was to
supply cheap labor. Over time, these oil cities became worlds unto themselves that
were segregated by nationality, occupation, and class.” These social divisions, deter-
mined initially by the British, were deemed necessary because of the influx of a large
number of rural Iranians seeking work. As early as 1910, a refinery had been estab-
lished in Abadan, together with a collection of bungalows for British oil industry
experts. The original British bungalow area,’ known as Braim, was expanded during
the 1930s according to ideals of the “garden city” and the “city beautiful” movements
initiated in 1898 by urban planner and visionary Sir Ebenezer Howard. The creation
of Braim contributed to an emerging idealization of a suburban-looking space within
the city, where the houses stood apart from one another, allowing for green space that
came to define the private zone of each residence.
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Figure 2.18 Plan of a three-bedroom apartment unit in Shahr ara: 1) room with balcony;
2) living room and dining area; 3) bedroom; 4) kitchen; 5) shower area; 6)
toilet. Plan reproduced by Parham Karimi (after Kia-KujtrT)

10

16

Figure 2.19
A one-story family-type house
in Kiiy-i mihran: 1) foyer; 2)
hall or family sitting area; 3)
shower area; 4) closet; 5) toilet;
6) bedroom; 7) bedroom;
15 8) bedroom; 9) balcony; 10)

kitchen; 11) dining space; 12)
ﬁ ﬁ;‘:” living room; 13) bedroom;

14) bedroom; 15) porch;

16) passiu; 17) backyard. In
17 K. K1a-KujurT, “A Study of
Nine Residential Districts
in Tehran.” Manuscript 2.
62 (1351/1972), n.p. Plan
reproduced by Parham Karimi
(after K1a-Kujur)
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Despite their location in the desert, the garden cities of Abadan were glorified
in the popular imagination. In 1947, Khandaniha published a translated report
by a French journalist in Abadan. This article, “Abadan, the City of Technicians:
The City Where All Public Services Are Free,” emphasizes the glamour of the
city at night with its British-style architecture glowing under neon lights and the
flames of fire sputtering atop the oil refineries’ equipment. The author goes so far
as to compare the refineries to ancient Zoroastrian temples. The flames, writes
the author, “protect the land of ancient Zoroastrians, the land of fire worshippers.
And indeed, everyone in Abadan is protected by the fire of the refineries that
help guarantee all sorts of public services free of charge.”®® The same year, an
issue of Arshitikt presented idealized aerial views of houses in Abadan’s Braim
and Bawarda neighborhoods, as well as residences in Suleiman, with an article
noting the importance of public gardens (baghdat-i ‘umiimi) (figures 2.20 and
2.21).°* Modeled after a trope in representations of cities in 1920s and 1930s
American and European publications,” this aerial view of Abadan was in a sense
useful for giving the manifestly false impression that progress in Iran’s industrial
cities brought with it social order, discipline, and harmony.

Abadan, with its charming gardens in daytime and glamorous neon lights and
refineries’ flames at night, inspired Iranians to think of their cities as measures
of progress. Houses in Abadan were among the country’s most advanced resi-
dences, even surpassing the quality of upper-class homes in the capital (figures
2.22a and 2.22b). Abadan, as it was represented in the press, was for many a
modern city with residential neighborhoods enjoying the benefits of electricity,
plumbing, sewer systems, and air conditioners. Abadan Today—a weekly
newspaper published for the employees of the National Iranian Oil Company—
was particularly vigorous in boasting the high-quality houses and flats in more
prosperous neighborhoods (figure 2.23).°° This publication featured the British
neighborhood of Braim more than other parts of the city. Indeed, Braim was the
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Figure 2.20 “Aerial view of Abadan,” Arshitikt (Architect), Tir 1326/ June 1947, vol. 1.
no. 4 (special volume on housing) p. 141. Courtesy of the Library of the
Parliament of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Tehran



Renewing the nation’s interiors 75

‘;.L_:J_.. des 33 01;Jf Ay Glad s Q!i').za‘ 'f'lﬁ;,;'

Figure 2.21 “Aerial view Masdjid Suleiman,” Ibid., p. 142. Courtesy of the Library of the
Parliament of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Library, Tehran

gem of all residential neighborhoods in Iran, as reflected not only in Abadan
Today but also in many memoirs, autobiographies, and reports written by both
Iranians and expatriates who worked and lived in Abadan.”” Even Reza Shah
wrote in admiration of the degree of comfort in Braim during his early 1920s
trips to the region.”® This was, however, in sharp contrast with the lives of most
locals on the ground.

An important feature of the homes in Abadan, and one ignored in the press,
was that they embodied new modes of class divisions. In its overall plan, Abadan
took the form of “nuclei of small townships in several ... distinct areas, well
separated from one another.”® The quality and spaciousness of accommodations
in the gated Braim environment were much higher than in other neighborhoods
designed for the locals. Houses in Braim included several rooms meant for serv-
ants’ quarters, cramped living space often located at the back of the house (see,
for example, figure 2.24). These were also known as “boy rooms,” a term that
supposedly inspired the British to refer to their neighborhoods thus. Later, the
term was changed to “Braim”—which is presumably “boy room” as pronounced
by the locals.'”

As urban historian Robert Home has pointed out, “A major conflict of philos-
ophy existed between the garden city ideal of efficient, harmonious, communal
living and the segregation principles upon which colonial rule relied.”'*' Abadan’s
gated clusters were easier to control than a large sprawling town, and were
intended to help prevent or minimize social upheaval (figures 2.25 and 2.26).!
In fact, the way in which the gated community of Braim developed within the
urban context of Abadan exemplifies the colonial version of Howard’s garden
city at the end of the British imperial era.



Figures 2.22a and 2.22b

Photographs showing a one-story house and the overall view of the residential neigh-
borhood in Braim, 1958. Photography by Charles R. Schroeder. Color transparency on
film, 35mm. Courtesy of Paul Schroeder and the Special Collections, Fine Arts Library,
Harvard University
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Figure 2.23

A page from Abadan
Today, featuring the newly
built flats in Abadan.
“New Flats Occupied this
Week,” Abadan Today,
vol. 3, no. 51, Wednesday
April 29, 1959, p. 3.

Image reproduced with
permission of BP Archive
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Figure 2.24

“Plan of junior houses in Braim,
Abadan,” 1943. 1) terrace; 2) foyer; 3)
dining room; 4) pantry; 5) kitchen; 6)
backdoor entrance area; 7) toilet; 8)
bath; 9) closet; 10) closet; 11) living
room; 12) bedroom; 13) bedroom; 14)
corridor; 15) storage flanked by toilet;
16) storage flanked by toilet 17) “boy
room”; 18) “boy room”; 19) garage; 20)
garage. Courtesy of the archives of the
oil headquarters in Abadan, Iran. Plans
reproduced by Parham Karimi

Figure 2.25
“Aerial view of
| houses in Braim,
= Abadan,” 1943.
= Courtesy of the
s archives of the
g oil headquarters
in Abadan.
Photograph
~ courtesy of the

- National Oil
Company, Abadan,
Iran
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Manoucherhr Farmanfarmaian, an Iranian aristocrat who worked as an engi-
neer for the Anglo-Persian Oil Company, described the division between the
British and Iranian neighborhoods in Abadan (see figures 2.27a and 2.27b):

The workers lived in a shantytown called Kaghazabad, or Paper City,
without running water or electricity, let alone such luxuries as ice boxes
or fans. In winter the earth flooded and became a flat, perspiring lake.
... (In the summer) the dwellings of Khaghazbad, cobbled from rusted
oil drums hammered flat, turned into sweltering ovens ... .In the British
section of Abadan there were lawns, rose beds, tennis courts, swimming
pools, and clubs; in Kaghazabad there was nothing—not a tea shop, not a
bath, not a single tree. The tiled reflecting pool and shaded central square
that were part of every Iranian town, no matter how poor or dry, were
missing here.'®

Architectural historian Mark Crinson elaborates further on this division:

Housing, like the company’s employees, was divided into three classes: fully
furnished accommodation for British staff and the few senior Persians; partly
furnished accommodation for non-European junior staff; and unfurnished
facilities for wage-earning labor. ... (T)here was also a fourth class: the large
numbers of contract laborers who were not regarded by the company as its
responsibility and lived in shanty towns like Kaghazabad on the edges of
the company and municipal areas. In effect, though there was little formal
segregation, racial segregation was exerted through zoning of residence.'™

Finally, in 1979 when the French philosopher Michel Foucault visited Abadan,
Iran’s largest oil city, did not seem so gifted. He described the city in these words:

It is a surprise to find (Abadan) to be so huge, yet rather old fashioned,
surrounded by corrugated iron, with British-style management buildings,
half-industrial and half-colonial, that one can glimpse above the flares and
the chimneys. It is a colonial governor’s palace, modified by the austerity of
a big Manchester spinning mill. But one can see that (this) powerful institu-
tion ... has created (misery) on this island of sand between two yellowish
rivers. The misery starts around the factory with a sort of subtropical mining
village, then very quickly one enters the slums where children swarm
between truck chassis and heaps of scrap iron, and finally one arrives at the
hovels of dried mud bathed in filth. There, crouching children neither cry
nor move. Then everything disappears in the grove of palms that leads to
the desert, which is the front and the rear of one of the most valuable prop-
erties in the world.'®

Throughout its short history as a modern city, Abadan faced recurring socio-
political turmoil over the disparity that was manifest partly in the differences
between foreign residences and those of Iranian workers. Meanwhile, those in



Figures 2.27a and 2.27b

The gardens of the “boat club” and the public swimming pool in Braim, 1958. Photograph
by Charles R. Schroeder. Color transparency on film, 35mm. Courtesy of Paul Schroeder
and the Special Collections, Fine Arts Library, Harvard University
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charge also made efforts to improve the situation. The pro-communist Tudeh
party of Iran joined labor unions in Abadan in demanding better living conditions,
which were granted in 1933."° The following year James Mollison Wilson—the
principle designer of houses in other company areas such as Masdjid-Suleiman,
Agha Jari, Gach Saran, Kermanshah, and Bandar Mashahr—attempted to over-
come housing disparities by proposing designs for intermediary neighborhoods
(see an example of such developments as shown in the operating company’s
report, figure 2.28). In defense of his proposal for the neighborhood, Bawarda,
he wrote: “(S)ince the war a very great and widespread spirit of Nationalism
has been introduced and fostered throughout the Middle East. ... Though the
company probably incurs less of this (jealousy) than the political services do
elsewhere, it must introduce measures to meet it.”'”” Wilson’s Bawarda became
“an experiment in non-segregation whose very design would ... bridge over the
present gulf between locals and foreigners.”'%

HOUSING AND

Figure 2.28

The 1957 and 1958 operating company
reports featuring examples from the newly
built houses and related amenities in the
industrial cities of Gachsaran, Kharg,

and Masdjid Suleiman, n.p.d. Image
reproduced with permission of BP Archive

Figure 2.29

Exterior detail (stair-case shaft) from a
house in Bawarda. Photograph by author,
2007
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Unlike the bungalows in British sections of Abadan, the houses in Bawarda
were distinguished by a Persian style that included flat roofs with belvederes,
high-ceilinged rooms, decorative tilework, and brick detailing (figure 2.29).!%
However, Bawarda housed only Iranian families whose members had received
education in British universities. Wilson assumed that “any Persian living in
Bawarda would desire British conventions of domestic life.”!!* He wrote, “In all
my considerations on this matter, [ have assumed that the purdah (harem) system
will be abandoned and the houses in the new area will be designed along the lines
of European houses with such modification as climatic conditions impose.”""!
Abadan thus epitomized both the semicolonial ambition of Westerners and the
desire of many Iranians to reproduce its concept in other cities." It is indeed a
fine example of the ambivalence of the colonial discourse as formulated by Homi
Bhabha, a discourse indicating that the colonizer and the colonized are not dialec-
tally opposed, but rather linked in a relationship of difference and repetition.'

