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Abstract

There are numerous theories concerning the development of Western-style theater halls in
Iran. While some associate this process with the construction of and its influence from the
Royal Albert Hall, others see no connection between these two performance spaces. On the
other hand, there are significant factors regarding the issue, including the return of educated
Iranians from Europe and their interest in promoting performance art in Iran, and Naser al-
Din Shah’s travels to Europe and his experience of Western theater, as well as his tendency
to promote this form of art in Iran. It goes without saying that without Naser al-Din Shah’s
support, supervision, and active promotion of Western theater in Iran, there would be no
success. Accordingly, a critical examination of Naser al-Din Shah’s role in the formation
and dissemination of Western theater in Iran is essential, with particular attention to the
nature and extent of his influence. During his European travels, Naser al-Din Shah attended
numerous theatrical performances, including plays, ballets, and operas, hosted in a variety of
venues. It can therefore be inferred that the King had formed his own architectural and artistic
impressions through that theatrical surfing; impressions that could have affected the formation
of theaters in Iran. The present study examines the theatrical aspects of Naser al-Din Shah’s
life during his travels to Europe, based on existing documents and records, and compares the
architecture of Takyeh Dowlat and Dar ul-Funun theater halls with what Iran’s King observed
in the Western theater.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The emergence of Western-style theater halls in Qajar Iran, particularly during the
Naseri era, is a direct and inevitable consequence of the nation’s intensifying cultural
interactions with Europe in the 19th century. While the role of Iranian intellectuals
educated abroad and resident religious minorities in the initial introduction and
translation of Western performance art forms cannot be overlooked, these efforts
would likely have remained sporadic and lacking the institutional framework
necessary for sustainable development without the material and political support
of the central government. Within this context, Naser al-Din Shah’s three European
journeys in 1872, 1878, and 1888 AD are commonly regarded as a pivotal turning
point in this process. The Shah’s direct observations of opera houses, theaters, and
concert halls in cities such as Paris, London, Vienna, and St. Petersburg not only
transformed his artistic sensibilities but also cultivated a firm resolve to transfer
these architectural and performative paradigms to Iran.

When examining the historical formation of theater in Iran, it is evident that, aside
from certain indigenous performance genres such as 7a’ziyeh (passion plays),
puppet theater (Kheimeh Shab-Bazi), storytelling (Nagqali), picture-story recitation
(Pardeh-Khani), and comedic performance (Takht-e Howzi), most other theatrical
forms were introduced to Iran from the West. Some of these indigenous forms-
particularly 7a’ziyeh-occupied a long-standing and prominent position within
Iranian culture. This was a performative genre capable of being staged both in
open spaces and within dedicated venues like 7akyehs. The theater that is prevalent
in Iran today is a phenomenon that entered the country approximately during the
reign of Naser al-Din Shah, gradually gained momentum, and evolved into its
contemporary form. However, before this period, no dedicated theater hall existed
in Iran, and Iranians were fundamentally unfamiliar with the concept of theater and
its associated arts, including playwriting, acting, directing, scenography, etc. Naser
al-Din Shah was the first Iranian monarch to travel to Europe and observe the artistic
activities of Western civilization firsthand. Although the history of acquaintance,
encounter, and relationship with the West had begun extensively from the time
of the Aq Qoyunlu and later during the Safavid era, these relations continued for
political-military reasons during the reigns of Fath-Ali Shah and Mohammad Shah”
(Lal-Shateri & Vakili, 2016: 15). Naser al-Din Shah’s three journeys to Russia and
Europe provided him with direct exposure to the Western theater, which prompted
him to consider constructing theater halls and the promoting the development of
this Western art in Iran.
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The present study aims to investigate the influence of Naser al-Din Shah’s foreign
travels on the establishment of theater halls in Iran and his role in this effort. To
this end, it is necessary to address a longstanding theory that remains unresolved
among its proponents and opponents. This theory argues that the construction
of the Takyeh Dowlat-the largest and most magnificent ceremonial theater ever
built in Iran, completed during the reign of Naser al-Din Shah-was inspired by his
observations of London’s Royal Albert Hall. This very investigation can reinforce
the claim that Naser al-Din Shah played a foundational role in shaping modern
Iranian theater. In this regard, one cannot deny the noticeable similarities between
the Takyeh Dowlat and the Royal Albert Hall, which have led researchers such
as Madame Carla Serena, Lord Curzon, Ja’far Shahri-baf, and Jean Calmard to
state that the Takyeh Dowlat was built based on the Royal Albert Hall. According
to Goljan and Afshar (2014, p. 107), these scholars contend that “after his first
journey to Europe in 1873 AD and seeing performance theaters such as the Verona
Arena in Italy and the Royal Albert Hall concert building in London, Naser al-Din
Shah commissioned Mirza Gholam-Reza Khan Mohandes-bashi (chief architect)
to build the Takyeh Dowlat by adapting European architectural style”.