While class divisions in Iran had long existed and were hence not simply
by-products of the growing industry, new notions of class were introduced
through settlements that grew around the expanding industries—the most impor-
tant of which was the oil industry, these reconfigured older, local class divisions.
Beyond the division between foreigner and local, industrial and oil cities intro-
duced, perhaps for the first time, communities that were divided along status
lines and by professional degrees, rather than the age-old hierarchical system
that divided the community according to kin relations and blood ties. Such atti-
tudes towards housing came to be employed in other parts of the country, even
where there were no significant industries. Gated communities were often devel-
oped in the vicinity of Iranian factories, and these gated neighborhoods housed
only a limited number of engineers and high-ranking personnel of the facto-
ries. Unskilled laborers and low-rank employees were pushed outside the gated
community with its Western-style design, just as in Abadan.

One of the best examples of such a Western-style neighborhood is the housing
for the sugar factory of the city of Karaj, designed and built by Russian architect
Nikolai Markov (1882—1957). Unique to the neighborhood is the factory manag-
er’s house, built in 1932, with its monumental Doric-temple front entrance.
Markov created a fagade using the language of classicism—comparable with
Andrea Palladio’s Renaissance villas—with an exterior design in accordance
with proportions laid out by Western classical architecture, so that the overall
structure remained symmetrical. The building sits on a pediment, its bulk
emphasized by crisp and precise stonework that wraps around its main corners,
in the style of Western Renaissance buildings, a vertical extension through the
roof cornice is highlighted by balustrades (figures 2.30, 2.31 and 2.32)."*

The novel look of these homes probably attracted the attention of contem-
porary onlookers. But, located within the walls of gated neighborhoods, where
“otherworldly” activities occurred, such homes also projected a particular air of
exotic inaccessibility. In the sugar-producing city of Fasa (figure 2.32), Iranians
were surprised to learn that behind the walls of the sugar factory’s gated commu-
nity, young girls could freely bike around the neighborhood. These “biking
girls with their miniskirts” were considered bihaya (shameless).'” Such activity



Figure 2.31 The house of the head of the sugar factory of Karaj, rear view. Both this
image and the one above are from Victor Daniel, Bijan Shafei, and Sohrab
Soroushian, eds., Mi’mart nikulay markuf (Architectural Projects of Nikolai
Markov), Tehran: Did Publishers, 2004. Images courtesy of Victor Daniel,
Bijan Shafei, and Sohrab Soroushian
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Figure 2.32 The gated neighborhood of the sugar factory of Fasa. Photograph by the
author, 2007

discouraged the more religious and traditional families who were affiliated with
the factory from residing inside these gated towns.

These accounts show that state-run projects and foreign initiatives, which were
powerful in many ways, attempted to shape people’s identities and their use of
space. But as I will show next, Iranians neither wholly embraced the ideas propa-
gated in the press, nor did they completely adjust to the homes built by state-
run institutions. Instead, acting as active agents, the inhabitants adapted these
designs to make them more suitable to their daily life, while also remaining at
times very critical of what was offered to them. Most of these undertakings took
place in the post-World War II period, during the early years of the Cold War.



3 The Cold War and the economies
of desire and domesticity

Introduction

(T)he calendar date in Iran today is 1337, so that the minute you leave the
cities of Iran, you are in the fourteenth century. Things have changed very
little from Biblical times, and as you drive along these very poor roads, and
some of them just trails, you can just picture that this is the way the country
lived during the time of Christ ... . One of the first villages we worked at
was the village of Khushki-riid or dry river ... . on a road-less road ... I
drove in my jeep to this village ... and when they heard that there was a
possibility that we would send our ... first mobile unit (or mobile hospital) to
their village, they were so happy that they cried ... .When we finally left the
village, the people said to me “you have given us hope and ... life.!

These were the impressions of public health nurse Helen Jeffreys Bakhtiar
as stated in a 1958 interview with a radio station in Charlottesville, Virginia.
Bakhtiar worked for President Harry S. Truman’s Point IV Program. Although
recast in the development strategies of the post-World War II era, the opinions
and impressions of Point IV workers echo the language of America’s civilizing
mission that had been formulated decades earlier.” In this sense, Bakhtiar’s
description is not very different from those put forward by American mission-
aries who expressed their contributions through similar narratives. Nonetheless,
those who worked for the Point IV Program were cognizant of the stigma of
colonialism when doing their work, thus meeting the requirements of the avowed
agenda of Point IV:

(G)overnments, which have only recently emerged from colonial subjection,
still are suspicious and even resentful of outside aid ... If our people and
these newly freed people are to find a common basis of cooperative under-
standing (,) that cannot come by rehashing old memories, or by invoking
traditions which do not exist. It can come only by working together towards
the future.?

“Working together” and “understanding each other” were essential rhetorical
tools. Local customs had to be respected:
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The major effort in such a program must be local in character; it must be
made by the people of the underdeveloped areas themselves. It is essential,
however ... that there will be help from abroad ... .(P)eoples (in) these areas
will be unable to begin their part of this great enterprise without initial aid
from other countries.*

In reality, however, the political and economic concerns of the United States
were more important than the affairs of the Iranian people. In the past, mission-
aries had justified their intervention by citing humanitarian motives, while the
Point IV Program was presented to the American public mainly on political and
economic grounds. The Cold War was certainly a driving impulse, and it is clear
that the initiative sought to prevent Iranian society from falling under the influ-
ence of the Soviet Union.®

As Iranians struggled to come to terms with their identity on the brink
of widespread Westernization, the house and its contents became one focus
of the clash of traditional ways with the pressure to modernize and achieve
a better standard of living. This topic gave rise to much fervent political
debate and also to many discussions about moral and ethical problems within
Iranian society. Although Western ideas were certainly catalysts and influ-
ences in the movement to bring Iran into step with up-to-date and possibly
beneficial technology in the home, Iranians themselves were actively engaged
on a local level in figuring out which aspects of contemporary Western home
life actually worked for them and which did not. The outcome depended on
the question of adjusting a national and personal identity to rapidly changing
times, something that only the people of Iran themselves would ultimately be
able to do.

Not at home: the home economics of the left

Reza Shah was forced to abdicate in 1941, an event that led to increased freedom
of expression for the people of Iran and also to free elections. Mohammed
Mosaddeq (1882—-1967) was elected prime minister in 1951 and presided over
a fledgling democracy until 1953, when he was ousted in a coup sponsored by
the American CIA and the British M16. During this period, the Marxist Tudeh
Party was quite prominent, involved in both political and cultural activities.
The Party’s women’s bimonthly publication, Bidari ma (Our Awakening) (figure
3.1),% charged that coveting new fashions and the latest household commodi-
ties was irrational and encouraged women to “go local” rather than rely upon
imported medicines and cosmetics. They stressed the healing properties of
water, for example: drinking plenty of water was seen as the key to beauty, and
water was said to be able to heal most bodily ailments, including nervousness
and anxiety. The publication presented creative ways in which women could
recycle disposable household materials and also encouraged women to work
outside the home. “Home and its Limits in the Modern Age” (by Farah Laqa
Alavi, in the October 1944 issue) propounded that most of women’s traditional
responsibilities—such as training children, preparing food, etc.—should now
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be assumed by society at large, beyond the confines of the home.” Echoing early
Soviet ideology, Bidari ma encouraged women to move beyond the private
sphere of the house.

Figure 3.1 The cover of a 1944 issue of Bidart ma (Our Awakening), 1323/1944, vol. 1,
no. 2, displaying a “liberated” Iranian woman. Courtesy of the Center for
Studies of Modern Iranian History, Tehran
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To underscore this rejection of domesticity, the magazine symbolically repre-
sented the nation as a house inimical not only to women but to all Iranian citi-
zens. The front page or the cover of some of the journal’s issues featured the
headline, “We (Iranian women) also have Rights in this House.” The very first
issue of Bidari ma (June 1944), carried an article by Maryam Firtaz (1913-2008;
founder of the women’s branch of the Tudeh Party) entitled “Bidar shavid! (Wake
Up!),” which portrayed Iranian society as a dark house filled with cigarette and
opium fumes. These drugs trapped the people in this house and rendered them
so listless and lazy that they did not even bother to open windows to let in fresh
air. Sometimes the home’s residents caught a glimpse of the beautiful outside
through the window but were usually too tired to actually get outside. Men could
sometimes move close to the window and get some fresh air, but women were
always forced away from it and had no opportunity to access the outer world.®
The house and its tasks were seen to constrict female life.

The magazine thus rejected domesticity altogether and saw Soviet society as
the most advanced with regard to the affairs of women and families. Quoting the
Iranian Marxist and Tehran University professor Said NafTs1, who periodically
attended cultural events in Russia, the magazine portrayed Soviet women in a
rosy light. They were praised as open-minded and active in the public sphere, but
also, despite their simple look and modest outfits, as possessing a greater natural
beauty than women of any other nation:® “Hard work has allowed these women to
stay fresh and in shape. There is hardly any fat or out-of-shape woman and most
of the time you see young women around you. It seems as if the Soviet woman
never gets old ... .”'% In this portrayal of women, Nafisi seems to have been influ-
enced by the Bolshevik activist Aleksandra Kollontai (1872—-1952), who depicted
the ideal Communist woman as very simple and slim."

The more popular Iranian newspapers of this period were less positive about
Soviet life. The popular bi-weekly Taragqt (Progress), for example, reported in
a 1952 article entitled “Love in the Soviet Union” on the difficulties of married
life in Russia. A picture portraying a family jammed into a small bedroom bore
the caption, “Family life in Russia: most families have no more than one or two
bedrooms” (figure 3.2)."”> The newspaper found domestic issues such as these
to be problematic. Featuring passages from Kollontai and referring to the time
of Lenin, when free love, anti-marriage, and anti-monogamist thoughts were
advocated by some,' the newspaper opined that ideas such as these not only
endangered the country’s needed population increase but also caused high rates
of abortion and single-motherhood in the Soviet Union." Such criticisms of the
USSR even occupied the pages of Arshitikt. Architect Vartan Hovanesian, while
proclaiming the benefits of mass housing projects in 1946, reassured the journal’s
readers that the ideas behind such projects were more in line with those of the
West rather than the Soviet Union."

That same year, the Soviets had threatened to overstay their wartime occupa-
tion of parts of Iran. This “Azerbaijan Crisis” was one of the major catalysts
propelling the United States to a Cold War mindset.'* The CIA’s joint sponsor-
ship of the coup against Mosaddeq was part of the American struggle to keep
Iran from communism and marked the beginning of strong U.S. support for the
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Figure 3.2

“In Russia marriage is very

easy but divorce is extremely
difficult,” Taraqqi (Progress),
Bahman 1331/February 1952,

9, vol. 37, n0.473, pp. 6, 22.
Courtesy of the National Library
of Iran, Tehran

Pahlavi monarchy.”” The American government hoped that a “quiet diplomacy,”
instead of war and violence, would produce the desired results. A short American
film made soon after the Azerbaijan Crisis includes the statement: “You should
not start to fight if you cannot win, sometimes just to be right is enough.”'®
This documentary opens with a speech by Harry Truman about Iran and goes
on to celebrate America’s success in saving “a small nation” from becoming
Communist. Interestingly, Iran is personified in this film as a bride at a village
wedding. The ceremony is upset by the approach of Russian soldiers, but after
help from the U.S. arrives and the Soviets are driven away, the ceremony takes
place and the whole village comes to life. Spring replaces the dark winter, and
nature’s beauty blossoms.

Despite American efforts, though, economic and political relations between
Iran and the Soviet Union were already reestablished by 1951, and a Soviet—Iranian
joint commission signed a demarcation agreement in Tehran. This Soviet-Iranian
rapport prompted Associate Justice William O. Douglas of the U.S. Supreme
Court to assert that “we (the U.S.) will write their history instead of letting Soviet
Russia do it.”"” America would do this by importing into Iran ideas, commodities,
and technologies that could integrate the underdeveloped country into the global
capitalist economy. In this sense, Truman’s Point IV Program of economic aid
to Iran followed the pattern of the broader post-World War II discourse of inter-
national development, which sought improvement in such sectors as health care,
education, agriculture, housing, and urban planning.
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Model homes: reforming domestic skills

The Point IV Program for Iran built dams and roads, improved rural life, and
eradicated numerous contagious diseases. It also established a home-economics
department supervised by the U.S. Department of Education. Women’s affairs,
along with their families and homes, were a key part of American intervention
in Iran.?® The program’s goal was to improve the domestic situation of Iranian
women; by helping young women create a less labor-intensive way of life and
develop “good taste” in decorating and furnishing their homes, the program
sought to lead the country to an improved economy (figures 3.3a, 3.3.b and 3.3¢).”!
Inevitably, of course, this indirectly stimulated a desire for Western commodities.
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Figures 3.3a and 3.3b
Photographs of the kitchen
laboratory at a home-economics
school in Isfahan. The U.S.
Department of Education, The
Album of the Home Economics
Department,  Division  of
Education and Training, 1954.
Courtesy of the U.S. Library of
Congress, Washington, DC
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Figure 3.3c

Photograph of the kitchen laboratory at a home-economics school in Isfahan. The U.S.
Department of Education, The Album of the Home Economics Department, Division of
Education and Training, 1954. Courtesy of the U.S. Library of Congress, Washington, DC

Certain of the program’s topics, such as hygiene and domestic improvements,
were not in and of themselves unique; as discussed earlier, Iranian reformers
and missionaries to the country since the second half of the nineteenth century
had focused on the same topics. The program’s novelty was that the changes
it advocated indirectly reoriented the Iranian economy toward mass-market
consumption. According to Bernice W. King, attaché to the U.S. Department of
Education and head of its Home Economics Department in Iran,** the introduc-
tion of Western domestic furnishings and Western models of living “gave a real
opportunity ... to raise the level of living for the country as a whole.”? The link
between home economics and the national economy was underscored in the 1959
Moscow “Kitchen Debate” between U.S.S.R. Premier Nikita Khrushchev and
U.S. President Richard Nixon. This debate demonstrated that Cold War animosi-
ties did not extend only to missiles and spheres of interest but also to automo-
biles, washing machines, and toaster ovens.*

The first unit for home economics in Iran was established by the Point IV
Program’s Division of Education and Training in the capital, but similar units
later were established in other cities.”® Programs were designed for high-school
girls. Model houses were built for the program, and girls spent an allotted
number of hours there learning homemaking, then returned to their high schools



Figures 3.4a, 3.4b and 3.4c
Interior of a model home in
Shiraz. The U.S. Department
of Education. The Album

of the Home Economics
Department, Division of
Education and Training,
1954. Courtesy of the

U.S. Library of Congress,
Washington, DC
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for their other classes. The goals of the Point IV specialists in this matter were
to help young Iranian women: refine their domestic skills; improve the quality
of their food and cooking methods; consider their family’s health and hygiene;
and develop “good taste” in decorating and furnishing their homes. These goals
would enable them to create more labor-saving kitchens and living rooms of their
own, along the lines of the model houses (figures 3.4a, 3.4b and 3.4c). These
models, intended to serve as preliminary blueprints for future Iranian homes,
included attention to landscaping, color combinations for each room—furnish-
ings, walls, floors, and ceilings—as well as the china, wood, silver, and glass-
ware to be used. Each model house was furnished with upholstered sofas, coffee
tables, armchairs, and such. Rooms with specific uses, such as the “dining room,”
were designed and decorated according to the American notion of a small nuclear
family (figures 3.5 and 3.6). The modes of familial interaction and privacy in
these model homes were quite different from those prevalent in the traditional
Iranian courtyard house that housed an extended family.

Figure 3.5 (above)

Students learn how to use Micro
ovens at a school in Tabriz.
Courtesy of the U.S. Library of
Congress, Washington, DC

Figure 3.6 (right)

A student learns how to serve
the man of the house. Tabriz
Division, The U.S. Department
of Education. The Album of the
Home Economics Department,
Division of Education and
Training, 1954. Courtesy of
the U.S. Library of Congress,
Washington, DC




Cold War: economies of desire and domesticity 93

The traditional plan for an Iranian home included an open rectangular court-
yard with rooms on two or four sides (figure 3.7a). These rooms often housed
members of an extended family in single-family units. Each single-family unit
ate in “their” room and at night slept there on cushions and blankets. The tradi-
tional Iranian house did not have immediately identifiable single-purpose spaces
such as a dining room or living room; it was more of an amorphous communal
unit wherein multiple functions often took place in a single room. The court-
yard house evolved from the geographic, topographic, and climatic conditions
of various regions in Iran, and the overall arrangement of the interior of such
a house was based on kin relations. Herbs and vegetables often were grown in
the courtyard, and much of the comestible meat and dairy products came from
animals raised on the premises. Many of these homes included an isolated court-
yard (narinjistan) whose small size and four thick walls retained the warmer
daytime air and thus allowed the growing of citrus fruits in an otherwise cold and
arid area (figure 3.7b). The traditional house was a self-sufficient micro commu-
nity in and of itself, and new recipes and rituals in meal preparation and dining
demanded changes in spatial arrangements. As new products became available to
fill these new spaces, the economic self-sufficiency of the traditional household
unit was eroded, and the household unit became a fledgling unit of consumer
spending.

In addition to the topics of food preparation, spatial arrangement, and the
choice of furniture, the Point IV curriculum also addressed the subject of body
position, through the “Table Service and Etiquette” portion of the program. In
photographs taken by staff members of the Point IV Division of Education and
Training, the disciplined female figures stand out.?® These females had abandoned
“mindless routines” and replaced them with “rational habits,” as the American
educational reformer John Dewey’s (1859—1952) expressed it.”” These women no
longer performed typical household chores in “inefficient” traditional ways, for
example, sweeping the floor with a short broom or cooking while squatting on
the floor (figure 3.8). No, these women followed Dewey’s principle of developing
critical self-awareness in order “that habits be formed which are more intelligent,
more sensitively percipient, more informed with foresight, more aware of what
they are about, more direct and sincere.”?® It is difficult to trace the actual ways
in which Point IV specialists adapted Dewey’s educational principles, but it is not
far-fetched to draw a connection between U.S. educational policies abroad and
contemporaneous pedagogical themes espoused by important American didacts.
In fact, the desire to inculcate “rational habits” in a traditional society represents
a microcosm of the Point IV Program’s larger agenda: “Nations, like men, must
learn to crawl before they can walk.”*

Training included efforts to make Iranian women rethink their “place” within
the home, in a quite literal sense. Every step of women’s activities within the
kitchen was recorded. Mopping the floor or cleaning the windows—activities
that undoubtedly had existed before—took on new meanings as performed by
women dressed in Western attire (figures 3.9a and 3.9b). In fact, what in many
cases may have been “mindless routine” suddenly became a “rational habit”
when performed within the confines of the model house. The whole program



Figures 3.7a and 3.7b
Interior views of a courtyard house in Yazd, showing the badgir (wind catcher) and
central pool, and the narinjistan (isolated courtyard). Photographs by the author, 2007
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Figure 3.8 An Iranian woman cooking at a traditional stove while in a squatting posi-
tion. The U.S. Department of Education. The Album of the Home Economics
Department, Division of Education and Training, 1954, n.p. Courtesy of the
U.S. Library of Congress, Washington, DC

was bound to new environments, garments, furniture, and appliances.*® Without
encountering this new economy, Iranian women could hardly become modern-
ized, and soon the model and its contents became a new “habitus” (in French
anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu’s sense of the term). The program seems geared
toward women, at first glance, but in fact the rhetoric of masculinity and femi-
ninity worked powerfully to reconstruct the identity of both sexes. For example,
changes in cooking, hygiene, and other domestic activities that were taught
at school led to a new desire among women for Western products in modern
kitchens and houses. And these innovations tended to inspire a new desire among
men concerning both the house and the housewife. Not long after the program
began, some Iranian men remarked that they “would not marry any girl who had
not received some of the new training in the Home Economics.”!

Morphing homes: household consumption patterns in
transition

For obvious reasons, the Point IV Program tried to keep its rhetoric innocuous,
speaking of “official home life” and “healthier life-styles” rather than of market
transformation. But the rhetoric was often transparent. Take something as simple
as readymade ice cubes. People in rural areas and smaller cities used to collect
natural ice from the bases of mountains. Point IV specialists first introduced
ice cubes to a large majority of Iranians in the early 1950s, ostensibly for health
purposes. But more than health was at stake: the introduction of ice cubes
fostered a market for ice storage devices and other related facilities for the mass
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Figures 3.9a and 3.9b
Students learn how to
clean the house at a
home-economics school
in Shiraz. The U.S.
Department of Education.
The Album of the Home
Economics Department,
Division of Education and
Training, 1954. Courtesy
of the U.S. Library of
Congress, Washington, DC

production of ice for household consumption. When Point IV specialists had a
hard time convincing people not to use this naturally occurring ice, as in Isfahan,
they made the easily accessible free sources undesirable by contaminating them
with colored liquids.*? Meanwhile, the American York Corporation expressed an
interest in introducing facilities for manufacturing ready-made ice cubes and ice
storage devices.®