On the other hand, “another group of researchers, including Bahram Beyzai, Jamshid
Malekpour, and Enayatollah Shahidi, believe that Takyeh Dowlat was designed and
constructed based on the layout of squares (maydans), certain caravanserais, and
traditional takyehs. By presenting documents and evidence, they maintain that the
architecture of Takyeh Dowlat began after the completion of the Shams al-Emareh
palace in 1867 AD, and was finished in 1873 AD, prior to Naser al-Din Shah’s first
journey to Europe in the same year” (Ibid: 107).

This study seeks to substantiate the first theory and thereby emphasize Naser al-Din
Shah’s role in the formation of Western-style theater in Iran. Although the Takyeh
Dowlat was not a venue for staging Western plays, as will be discussed further, the
Qajar monarch, who particularly focused on modernizing tendencies, utilized the
construction of the Takyeh Dowilat as a strategy to advance his vision of bringing
Iran closer to Western culture and technology.

It is notable that the word “theater” originates from the Greek theatron, meaning “a
place for viewing” (Brockett, 2012: 4). This term is still used in the West with this
primary spatial connotation, whereas in Iran, the word is used to refer to the action
and the performance itself. Acknowledging this terminological distinction and to
facilitate clarity for the reader, the present study adopts the term “theater’” according
to its common Iranian meaning (i.e., the performative art). When reference is made to
the architectural space, the compound phrase “theater hall” (saln-e teatr) is employed.
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Methodology
A) Research Design

This study employs a historical-comparative approach and qualitative research
method to examine the influence of Naser al-Din Shah’s travels on the formation
of Western-style theater halls in Iran, with a specific focus on the Takyeh Dowlat
(State Theater) and the Dar al-Funun theater hall. The primary method used in
this investigation is historical content analysis of relevant documents and records,
which was implemented within a systematic and multidimensional framework.

B) Theoretical Framework

The research is theoretically grounded in the perspectives of Cultural History and
Cultural Transfer Studies. It adopts the concept of “Conscious Influence” to analyze
the processes of selecting and adapting cultural-architectural elements from the
West within the specific socio-political context of Qajar Iran.

C) Research Population and Data Collection Methods

The data for this study were gathered through library research and the systematic
examination of Naser al-Din Shah’s travelogues from his three European journeys.

D) Data Analysis Process

The data analysis for this research was conducted in three main qualitative stages:

1. Qualitative Content Analysis

In this stage, historical texts, including Naser al-Din Shahss travelogues, sources
from Qajar-era newspapers (such as Iran and Sharaf), and courtiers’ memoirs, were
examined using open and axial coding. Primary and secondary themes related to
the descriptions of European theater halls, the Shah’s reactions, and references to
architectural emulation were extracted. For example, codes such as “description
of dome and hall capacity”, “mention of aristocratic boxes”, and “admiration
of lighting systems” were identified. These were ultimately synthesized into
overarching categories like “The Shah’s Architectural Observations” and

“Conscious Inspiration” for final evaluation.

2. Comparative Analysis

This stage involved a comparative examination of the physical characteristics of the
two buildings, Takyeh Dowlat and the Dar al-Funun theater hall, with prominent
European examples, including London’s Royal Albert Hall and the opera houses
of Paris and Vienna. This was conducted through available images, architectural
plans, and historical descriptions. The comparative criteria included: similarities in
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plan (circular or rectangular), seating structure, and the presence of audience boxes,
performance features such as fixed stage, décor, and lighting systems, capacity, and
patterns of internal circulation. The comparison data are presented in several tables
within the main body of the study.

3. Contextual-Historical Analysis

In this final stage, the sequence of events, including encompassing the Shah’s
travels, the construction chronology of the buildings, and the cultural-religious
developments of the Naseri era, was analyzed within the framework of Cultural
History and Cultural Transfer theories. In addition, using a Historical Semiotics
method, the latent symbols within the architecture of these buildings (for example,
the dome of Takyeh Dowlat as a symbol of the fusion between tradition and
modernity) and the political-cultural implications of Naser al-Din Shah’s decisions
were interpreted.

Throughout all stages of the research, ethical considerations were meticulously
observed. These included respecting authors’ rights in the use of sources, providing
accurate citations for all references, avoiding distortion or inappropriate interpretation
of historical texts, and preserving the authenticity and credibility of the materials
used. This comprehensive methodology has facilitated a deep and systematic analysis
of the research questions, bringing about valid and reliable findings. The combination
of qualitative methods and diverse theoretical frameworks has imparted significant
depth and richness to the analyses, making it possible to understand the complexities
of the cultural transfer process during the Qajar era.