But the introduction of ice cubes was just “the tip of the iceberg.” Commercial
exchange between Iran and the U.S. goes as far back as the early twentieth
century when missionaries, American merchants, and financial advisors** were
present in Iran. The advertisements in the popular newspaper Mihrigan illus-
trate American imports that included, above all, cosmetics and beauty supplies.*
And the quantity of these imports was considerable enough to have influenced
some aspects of the Iranian urban middle-class material culture. In 1945, five
million American articles of clothing reached Iran and, according to the weekly
Khandaniha (Enjoyable Readings), this amount was, surprisingly, double the
demand for such items.*
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However, these early imports were sporadic, and it was only after 1950, when
The Office of Foreign Commerce (shirkat-i sahami-ya mu'amilat-i kharajr)
was established by the Iranian government, that a wide variety of American
and other Western products reached Iran in a more regular manner. This office
determined standards for the quantity and quality of all imported goods®” and
in 1953 it helped remove bans on the importation of some American products.*®
Meanwhile the government sent Iranian experts to the U.S. to learn methods of
marketing consumer goods.* These systematic initiatives increased the demand
for foreign and American household supplies even further. At first this demand
came from above: the government determined the priority of certain appliances
over the others. Radios, for example, were seen by the government as an impor-
tant component of every household, especially those in distant villages and other
outlying places. The first radio station was installed towards the end of Reza
Shah’s reign in 1938,* and on July 12, 1951, the Iranian government sent a letter
to the U.S. Office of International Trade, insisting that radio batteries were an
essential need of the country for operating radio sets in remote areas without
electricity. The letter stated: “It is most important for the inhabitants of these
places to have radio receivers to keep in touch with the capital. Consequently, the
government of Iran considers radio batteries an essential need.”™

Before the arrival of television sets, radios were considered important
devices for keeping the—mostly illiterate—Iranian society up to date and they
were crucial for uniting the nation. The press featured several advertisements
depicting rural people next to radio sets. Unlike previous advertisements, in
which Iranian or Western figures were sketched, one advertisement from the
May 1949 issue of Tehran musavvar (Illustrated Tehran) broke new ground,
with a photograph of an Iranian woman (figure 3.10). Until the late 1940s,
advertisements rarely included images of Iranian people and especially not of
Iranian women. Instead, these advertisements placed emphasis on the objects:
cars, soaps, and kitchen appliances were often set against blank backdrops. In
Tehran musavvar’s ad for the American F.A.D.A. radio, the focus is turned on
the Iranian user—not the images of foreign consumers on the advertisements. A
photograph shows a rural-looking woman busy washing the dishes out of doors,
while also listening to her F.A.D.A. radio. Ironically, this woman even has a
name. The caption reads: “Our devout maid Sakinah Sultan says: ‘I can continue
to wash dishes for even thirty years, as long as an F.A.D.A. plays by my side’”*?
This new, realist advertisement presents a product that caters to the needs of
“real people,” rather than serving some vaguely defined Western figures, and
the emphasis has shifted towards the needs of the Iranian consumer—rather
than the function of the radio itself. Nowhere was the depiction of the Iranian
consumer more effectively shown than in the advertisements for radios and
radio batteries. While other advertisements often addressed the upper-middle
classes, these radio advertisements targeted the rural population who would
understand the message in the most direct way possible.

Between 1956 and 1966, two million of these villagers, whose connection
to the capital and other bigger cities had been mainly through radio, actu-
ally moved to settle in urban centers—especially Tehran.* This trend was in
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Figure 3.10
The caption reads: “Our devout
maid SakTnah Sultan says: ‘1
..Q.L [x‘-) d)a:’;._’ﬁaJL *"y” (‘)“""“ can continue to wash dishes for
even thirty years, as long as an
F.A.D.A. plays by my side’”
(' J“"( Al Tehran musavvar, Urdibihisht
S y 1328/ May 1949, vol. 23, p.
f'uul'd(\a[). E ._:.L)L\L U‘_L‘ L,_/g . ‘,\, {'./“UJ o"-‘ 10. Courtesy of the Firestone
Bty : : Library, Princeton University,
Princeton, NJ

part due to the regime’s Plan-Organization’s industrialization strategy, which
ultimately encouraged the migration of these villagers to cities.** As Ervand
Abrahamian reminds us in Iran between Two Revolutions (1982), during the last
fifteen years of the Shah’s reign, the salaried middle class doubled in size, while
the urban working class increased even more as a result of the massive rural-
to-urban migration. While many rural migrants simply tried to survive in the
cities, many strove to improve their lives. Needless to say, although the former
could only dream about a better life condition; the latter became consumers of
imported goods from the West.

While in 1956, only 31 percent of the Iranian population lived in urban centers,
by 1976 this figure rose to 47 percent.”” And these new urban inhabitants were
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more than happy to enjoy the economic benefits that came with the rising price of
oil in the early seventies. Oil revenues rose from $1.27 billion in 1970-71 to $2.56
billion in 1972—73 and then jumped to $21.01 billion in 1974—75. This dramatic
increase in revenues led to a rise in consumption throughout the country.* But in
the mid-1970s, 40 percent of all national investment and 60 percent of all indus-
trial establishments were in the capital.*” The primacy of Tehran made it an ideal
nexus for foreign products. Tehrani citizens were consequently the first to use the
new products, making them both favored consumers and the considered target
audience when foreign companies sought to introduce new products. Degrees
of consumption and levels of open-mindedness often went hand in hand in the
eyes of those who ran the advertising industry and those who advocated the more
“civilized” Western way of life.

Imported home appliances found a growing number of consumers as American
companies—more than any other Western companies—such as General Electric,
Carrier Corporation, Hoover Company, McGraw Edison, Electric Bond and Share
Company, Coleman, International Harvester, Emerson Electric, and CertainTeed
introduced their building materials, cooler chests, washing machines, vacuum
cleaners, ovens, dishwashers, and shiny utensils into Iranian kitchens. By the final
months of the Pahlavi regime (late 1978), the Public Service Company of Iran
(shirkat-i sirvis-i hamagani Iran), which distributed appliances from companies
ranging from the American Philco, Hoover, and General Electric to the British
Indesit, had established itself in twenty-two Iranian cities.*® The distributor
encouraged its regular customers to buy even more appliances by launching a
lottery competition whose winner would receive a round-trip ticket to England
along with ten days” accommodation at a quality London hotel.* In 1970 the value
of U.S. exports to Iran amounted to $326 million, while from 1970 to 1973 this
figure increased significantly before more than doubling over the next five years.*
By the second half of the 1970s, American exports to Iran had expanded many
times over and had saturated the Iranian market: from Kentucky Fried Chicken to
Westinghouse refrigerators. The demand for these commodities, as anthropologist
Arjun Appadurai put it in another context, eventually became a “socially regu-
lated and generated impulse, not an artifact of individual whims or needs.”!

Already in 1966, this consumerist approach had altered how future residen-
tial neighborhoods in the capital were envisioned. Victor Gruen, an Austrian-
born commercial architect known for introducing gigantic malls into American
cities—thus earning him the moniker “the architect of the American dream”*>—
proposed a new design for Tehran, a sure indication that consumerism had gained
afirm foothold in the Iranian capital. A utopian project, Gruen’s comprehensive or
master plan® for Tehran, not surprisingly, included residential complexes devel-
oped around shopping malls (figure 3.11). These complexes were also best suited
for “an automobile society,” and Gruen saw Tehran as a rapidly growing regional
business and holiday center.* The diagrams and illustrations of his master plan
of the revamped city presented an ideal life. His design for Tehran was neither
geometricized nor smothered in strategies for order and control; instead, it was
designed to accommodate commercial markets and facilitate the movement of
automobiles.®
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Figure 3.11 A sketch of an upper-class neighborhood—with the shopping mall at the
center—from the proposed Master Plan for Tehran from a consultancy
report produced by Victor Gruen and Abdol Aziz Farman Farmaian of
Tehran, 1966, n.p. Courtesy of the library of the Organization of Finance
and Planning (Sazman-i barnamah va biidjah), Tehran

Gruen’s plan was only partially realized by the time Muhammad Reza Shah
Pahlavi’s regime ended in 1979, but as early as 1950, many Iranians—including
those in smaller cities—had begun to remodel their homes based on recently
available commodities and technologies. The introduction of new appliances,
furniture, and building materials led to the construction of modern neighbor-
hoods and houses and also to the refurbishing of extant traditional domestic
structures. But we must be wary of understanding home modernization as merely
a top-down imposition dictated by Cold War politics. Iranian notions regarding
domesticity were actually evolving, as rhetoric about a more hygienic environ-
ment persuaded Iranians to alter the configuration of their homes. Large glass
windows replaced dark-colored windows, allowing natural light into rooms.
Cement tiles or mosaics (muzatk) paved muddy courtyards. Western appliances
further altered the physical appearance of the house.

Iranian architect Ali Sarimi has traced this transformation in a single court-
yard family house built in 1921 in the northwestern city of Zanjan.’® Sarimi
described what he considered five distinct stages that this particular house
went through from 1950 to 1960. New building materials and appliances either
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transformed the rooms serving traditional functions into new spaces with novel
purposes or eliminated other spaces altogether. First, iron beams replaced the
old wooden beams that had earlier been topped with a gabled metal roof—the
addition of the gabled roof itself was a Western phenomenon and had become
popular at the beginning of the twentieth century. Second, conversion to gas
cooking and heating allowed the house owners to remove the old stone char-
coal-burning oven in the kitchen and gain space for a new electric refrigerator.
Third, the addition of a washing machine, vacuum cleaner, and other time-
saving appliances eliminated the need for a maid; thus the vacated maid’s
room became another bedroom. The fourth step involved the plumbing. The
toilet formerly had been in a corner of the home’s courtyard, and the neigh-
borhood’s public baths had obviated any need for a shower in the house. New
plumbing brought both the toilet and a shower inside the precincts of the house.
The huzkhanah,”’ the traditional summer room with its small pool—and a
ventilation wind tower or wind catcher®® in eastern cities—was turned into a
simple shower area. But plumbing also rendered the pool in the middle of the
courtyard useless, so it was filled and covered with mosaic, providing parking
space within the yard for an automobile. Finally, bringing the car into the yard
also required the removal of little flower boxes and the widening of the tradi-
tional vestibule, as well as the replacement of the small wooden double entry
doorway—with its two different-sounding door-knockers to indicate the visi-
tor’s gender—by a large metal gate.

The popular media of the period contained a surfeit of modernizing—even
Westernizing—tropes. For instance, an article entitled “How do you sit?” from
a 1946 issue of Taraqqi emphasized that use of a chair, a piece of furniture that
did not exist in traditional homes, demonstrated a certain level of sophistica-
tion (figure 3.13). The author claims that the people featured in the article are
genuine Americans,* and he encourages his readers to model their sitting habits
after the gentlemen and ladies of New York city. One picture shows an Iranian
man with his legs crossed on the desk in front of him; the caption explains that
the “newly Americanized Iranian youth” who sits like this does not realize no
well-cultivated New Yorker would ever assume such a position.®® Advice such
as this, with accompanying visuals, nurtured specific habits with regard to using
imported furniture. The modernizing vision pertained to more than the mere
acquisition of Western furniture and appliances; it also modelled the proper
use of such furniture and fostered social fears about potential faux pas in any
encounter with a new material environment. In the postwar era, Iranians sought
to keep up both with Western consumers and with compatriots who had earlier
acquired foreign products.

An ad from a 1950 issue of the popular magazine Tehran musavvar illus-
trates this quite well (figure 3.19). It portrays a woman standing by a wide-open
Electrolux refrigerator filled with food and saying, in Farsi, “My Electrolux
refrigerator, which works with both electricity and gas, has made my friends
envious.” This advertisement becomes even more interesting when contrasted
with some of the post-war American literature on the subject of economic devel-
opment. In Problems of Capital Formation in Underdeveloped Countries (1953),



Figure 3.12

The caption reads: “How do
you sit? Manners of sitting
are markers of one’s identity,
Taraqqrt, December 30,
1946, vo. 5/31. no. 207, p. 6.
Courtesy of the U.S. Library
of Congress, Collection of
Middle Eastern periodicals,
Washington, DC
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Figure 3.13

The caption reads: “My Electrolux
refrigerator which works with both
electricity and gas has made my friends
envious,” Tehran musavvar, Day 1329/
January 1950, vol. 385, n.p. Courtesy
of the Firestone Library, Princeton
University, Princeton, NJ
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Estonian-American economist Ragnar Nurkse wrote that “in developing coun-
tries, the growing awareness of advanced living standards does not depend on
the idea of ‘keeping up with the Joneses’.”” He added that, “the propensity to
spend ... depends on ... demonstration leading to imitation. Knowledge of or
contact with new consumption patterns opens one’s eyes to previously unrecog-
nized possibilities. It widens the horizon of imagination and desires. It is not just
the matter of social snobbishness.”® In the Iranian case, Nurkse’s pronouncement
falls somewhat short.

Traditional Iran was certainly not devoid of “Joneses”-type expressions,
in fact. The well-known saying “chishm u ham chishmi” (“being concerned
about one’s appearance and status after seeing those of others”) could well be
an equivalent of “keeping up with the Joneses.” What Nurkse’s account helps
us understand is how, at least in part, the desire for consumption of foreign
goods in Iran explicitly used such socializing devices. The Electrolux refrig-
erator ad exemplifies this production of desire; it shows how both the idea of
“keeping up with the Joneses” and the imitation of foreign modes of living
epitomized the Iranians’ desire to be modern. The push for change within the
domestic milieu was thus driven by two coterminous “envies”: by Iranians’
social and economic standing in relation to their neighbours and by Iran’s
position vis-a-vis the more technologically advanced Western countries.*
Pierre Bourdieu has described this petit-bourgeois tendency well: “In order to
survive in the world of their aspirations they are condemned to ‘live beyond
their means’ and to be constantly attentive and sensitive, hypersensitive, to
the slightest signs of the reception given to their self representation.”® Iranian
advertising in the mid-twentieth century seems to suggest that Iranians were
encouraged to follow the path of the West and, like the European petit bour-
geois, to “live beyond their means.” The desires that were projected onto these
“exotic” images are remarkable in and of themselves. But more illuminating
are the forms that these desires took as they were projected back at the viewers,
seducing them to feel and act in specific ways.®® We must also consider these
images beyond their fictional operations; they are indeed important in their
physical realities—as items that were circulated, exchanged, and accumulated.
As technology for reproducing images expanded, high-school home-economics
textbooks, just like popular periodicals, started using even more pictures than
before. Just as most of the textual content of these books®” was drawn from
such magazines as Good Housekeeping,® so, too, their illustrations came from
Western publications and presented mostly characters and settings that resem-
bled Anglo-Americans. Whatever their previous dissemination, these imported
images—either facsimiles or imitations of the original—now occupied the
pages of Iranian publications “frequently enough to enter into the nation’s
visual vocabulary and assume a place within what Clifford Geertz has called
‘the social history of imagination’.”® A 1961 ninth-grade home-economics
book includes illustrations of members of a hypothetical middle-class nuclear
family that are set against perfectly organized and simple environments. The
figures are engaged in real activities, albeit perhaps unfamiliar to students
(figures 3.14a, 3.14b and 3.14c¢).
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Figures 3.14a, 3.14b and 3.14c

Images from a ninth-grade home-economics book. Maryam DaftarT and Nahid Fakhrayf,
Our Daughters and Homemaking, Tehran: Iran-Webster Publishers, 1961, pp. 5, 57, 66.
Courtesy of the archives of the Ministry of Education, Tehran, Iran

Signs of active Iranian family life—even upper- and middle-class—are absent
in these illustrations. It seems that just as in the context of post-World War 11
America—when advertisements, home-economics books, women’s magazines,
and the popular press did not represent “anything other than white, middle-, or
upper-class environments”’°—Iranian home-economics books also aimed at
promoting the Anglo-American vision of home life. These drawings were meant
to provide a kind of promise, showing “standard” spaces, gestures, and activities
that—if emulated—were expected to allow young Iranian girls to become happy
and fulfilled women.



Cold War: economies of desire and domesticity 105

[lustrations included in school textbooks were thus determined by home life
as it ought to be, not as it was at the time. This phenomenon is also reflected
in contemporary press images. The American middle-class nuclear family was
overtly depicted in advertisements such as that for General Electric’s Norge
heater, which appeared in a 1953 issue of /ttila at-i mahiyanah (Monthly News).”
The image, as well as parts of the written message that appear in English, could
well have been cut from an American magazine and pasted onto a page of the
Iranian publication (figure 3.15). When considering this collage technique, no
advertisement could be more revealing—especially in the context of the Cold
War—than the one from the May 1952 issue of Taragqi, where a Western woman
is calling for a lottery competition for a luxury house on Tehran’s Shahriza
Avenue (figure 3.16). The teeming masses in the background look as if they
could be gathered for some revolutionary rally, except that they are listening to
the near-hysterical shouts of the woman.”? The readers were probably not meant
to see themselves as members of this undifferentiated conforming crowd, but
were still expected to identify with the people who had turned toward a woman
who looks as if she belonged in Hollywood.” The use of massive crowds of tiny
people was not popular in Iranian commercial advertisements,” but the clichéd
image of the masses later became an essential part of all revolutionary and post-
revolutionary propaganda. Nonetheless, this particular advertisement shows the
extent to which Iranians looked up to the Western model of life.

Images in press advertisements and school home-economics books were
similar in the sense that they cut images from Western publications and pasted
them onto their own pages on a large scale. The way such images were described
in school textbooks, however, is certainly different from that in the press adver-
tisements. Those who wrote these schoolbooks were mindful of the fact that not
all Iranian girls would grow up to live in modern environments, and become
consumers of the distinctive foreign furniture and appliances shown in the books.
Advice given in a 1972 ninth-grade home-economics book (based on a 1952
edition) bears witness to this fact. Beneath the picture of an open refrigerator
given an otherworldly appeal as it floats in space, a sentence reads: “Of course
not everyone can afford such beautiful, perfect, and valuable appliances, but we
all should make an effort to always keep whatever equipment we have available
to us neat and clean.”” While the image contributes to the desire for fantasy and
wish-fulfillment, the caption emphasizes that neatness and cleanliness are just as
important as advanced appliances. Indeed it is difficult to say what message the
textbook’s authors intended to give, since advice on keeping things clean could
obviously be given without referring to a fully stocked luxury refrigerator. This
example shows that efforts to improve the lives of average Iranians, whether
carried out by the missionaries, the Point IV Program or the Iranian government,
brought with them subtle but definite links between the improvement of health
and hygiene and the creation of new material desires and consumption habits.

Of course, in the commercial domain advertisers sought to make these links
explicit, and there can be little doubt that selling products took precedence over
improving people’s lives. As historian Camron Michael Amin asserts regarding
the 1920s and 1930s: “Nowhere was the conflation of modernization and
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Figure 3.15 The caption reads: “Owning a Norge gas heater is essential for every
family,” Ittila’at-i mahiyanah (Monthly News), December 1953, vol. 72, n.p.
Courtesy of the Firestone Library, Princeton University, Princeton, NJ
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Figure 3.16 A Western woman is calling for a lottery competition for a luxury house
on Tehran’s Shahriza Avenue, Taraqqi, May 5 1952, p. 23. Courtesy of the
National Library of Iran, Tehran
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Westernization more apparent than in the conflation of health and beauty for
Iranian women.”’® Such women’s beauty products as perfumes were advertised
as if they were some sort of healing medication. For example, in 1932 a Tehran
company, Suhrab Perfume Factory, advertised its own lemon “eau de cologne”
as able to “relieve your nerves of stress.””” Decades later, there was less of a
focus on linking consumption and health. In 1958, in a piece entitled “A Letter
from Tehran,” one writer observed: “Thanks to American technical assistance
and the fall of Musaddiq, the Iranian economy has flourished like never before.”
Iranians, he continued, would have to change old habits: “(W)hile other nationals
go to Europe for ... visiting historical sites and monuments, affluent Iranians
only travel to Europe for medical care and spending time in hospitals.” The
letter called for embracing “signs of Western civilization (mazahir-i tamaddun-i
gharbr),” including taking leisure trips, watching TV, travelling by airplane, and
drinking Coca Cola.”®

Records from this period certainly show us that Iranian home life had conformed
to what Nurkse had already written in the early 1950s: that even though there may
have been “people of ascetic bent who have no use for American gadgets, most
people seem to like them ... . The goods that form part of American consumption
patterns are ‘superior’.”” The process of transforming a house through the intro-
duction of Western ideas and products in post-World War II Iran did not remain
unchallenged; Iranians adjusted to these phenomena in their own way.

Adjusting to the modern house

As early as the late-1950s many large courtyard homes were demolished to
make way for smaller domiciles for less privileged and working-class house-
holds. A notable example was the sizeable historic neighborhood of Shah Chiraq
Mausoleum in downtown Shiraz (figures 3.17a, 3.17b, 3.17¢). Although these homes
were planned with a nuclear family in mind, many poorer households maintained
extended family arrangements, despite the limited space. The design of these
homes was an amalgam of the old courtyard domicile and the modern split-level
home with large glass windows and Art Deco-inspired decorative reliefs in the
interior. All homes followed the same floor plan, were constructed in rows, and
the properties were divided by low walls. Their large glass windows and second-
floor balconies allowed direct visual access to the courtyards—and even parts of
the interior—of the neighboring homes, thus flouting traditional taboos against
mixing the public and the private areas.®*® Many families blocked this visual access
by using curtain barriers outside. Others most likely conformed to the dictates
of public life in “private” spaces; for example, the women in more traditional
households would wear the veil all day, even at home. Traditional habits are also
evident in the general layout of the homes, in which the idea of communal units
and single rooms with multiple functions—as seen in the traditional courtyard
house—was continued in these semi-modern homes. While a common room on
the first floor was often used as a communal bedroom at night, a similar room on
the second floor was used as a guest room or entertaining area (mihmankhanah
or pazirayr), complete with chairs and coffee tables. Because of the value of the



Figures 3.17a, 3.17b and 3.17¢c

Top to bottom: plan of a typical modern semi-courtyard house in the Shah Chiraq neigh-
borhood of Shiraz, Iran; axonometric view of the row houses with direct visual access to
neighbors’ courtyards: drawings by author; view from the upper level of the row houses.
Notice that to ensure visual protection, some balconies are covered with curtains: photo-
graph by author, 2007
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Western furniture—expensive and exotic products for the lower and working
classes—this guest room was often locked, particularly to keep the household’s
children out. This house in Shiraz exemplifies many other similar homes that
were built by the bisaz bifrishs (‘builders and sellers’). The goal of bisaz bifriishs
was to provide housing in the shortest time possible and in the most economical
fashion. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, many bisaz bifriishs built row houses
that were poor imitations of the traditional courtyard house. Anthropologist Jane
Khatib-Chahidi describes one such home in Tehran (see also figure 3.18):