Results and Conclusion

Two principal factors can be identified in the formation of Western-style
theater halls and Western-style theater in Iran. The first factor was the return of
Iranian intellectuals educated in Europe, who had become acquainted with the
manifestations of Western civilization and culture, including theater, and who
subsequently introduced this artistic genre to Iranian society. However, the second
factor, without which the efforts of these theater-enthusiast intellectuals would
likely not have borne substantial fruit, a factor often understated in specialized
historical and cultural texts, was the role and relative understanding of theater held
by Naser al-Din Shah (acquired through his foreign travels) and his personal interest
in the performing arts. This enthusiasm, as well as his visits to venues such as
London’s Royal Albert Hall and Covent Garden, motivated the construction of the
Takyeh Dowlat (very likely influenced by the Shah’s presence in these spaces and
his probable observation of their designs) and, subsequently, the establishment of
the Dar al-Funun theater hall. At the very least, it provided the essential conceptual
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groundwork and crucial support for their creators. Therefore, while Naser al-Din
Shah may not be directly credited as the sole creafor of theater halls in Iran, he
can undoubtedly be regarded as the principal driving force behind this significant
cultural development in the years preceding the Iranian Constitutional Revolution
and during Iran’s era of modernization.

It is worth considering that Naser al-Din Shah ruled during a period when Iranian
society was gradually undergoing a transformation, naturally encountering
numerous obstacles and complexities. These very complexities, emerging in the
short interval between the construction of the 7akyeh Dowlat and the Dar al-Funun
hall, prompted this Qajar monarch to express his support for Western civilizational
manifestations like theater in a more explicit and transparent manner. Furthermore,
in commissioning the 7akyeh Dowlat, he employed a strategy to minimize potential
protests and criticism. On the other hand, by the time of the Dar al-Funun theater
hall’s establishment, he had more authority and freedom to support modernist
endeavors, although even this project faced significant opposition, and no other
major event in Western-style theater occurred until the era of the Lalehzar theaters.
In conclusion, it can be argued that Naser al-Din Shah, acquainted with and interested
in the Western theatrical practices on one hand, and a precise understanding of Iran’s
cultural, social, and religious conditions on the other, used various strategies to
introduce Western theatrical elements and their associated venues. During a period
when the public and the clergy were not yet fully acquainted with Western cultural
forms, he ordered the construction of the 7akyeh Dowlat-presented as a symbol of
religious and ritual art, thereby subtly and gradually introducing Western theater
through carefully selected elements. By the time of Dar al-Funun, his approach to
Western theater had become more direct and unambiguous. It is noteworthy that
the pace of change in this era of Iranian history was rapid, so shifts in intellectual
thought, as well as political and social approaches, were also in a state of intense
flux and transition.

Suggestions

Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, and considering its inherent
limitations, the following recommendations are proposed to complete and expand
this field of study:

In the field of archival research, investigating the diplomatic archives of European
countries, particularly England, France, and Russia, for documents and architectural
plans transferred to the Qajar court, as well as examining the personal archives of
European architects and engineers active in Qajar Iran, could lead to the discovery
of previously unknown documents.

Within the scope of interdisciplinary studies, conducting field studies at the site of
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the Takyeh Dowlat for a better understanding of its architectural dimensions and
details, performing structural and technical analyses of both the Takyeh Dowlat
and Dar al-Funun buildings using architectural simulation software and artificial
intelligence, and undertaking a comparative study of the acoustic and lighting
systems in these structures alongside their contemporary European counterparts
are recommended.

To broaden the research field, examining the role of other influential figures in the
transfer of Western theatrical architecture to Iran (such as Mirza Gholam-Reza Khan
Mehraban [Moayer al-Mamalek] and Mazin al-Dowleh), studying the influence of
European models on Lalehzar theaters in the post-Naseri era, and investigating the
social and religious resistance against the architecture and function of Western-
style theaters could shed light on new dimensions of this subject.

In the field of theoretical research, conducting a discourse analysis of Naser al-Din
Shah’s travel narratives using post-colonial studies theories, examining this process
within the frameworks of cultural transfer theory and the dialogue of civilizations,
and performing a semiotic study of theater halls as symbols of modernity in Qajar
Iran could enhance the theoretical depth of future research.

In the field of documentation and digital reconstruction, producing visual
documentaries of surviving architectural remnants related to Qajar-era theater,
creating three-dimensional digital reconstructions of the Takyeh Dowlat and Dar
al-Funun hall based on existing documents, and establishing a comprehensive
database of documents and images about the history of Iranian theater are among
the essential measures to be taken.

Conducting these studies could reveal unknown aspects of Iran’s architectural and
theatrical history and provide a more comprehensive understanding of cultural and
artistic modernization during the Qajar era.
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