The entertaining area, like the birani of the wealthy man’s house, is situated
near the front entrance on one side of an enclosed courtyard that may thus
have rooms on three sides opening into it. The family area is situated at the
furthest end, opposite the main entrance. The rooms to the left will serve
as extra sleeping areas for unmarried children, and married ones with their
families if still living in the parental home. All these rooms might be raised
from ground level by a few feet to allow for a semi-basement storey to the
house. Here would be the kitchen, storage rooms for the water and provisions,
and the lavatory. The entertaining area in this house would be used by both
men and women if the guests were members of the extended family. In past
and present times, for more religious families, na@-mahram (stranger) male
visitors to the house would be entertained in this area, although the women
of the family might use it when they were entertaining larger numbers of
female visitors who were na-mahram to the men of the household.®

The courtyard remained the family’s entertaining area and sleeping platform in
the summer time, and the pool was still used for washing dishes and clothes. In many
homes the pool was the only place where a tap could be found.*? These features also
existed in apartment units—albeit in subtler fashion. Like the traditional courtyard
house, the main aspect of the modern Tehran apartment was a central hall with
rooms opening into it.¥ What was known as the courtyard in the traditional home
and the sarsara in the well-to-do house is referred to as the “hall”—a large foyer—
in lower-income apartments; but unlike the sarsara, which functioned mostly as an
intermediate space, the hall served as a TV room, the main living quarter where the
family spent most of their time. This hall was often furnished with traditional cush-
ions and carpets, devoid of Western furniture that had often been placed in the guest
room (or entertaining area; see figure 3.19). Khatib-Chahidi provides a description
of the hall vis-a-vis the entertaining area:

(Dt has features of the old courtyard, in that it is through the hall that one must
pass to go from one room to another and through which guests must pass to
gain access to the entertaining area. The latter area contains all the best furni-
ture, carpets and bric-a-brac. It is often larger and always more luxurious than
the family living area of the hall but it will only be used for more formal or
large-scale entertaining. Although the prohibitive cost of land in Tehran has
meant that most young couples can only aspire to renting a flat, the necessarily
more limited physical space of the flat still reflects traditional ways of living.**



Figure 3.18
Plan of: 1) Pool in courtyard; 2
2) storage; 3, 4, 5) rooms;
6) kitchen; 7) water storage; I 9
8) entertaining area; 3
9) family living room;
10) street. Plan reproduced
by Parham Karimi (after
Khatib-Chahidi) 4
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Figure 3.19 Plan of: 1) Hall or family living area; 2) kitchen; 3) dining room; 4) cloak
room; 5) bathroom; 6) bedroom; 7) landing and stairs; 8) bedroom; 9) street.
Plan reproduced by Parham Karimi (after Khatib-Chahidi)
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Despite being a cozy place for friends and family, the hall, as in the traditional
courtyard, is easily accessible to the namahram or male strangers. In this sense,
it “exhibits the weakening of the prohibitions over the sharing of space between
namahram and women since, whereas the courtyard enabled the family to see the
visitor to the house without the visitor seeing them, the family living-area of the
hall means the seeing is reciprocal.”® The hall thus remained on the border of the
public and the private.’® To reiterate, when there was not a sufficient number of
rooms in the house, the hall could also function as a bedroom at night.

This strategy of combining modern and traditional and foreign and local
forms and practices also appeared among the middle class and upper classes.
The Khudadad residence in northern Tehran is a case in point. Hossein
Khudadad was an affluent merchant. In the mid-1970s—with the help of a local
craftsman—he designed a house for his family that was a hybrid of traditional
Iranian and Western architecture. The exterior seems to have been inspired
mainly by older European styles. Triglyphs and metopes derived from ancient
Greek temples appear on an architrave band that adorns the edge of the roof.
Corinthian capitals decorate the columns, and rococo stucco reliefs replete with
convoluted scrolls, tendrils, and other pliant forms shape the window frames.
The windows themselves are screened by star-patterned openwork wood frames
that hold panels of dark-colored glass, as used in traditional Iranian courtyard
homes to minimize both the intense natural light and direct visual access from
outside (figure 3.20a).

The same mixed approach was used in the first-floor interior, where a tradi-
tional music room, used to receive occasional visitors, is embellished with rococo
stucco reliefs and furnished with Western-style furniture. This music chamber
is a replica of that in the early seventeenth-century Ali-Qapu Palace in Safavid-
dynasty (1501-1736) Isfahan. Khudadad’s music room exemplifies a plan utilized
in many Iranian middle- and upper-class interiors: one traditional room contrasts
strongly with the rest of the more modern house. Thus, while the overall plan
and interior form—including furniture—of many houses were borrowed from
the West, an “Iranian room” helped preserve the grand heritage of both pre-
Islamic and “Islamicate” Iran. This room was typically furnished with traditional
cushions and carpets and was frequently occupied by male guests, who were
often entertained with galians (hookahs) and traditional music. By restricting
their heritage to a single room, Iranian householders simultaneously celebrated
and marginalized their traditional customs. In Khudadad’s house, the custom of
floor-sitting is limited to its so-called Iranian room (figure 3.20b).

The Khudadad residence contains another room that was popular among the
upper class and perhaps unintentionally mixed modern and traditional thinking.
The study or office of the man of the house is itself a Western concept, but it
also helped to perpetuate the importance of the male within the domestic
setting. While modern homes, unlike the traditional courtyard house, certainly
allowed for more interaction between men and women, they also reinforced the
male’s dominant family role by dedicating certain spaces to him—and his male
companions; although this arrangement was often contested and then negotiated
depending on the family’s dynamic (figure 3.20c).



Figure 3.20a
Exterior of the Khudadad
house

Figure 3.20b

The interior of the music
room, a replica of the
music chamber of the
seventeenth-century
Ali-Qapu Palace

Figure 3.20c
First floor plan:
1) living room;
2) man’s study;
3) closet;

4) hallway;

5) music room;
6) pantry;

7) to the second
floor;

8) bathroom;
9) street

Photographs by the author, 2007. Floor plan courtesy of the archives of this complex
(formerly the Khudadad house, now Tehran Museum of Clocks). Plan reproduced by
Parham Karimi
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Domesticity, the discourse of the deprived

By the 1970s, an individual’s class status was defined not so much by the ways
in which he or she used a chair, as in the aforementioned 1946 article in the
newspaper Taraqqi but by whether one actually owned a chair. In Tehran, those
who owned better homes, Western-style furniture, and luxurious commodities
lived in shumal-i shahr (north of the city), while traditional homes or shanties
were located primarily in jonib-i shahr (south of the city). Large numbers of
poor Iranians encountered, but could not possess, Western-style material goods.
They had no access to what cultural historian Jordan Sand has described within
the context of domesticity in modern Japan as a “culture of abundant knowl-
edge.”® Sand noted that the highly literate population of late-twentieth century
Japan could connect with Western appliances and furnishings—without neces-
sarily possessing them—through women’s magazines, architectural journals,
and similar publications. In contrast, most illiterate lower-class Iranians and the
really poor merely witnessed the passing flow of Western commodities with no
ability to discern anything about the culture associated with them. Even those
who found some connection confronted great difficulties in actually acquiring
and possessing these Western goods.

Under the Skin of the Night (1974), a movie by Iranian filmmaker Faraydiin
Gulé (1942-2005), vividly demonstrates this phenomenon. An underprivi-
leged young Iranian man who sells tickets at a Tehran movie theatre meets a
young American tourist who is to depart Iran that evening. The man offers to
accompany her throughout her final day in the city, and by the late afternoon
the two wish to make love; but as a fresh migrant to the city, he spends his
nights in public shelters and so has no place to take her. In their wanderings
they eventually stop by a furniture shop where they stare at a king-size bed
behind the display window. The camera captures the imagination of the man
as he envisions the American girl lying naked on the bed with himself at her
side shortly thereafter. A group of street men watch them through the window
(figures 3.21a—e).

By the time of the film’s release, the new master bedroom for married
couples—as opposed to the common sleeping room of the traditional extended
family—had altered the most intimate exchanges between men and women.
Sexual relations among Iranian couples had become more private and romantic.
The film turned the notion of the sheltering bedroom into a stage set for public
voyeurism. The scene encapsulates what German sociologist Georg Simmel once
alluded to in his Philosophy of Money (1900). It is the remoteness of the object
of desire that gives it greater attraction.®® By the end of the movie, the two main
characters have separated, having had no chance for fulfillment. For the under-
privileged Iranian, the attractive American female—and also, perhaps, other
foreign objects of fantasy such as the fancy furniture in the shop—functions as
an icon of what is present and within reach, but ultimately inaccessible.** Under
the Skin of the Night perfectly expresses the frustration of a disadvantaged class
that has been torn from the security of traditional life but denied the riches of a
modernized society.
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Figure 3.21

Stills from Faraydiin Gulé, Under the Skin of the Night (1974): showing a) and b) the
inside of a furniture shop in Tehran with fancy furnishings, ¢) and d) the imagined naked
body of an American woman lying and sitting on a king-sized bed; and ) men in the
street peering in. Courtesy of Nader Takmil Homayoun (film director/producer), Iran: A
Cinematographic Revolution (Tehran, 2006)

Indeed, this crisis of cultural identity with its feelings of anomie was not
confined to the urban poor. Iranian intellectuals also opposed the society that
represented the Shah’s regime. Critical voices on the subject of housing had
started to be voiced much earlier; soon after World War II, newspapers began
to upbraid the government for being incapable of resolving housing problems.
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“The Despair of High Rent: The Government is Not Concerned at all,””® was the
title of an article in a 1946 issue of Taraqqi that railed against the excessive rents
in Tehran and disapproved of the poor performance of the Rahni (Mortgage)
Bank,” which had left unfulfilled promises to accommodate more families.”
The article also mentioned the dire condition of homes in southern Tehran;
located near brick ovens, the dwellings of the poor were referred to in the article
as bighulaha-yi kiirah paz khanah (scary brick ovens). Among professional
architects, concerns regarding the housing problem were also raised as early
as 1946, when Muhammad Ali Shiybani, the founder of Bihsaz Architectural
Consultancy, drew the attention of Arshitikt’s readers to some of the mud houses
in southern Tehran that to his mind resembled huts for animals (for an example
of such residences, see figures 3.22a and 3.22b).”

The housing problem (as we saw in Chapter 2) continued to be a major concern,
especially after significant land reforms took place as part of the socio-economic
reforms of the White Revolution. The reform brought a decline in agricultural
output and forced migration to large cities.”* Many of these immigrants were
unable to own—or even rent—a property in large cities. Between 1968 and 1972,
the construction boom led to a considerable increase in the price of land, which
accounted for 30—50 percent of the cost of housing in Tehran and other major
cities.” The problem surfaced in the capital in more visible ways, given that 36
percent of Iran’s poor were living in Tehran.

At the height of the country’s economic boom—after oil prices quadruped in
1973—74—the population of slum dwellers grew in southern Tehran, and the quality
of life in the neighborhoods was quite miserable. These dwellers were chiefly
viewed as zaghahnashinan or alinaknishinan (settlers of shacks and shanties)
with some regarding them as a “fourth class.”® The popular press labeled them
as gharnishinan (cave settlers) and gowd nishinan (settlers of the ditches) but also
expressed the hope of improving their condition. An article in a 1962 issue of Tehran
musavvar featured a government promise to evacuate more than 72,523 residents
of these neighborhoods, to accommodate them in decent dwellings, and to put a
large lake where the shanties had been.”” The existence of these people was impos-
sible to ignore;*® the upper-middle class of Tehran used such derogatory terms as
amalah and ~ammal (unskilled construction laborers and porters) to refer to them.”
These poor communities gradually took over the imagination of intellectuals, who
sympathized with their plight through more literary works, films, and speeches.'®
Sociologist Asef Bayat provides a list of such works:

Khosrow Golsorkhi’s moving recitation, during his court trial, of his poem
“Under the Javadiyeh Bridge,” expressed a sense of ... pity ... . Short
stories by Samad Behrangi and Gholam Hussein Sa’edi focused chiefly on
the misery of the underclass and their wretched life. Anomie and rootless-
ness among urban migrants was a principal theme in Jalal al-i Ahmad’s
social criticisms. And Saedi’s “Garbage Place” (dshghaldini), which (later)
became the movie Dayarah Mina, dealt with the social psychology of the
lumpen proletariat whose life, according to Ali Akbar Akbari, did not differ
much from that of the ... urban underclass.'"!



Figures 3.22a and 3.22b

Mrs. Louis Dreyfus, wife of the U.S. ambassador to Iran, distributing food and medi-
cine to poor children in Tehran, 1943, photographed by Nick Parrino, LC-USW3-
028487-E; LC-USW3-028489-E, the Press and Photograph archives of the Library of
Congress. Courtesy of the Press and Photograph Department of the Library of Congress,
Washington, DC
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Even the Soviets commented on the poor conditions of life in Iran, seeing it as
a result of America’s failure. They asserted that instead of being concerned with
the lives of people, Americans were merely arming Iran’s military establishment.
In its issue of February 16, 1948, the prominent Soviet newspaper Krasnaya
Zvezda (Red Star) published an article entitled “This is the Way America Helps
Iran.” The article sees impoverished Iranian life—such as “living in shan-
ties”—as a consequence of American technical assistance (Truman’s Point IV
Program).'” The Soviets saw Iranian society as poor, makeshift, and in need of
modernization, and they considered themselves to be more capable of improving
it than their American counterparts. The Iranian government was mindful of
this Russian attitude and tried its best to keep that aspect of Iranian life out of
sight by censoring the media. Farrukh Ghaffari’s debut film, South of the City
(1958), a motion picture that took a critical look at impoverished life in down-
town Tehran, was banned for three years.'” Nonetheless, the Soviets did their
best to exert influence in Iran. Just as with the modernization of the Islamic
Central Asian regions, Moscow desired development in Iran that would favor
Soviet objectives.!*

While American intervention was often criticized in the Tudeh Party’s publi-
cations, American personnel and Point IV employees were subject to several
assaults, both organized and unorganized. These attacks came from various
groups, including Tudeh members and the religious fundamentalists from
Fadaiyan-i Islam."” There are numerous reports—all from 1952—of such activ-
ities in a variety of forms, ranging from a taxi driver in Shiraz who verbally
abused a Point IV employee and a factory worker in Isfahan who distributed
anti-Point IV banners, to more organized actions such as a public rally held
in Tehran by the Iran Party (hizb-i Iran), at which members described Point
IV as a means of colonizing the Iranian economy.'®® The Society for Fighting
Colonialism (jam tyyat-i mubarazah ba isti’'mar) also distributed anti-Point IV
propaganda, calling it the Point IV Spy Organization.!”” Meanwhile the pro-Nazi
National Socialist Party of Iran (SUMKA, 1950-52) published anti-Point IV
cartoons in its short-lived publication, Mard-i ahant (Iron Man).!% Resistance to
the American initiative sometimes came from secular, even pro-Shah, national-
ists. Ardeshir Zahedi, then the minister of foreign affairs, for instance, rejected
the request of Point IV'® for installation of a sign at the entrance gate of the
Kan residential apartment district indicating the involvement of Point IV in the
construction of the complex.!!

Despite efforts to distance itself from the appearance of colonial aspira-
tions, the Point IV Program and other American-initiated efforts were deni-
grated by many activists and nationalist political figures as neo-colonialist
and little different from earlier intrusive reform missions. The contribution of
Point IV workers came to be valued by many ordinary people. The Bakhtiari
tribe of the Khushki-rid village went so far as to commemorate their favorite
Point IV public health nurse, Helen Jeffreys Bakhtiar, by naming a mountain
near their village after her (known as kith-a Helen or Helen’s Mountain); but
in daily life practices the changes Americans brought, remained somewhat
marginal.
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This notion is vividly articulated by historian Jeffrey W. Cody (author of
Exporting American Architecture, 1870-2000), who taught English in Shiraz
from 1976 to 1978.

(W)e were stunned ... to find ourselves surrounded by American-style split-
level houses—towering above opaque walls—in a patrician neighborhood
on the outskirts of (the) historic city (of Shiraz) ... . Ribbons of sidewalks
snaked between houses and streets. The exteriors of the lavish residences
were decorated with Western architectural details. The houses were sepa-
rated by green lawns that were nourished with precious water from the
southern Iranian desert. When the dentist’s wife greeted us at the front door,
she proudly gave us a tour of the house. We were surprised by the American-
ness of the house’s interior, an emotion further fueled by what we witnessed
in the kitchen. There, seated on the floor next to a gigantic American refrig-
erator that dispensed ice cubes from its door were two women in ... chador
bent over and plucking feathers from several dead chickens ... .The contrast
between the suburban American nature of the kitchen and the activities of
the old women, which might have just as easily taken place in the dirt outside
a tent, could not have been starker ... (I)t was only much later that I realized
that I had ... witnessed a fascinating example of the exporting of American
architecture."!

Cody’s account shows how, despite all Western influences, even as late as 1976
many Iranians were still accustomed to their traditional ways of doing things
around the house. As mentioned before, it took quite a while for more traditional
Iranians to get used to the new commodities and domestic devices, and many
eventually developed their own unique ways of coping with imported objects
and ideas. At first many people rejected the imported commodities, for the new
products interrupted the habitual routine and even challenged certain beliefs
about the physical world. Western definitions of “cleanliness” and “filth” and
how these concepts influenced everyday activities, often differed from those held
in Iran, a point that has been made—in the context of other pre-modern commu-
nities—most effectively by anthropologist Mary Douglas in her seminal book,
Purity and Danger."? When doing laundry, many Iranians preferred a certain
alkaline soil to soaps, simply because the great medieval poet of Iran, Sa’di, had
expressed admiration for its aroma in his writings. People in the cities of Kashan
and Isfahan rejected laundry detergents on the grounds that “its disgusting odor
would remain with their clothes.” In addition to the use of the alkaline soil, the
power of repeating out loud the salavar—expressing praise and greetings to God,
Mohammad, and his descendants—while scrubbing the clothes was believed to
be efficacious as a major cleansing factor.'”

Such practices might give the impression that more religiously minded
Iranians had no interest in the Western commodities that more secular Iranians
embraced. In fact there were many religious figures who, rather than rejecting
imported commodities outright, borrowed those things they saw as useful and
adapted them to local conditions; but as average people gained a more informed
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understanding of cleanliness and hygiene, and as the new house and its novel
additions—e.g., washing machines, refrigerators, indoor plumbing—challenged
traditional and, most importantly, Shiite conceptions of purity and filth, religious
thinkers sought to reconfigure traditional domestic rules to curb the influence of
Western standards that were being so widely disseminated.



4 Selling and saving piety in
modern dwellings

Introduction

In The Wild Rue: A Study of Muhammadan Magic and Folklore in Iran,' the
American Presbyterian missionary Bess Allen Donaldson who served in Iran
from 1910-1940, traced in religious doctrine the roots of superstition in the
everyday life of Iranians. Despite some exceptions?® this observation resonates
with the views of many foreigners—who identified the nature of Islamic prac-
tices, when it came to introducing change, as problematic. It should then come
as no surprise that Western intervention into such a private and religiously
grounded space was a particularly sore spot for radical Islamists. A 1967 publi-
cation entitled Bihdasht-i Shahr (Urban Hygiene), written by medical doctor
and Shiite scholar Sayyed Riza Paknijad perfectly exemplifies such frustra-
tions.? Although it is impossible to estimate its extent of readership and popu-
larity, this particular publication is significant in demonstrating the extent to
which religion, hygiene, architecture, and the body were intertwined. In Urban
Hygiene, the author uses the human body as a metaphor for the functioning
of modern cities and for societal health. Each body part is associated with
a particular function within the metropolis. Because of their “warmth,” the
mosques, monuments, and hospitals are the liver,* and the king’s palace marks
the heart. Parks and public green spaces help to enhance the supply of oxygen
and so are considered as lungs; and governmental institutions are viewed as
the brain. The sewage system represents the kidneys; the roads and highways,
arteries. This analogy between the city and the human body is much like that
proposed by the medieval philosopher Abu Nasr al-Farabi’s text, al-Madina
al-fadila (The Virtuous City),° in which a happy and healthy city is compared
in its function to the limbs of a perfectly healthy body. In al/-Madina al-fadila,
al-Farabi identifies four different types of corrupt cities: “ ... the ignorant city
(al-Madina al-jahiliyya); the dissolute city (a/-Madina al-fasiqa); the turncoat
city (al-Madina al-mubaddala); and the straying city (al-Madina al-dalld). The
souls of many of the inhabitants of such cities face ultimate extinction, while
those who have been the cause of their fall face eternal torment.” Like al-Fara-
bi’s formulation, Paknijad’s typology of cities is explicitly ethical. In both
philosophies, the body is used as a metaphor, but Paknijad goes beyond mere
ethical comments to tackle political issues. He attacks nonreligious monuments



Selling and saving piety in modern dwellings 121

that symbolize democracy and justice in cities such as London, Moscow, and
New York. How, he asks when writing during the time of segregation in the
U.S., can an American city symbolize democracy through its monuments
when “Native Americans and blacks are not welcome in white schools, cafés,
and restaurants?””’ The metaphorical “livers,” the monuments of these three
cities—e.g., Buckingham Palace, the Kremlin, and the Statue of Liberty—
are considered sick, while the “liver” of Islam, the ka’ba in Mecca, is seen as
healthy, a place to which “all Muslims are welcome to turn.”® The author refers
to Mecca not only as “the most prosperous city in the world,” but also as “the
mother of all cities.”

In fact, many Shiite scholars of the Shah’s era attempted to revise their tradi-
tional doctrines in the face of modernization. This approach is apparent in a series
of volumes published in the 1960s and 1970s by Ayatollah Abdul Karim Biazar-
Shirazi—hereafter called Shirazi. Shirazi spent five years in the West—the United
Kingdom and Canada—in the 1970s, but even before his departure from Iran, he
sought to bridge the gap between Western knowledge and traditional Shiite Islam.
His books, which were designed for youngsters, include the Qur’an va tabia’t (The
Qur’an and Nature, 1960); Khuda va ikhtira’at az didgah-i ‘ilm va Qur’an (God'’s
Creation and Manmade Inventions from the Point of View of Science and the
Qur’an , 1975); and Din va danish (Religion and Knowledge, 1982).
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Figure 4.1 Two facing pages from Shirazi’s Religion and Knowledge. While the textual
content aims to educate the readers about the meanings of two verses from
the sira (chapter) al-An’am and Nahl of the Qur’an, the images portray
human adventures in space and on the moon. Courtesy of the HusseinTyyah
Irshad Library, Tehran
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Shirazi employed illustrations, thinking that mere text might have been less
appealing to his intended audience, who had been exposed to Western-style publi-
cations and illustrated books. Consider two pages from Religion and Knowledge
meant to educate readers about the content and meaning of two verses from the
stura (chapters) al-An’am and Nahl of the Qur’an (figure 4.1). While Arabic verses
appear at the top of each page, the word-for-word Persian translations, as well
as the “scientific” interpretations of the verses, serve as captions for images
taken from encyclopedias read by children in the West." This juxtaposition of
old and new, Western and traditional, scientific and Qur’anic was implemented
in another publication by Shirazi, his Imam Khomeini’s New Rasalah (Tawzih
al-Masa’il)," hereafter also referred to as the Tawzih. The Tawzih is literally,
“guide to problems” or “handbook of behavior governing home life,” among
other issues, and is written by the mujtahids, the highest-ranking authorities of
Shiite Islam. The book first published in Najaf, Iraq, in 1947 and was available
only in Arabic, as Tahrir al-valsilah. In the late 1970s, Shirazi edited, designed,
illustrated, and translated Tahrir al-valsilah into the Persian language. This new
edition was approved for publication by Khomeini himself and was released
between September 1980 and summer 1982 in four volumes: Worship and the
Development of Self, Commerce and Economic Issues; Family Matters; and
Political Responsibilities and Government Roles.

Each volume also carried the title of Imam Khomeini’s New Rasalah and
featured portraits of Ayatollah Khomeini, diagrams and scientific tables, and
illustrations that by Shirazi’s own account were intended for a modern Iranian
audience."” Because of its focus on matters of hygiene and home life, the book
was primarily read by young educated housewives who preferred to resolve their
daily religious quests through written sources, perhaps unlike their mothers, who
lacked formal education and sought answers from local imams. Although devel-
oped before and during the revolutionary years (1977-9), the illustrated Tawzih
was first published in September of 1980. The Tawzih embodies Shiite scholars’
modernization of daily religious practices in the last years of the Pahlavi era.

The Tawzih addresses everyday consumer behavior and residential spaces. It
blends “modern” household organization and behavior with traditional Islamic
teaching in an attempt to classify certain behaviors and appliances introduced
from the West as either acceptable or not, according to the traditional dichotomy
of purity versus filth. It uses illustrations similar to those in Pahlavi-era publica-
tions with a significant alteration: the illustrations are annotated with Islamic
captions and quotes from the Qur’an in order to advocate religious conservatism.
To understand the Tawzih it is important to examine the ways in which an ethical
domestic life was presented in traditional Shiite texts.

Home etiquette in classical books of ethics and Shiite
literature

Twentieth century Shiite literature on ethics can be described as an extension of
and response to writings from the late 1600s, when the Safavid dynasty estab-
lished a state-approved Shi’ism. Many ideas contained in modern writings hark
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back even further in time. While a full account of these sources is beyond the
scope of this book, it is appropriate to classify the two types of literature that
expounded on the ethics of home life. One kind presented religious themes derived
predominantly from hadith literature—the sayings of the prophet, imams, and
saints*—and was written by medieval religious scholars. The second included
both religious and secular subjects in books written by educated people who
held respected positions in society but who often lacked religious authority. A
sampling of books of ethics from the medieval and early modern periods allows
a clearer picture of their significance in the twentieth century.

In the tenth century, the Baghdadi author Abu’l-Tayyib Muhammad al-Washasha
in his book Kitab al-Muashasha wrote about proper habits concerning eating,
dressing, and general behavior within the home. Afterward, social etiquette
became the focus of many medieval books in the Arabic and Persian languages,
including the Qabusnama, compiled around 1082 by a member of the Persian
Zyarid dynasty, Keikaviis ibn Wushmgir. In a chapter on the etiquette of eating
the author states that the “rule of Islam” (shart-i Islam) dictates that, while
eating with others, one must take time from consuming food to converse with
one’s fellow diners." This point is reiterated in a later medieval Persian book,
Kimiya-ya sa’adat (The Alchemy of Happiness), written by theologian Abu Hamid
Muhammad Ghazali (d. 1111). The book also addressed such proper hygiene as
washing one’s hands before and after dining and making use of toothpicks. In lhya
U lum al-Din (Revival of Religious Sciences), Ghazali reminds his readers that the
prophet was a stern advocate of hygiene and refers to one of his sayings from the
hadith: “Why do you come before me with yellow teeth? ... Use the toothpick. It
is a purifier for the mouth and well pleasing unto God.”"

In subsequent centuries, texts on the ecthics of everyday life addressed
similar topics.'® Although written in different eras, each of these works consid-
ered behavior within the home. The philosopher Nasir al-Din TusT (d. 1274), in
his book Akhlag-i Nasiri, wherein he dedicates a whole chapter to household
management, confirms this point:

What I mean by home is not the (physical) house built of sun-dried bricks,
dirt, wood and stone, but rather the relationships among husband and wife,
child and the person who nurtures him ... be it all in a house built of wood
or stone, a simple tent, or even a mere shelter in nature."”

The commentaries in these books are often of a religious nature and so discuss
ethics. All were written by Muslim men for other Muslim men and, even though
women’s actions were the dominant topic, it is men who formulate both questions
and solutions. Finally, many commentaries were derived from the hadith and the
Qur’an, the two main texts that had already acquired normative status in Islam
and used as sources for Islamic law (shari’a). Indeed, although various historical
writings and traditions influenced literary works, themes from the Qur’an and
the hadith had the most weight.

In the seventeenth century, Shiite Safavid rulers sponsored a collection of new
scholarly work on the ethics and etiquette of everyday life. Most of these works
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were written in the Persian language. Economist and author Afshin Molavi
argues that just as the Reformation pastors of Europe used vernacular languages
as opposed to Latin in their preaching and writing, many religious figures of the
Safavid era—Sheykh Bahayi and Mulla Muhammad Taqt MajlisT, for example—
chose to communicate in Persian to reach beyond the limited audience of reli-
gious scholars who were well versed in Arabic.”® Such works included those of
Muhammad Baghir Majlist or Majlis1 II (d. 1698), who was extraordinarily influ-
ential in his own time and well into the twentieth century. The historian Moojan
Momen asserts:

Up to (MajlisT’s) time ... Shi’ism had sat lightly on the population of Iran,
consisting mostly of mere expressions of love for Ali and hatred of the first
three caliphs. MajlisT sought to establish Shi’ism firmly in the minds and
hearts of people. Majlist was the first to write extensively in Persian on such
a wide range of subjects and in a manner that could be understood by the
ordinary people.”

While Majlisi’s Arabic encyclopedic collection Bahar al-anvar (Oceans of Light)
became a respected classic reference for contemporary seminaries in Iran, his
Persian Hilyat al-muttaghin (Countenance of the Pure) was meant to be read by
average people.

The latter included an astonishing array of topics, from complex theological
matters to the proper way for the believer to enter or leave a house. Most of his
commentaries on personal conduct are covered in his Countenance of the Pure,
in which he wrote about sexual intercourse, clipping fingernails, plucking nasal
hairs and playing with one’s beard; proper ways of sneezing, belching, and spit-
ting; entering and leaving the house; and curing diseases and internal ailments,
including colic, gas, stomach ache, and coughing. Many of Majlist’s remedies for
illnesses, solutions for hygiene, and suggestions for improving personal conduct
are irrational by modern standards. For example, when he refers to the sayings of
Imam Jafar Sadiq (d. 765),%° Majlist writes that when putting on shoes, one must
first put on the right shoe and then the left. He adds that, “if one walks in public
with only one shoe on, Satan will haunt one.”” He also suggests that reciting
certain verses from the Qur’an will cure one’s eye infection.??

Literary critic Shahrokh Maskoob asserts, “(W)ith great efforts and dili-
gence, (Majlist) introduced to Shi’ism, amongst other things, a mass of super-
stitions.”* The reprinting of Majlisi’s Countenance of the Pure well into the
twentieth century in some ways turned it into a hallmark of religious backward-
ness and a subject of humor—especially its commentaries on sexual conduct—
in the popular imagination. This negative response to the Countenance of the
Pure was even seen in contemporary Shiite books on ethics of life and personal
conduct, in particular the various versions of the Tawzih.** Literary historian
Ahmad Karimi Hakkak writes, “By addressing all of the hypothetical situa-
tions a true believer could or might face, leaving little to individual common
sense, they opened themselves to harsh ridicule from their opponents, espe-
cially secular ... intellectuals of the twentieth century.”* In response to such
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reactions Shirazi discerned the need for a new Tawzih “that would appeal to a
large audience” in the mid-1970s.%

Dwelling purified: from the body to the home

An important theme in all four volumes of Imam Khomeini’s New Rasalah—
especially in Worship and the Development of Self and Family Matters—is the
opposition of taharat and nijasat (purity and filth), which defines bodily func-
tions and habits. Religious activities such as praying and reading the Qur’an
are prominent features of traditional Iranian domestic life; to prepare for such
rituals, one must be pure. Cleanliness as defined by the Qur’an and the hadith,
however, is different from cleanliness according to modern science and medi-
cine. In the updated book, these traditional ideas are applied to modern products,
settings, and activities. Foreign toilets, washing machines, and even a home’s
large plate-glass windows were all subject to classification based on the old
system of opposites.

Shiite regulations governing water (ahkam-i ab) fill a lengthy chapter. Water
is considered to have the power to purify objects that are not inherently filthy.
This cleansing water must, however, have certain qualities to be considered
“clean” itself: rain water (ab-i khalis), spring water (ab-i jari), fresh well water
(ab-i qalil), or water from a drain pipe with a capacity of three square feet (@b-i
kur) may be used to wash filthy materials.?” In the nineteenth century, classifica-
tions of water changed when Western medicine drew attention to waterborne
epidemics that came predominantly from public baths. Nevertheless Shiite
scholars continued to consider, “rules governing water” applicable to daily life.
Imam Khomeini’s New Rasalah applied these rules to such modern appliances as
washing machines. According to the New Rasalah, the purity of clothes washed
in the washing machine was determined by the amount and source of water used
in the machine. Detergents have no place in this process of cleansing.”® Likewise,
the use of foreign toilets is legitimate if one brings a bottle of water to use for
washing after visiting the toilets (figure 4.2).

Despite notions of cleanliness as defined by medicine and science, religious
leaders have demanded that the faithful follow rules of cleanliness as written
in the Qur’an and the hadith. Mary Douglas provides insight into this logic: “In
chasing dirt, in preparing, decorating, tidying, we are not governed by anxiety
to escape disease, but are positively re-ordering our environment, making it
conform to an idea.”? Shiite regulations concerning dirt and cleanliness are like-
wise resplendent with symbolic meanings. According to Shiite belief, natural
settings—e.g., vegetation and earth?**—are often considered clean unless