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Iran and the Aga Khan Award for Architecture
FARROKH DERAKHSHANI

W
hen the Aga Khan Award for Architecture was founded in 1977, the architecture of

Iran was going through a period of rapid change, as was the case with many other

Muslim societies. However, it had come to be better known in the international

architectural arena due to a number of important events which took place there. The two Inter-
national Congresses of Architects held in Shiraz in 1970 and Isfahan in 1974 brought some of the

world’s most important architects and urban planners of the time to Iran, introducing them to the

contemporary practice in the country as well as giving an opportunity to Iranian architects to have

direct contact with these figures. In 1976, the first International Congress of Women Architects

was also held in Iran. Another important factor was the staging of an international competition

for the National Library in 1977, which drew what was at the time a record number of inter-
national and national entries. Following these events, a number of these architects were also invit-
ed to build projects in Iran, including Alvar Aalto, Kenzo Tange, Hans Hollein, and so on. 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, when the only acceptable architecture style was International

Modernism, a number of Iranian architects sporadically searched for a contemporary Iranian archi-
tectural language, some coming up with rather promising designs. The French magazine, L’Archi-
tecture d’aujourd’hui, dedicated an issue in February 1978 to the above-mentioned examples of Iran-
ian contemporary architecture comparing it to the Japanese and Spanish architecture of those days

in that it had successfully created an architecture culturally adapted to its own country. The other

section of the same issue described the discovery of the significance of Hassan Fathy. In 1976, at

the first United Nations Habitat Conference in Vancouver, Canada, the Iranian delegation pre-
sented the Habitat Bill of Rights, prepared by Nader Ardalan, Balkrishna Doshi, Lluis Sert,

Moshe Safdie and George Candilis, a pioneering document in the architectural discourse of the

time. Because of these events, the construction boom due to the oil boom, and the large number of

Iranian students attending architecture schools in the West, in the late 1970s, the world became in-
creasingly aware of Iranian architecture and Iranian architects were correspondingly engaging on

the international stage. 

During the first cycle of the Award, 1978-1980, many Iranian architects were invited to collabor-
ate in various capacities with the Award and participated in the early seminars that led to the es-
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tablishment of the Award programme. Nader Ardalan, whose book, The Sense of Unity (Chi-
cago 1973), written in collaboration with Laleh Bakhtiar, pioneered the understanding of the

essence of the architecture of Muslims, served on the first Steering Committee representing a new

generation of practicing architects in the Muslim world. Kamran Diba, Nasrine Faghih and

Farokh Afshar also participated in the first Award cycle.

Since the first cycle, numerous projects from Iran have been presented as nominations, and in 1980
the restoration of Ali Qapu (pls. 3, 89, 90), Chehel Sutun (pl. 2) and Hasht Behesht (pl. 1) re-
ceived an Award for its meticulous restoration work and the research work which was published

as part of the project and which contributed to our knowledge of the architecture of an important

Islamic period. The National Organisation for the Conservation of Historic Monuments of Iran

(NOCHMI; now the Iranian Cultural Heritage Organisation – ICHO) carried out the restoration

work in collaboration with the Italian Institute for the Middle and Far East (IsMEO), Rome. Eu-
genio Galdieri was the project architect and the Iranian team was headed by Dr Bagher Ayato-
lahzadeh Shirazi. Since then, the local restoration experts and craftsmen who trained under the

project have used their experience to go on and restore a great number of monuments in Isfahan

and other sites in Iran. 

In 1986, Shushtar New Town attracted the third Award Master Jury’s appreciation. Kamran Di-
ba and his office DAZ had proposed a new approach for designing a company town in Iran (pls.

4, 5). During the 1970s many ambitious industrial projects were launched in Iran and a number

of them required new settlements for company employees. Most such programmes envisaged pre-
fabricated apartment blocks in dormitory-style townships next to each factory, attracted by the speed

and economy of the construction technique. Diba, through long negotiations, convinced the Iran

Housing Company, the governmental client, to build the new settlement for the Karoun Agro-
Industry as an extension of the historic city of Shushtar in order to create a real urban life for the

employees instead of a new township next to the industrial site. Secondly, he persuaded them to

accept a low-rise high-density complex in the spirit of traditional cities instead of the high-rise

blocks of Soviet-style company towns. Brick was used as the main construction material, using the

architectural vocabulary of the old city of Shushtar instead of the concrete or stone cladding large-
ly used in similar projects. The result was a successful urban design with a central ‘multi-faceted

pedestrian boulevard’ leading to housing clusters and creating lively neighbourhoods. 

Unfortunately, only the first phase of the project (1974-1978) was completed as planned before the

Revolution and the Iraq-Iran war. However, the project was well received both in Iran and inter-
nationally and in the last twenty years the design of a number of new-town projects in Iran has

been inspired by this project. Internationally, Shushtar New Town was recognised as an alterna-
tive approach to mass housing and the fact that the Award recognised this project has added to its

fame. In 1999, Shushtar New Town was chosen for the At the Turn of the Century exhibition or-
ganised by the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art and featuring the most remarkable

architectural projects of the twentieth century.

In the later Award cycles, not many projects from Iran were presented to the jury. This was main-
ly due to the slower pace of construction in Iran during the first years of the Revolution and the

Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988), as well as to the isolation of the country from international fora. While

the number of projects presented declined, the Award still closely followed architectural practice

in Iran during these years, through its close contacts with a large number of practicing architects

as well as architectural schools and government agencies. Kamran Diba and Darab Diba served

on Award juries and a number of architects participated in various activities, including Yekta

Chahrouzi, Kamran Safamanesh, Homeyra Ettehadieh, Akbar Haji Zargar and Kambiz Navai. 

In 2001 the Award Master Jury awarded two projects in Iran: Bagh-e Ferdowsi and New Life for

Old Structures. Bagh-e Ferdowsi (pl. 9; designed by Baft-e-Shahr Consultants, Gholamreza

Pasban-Hazrat and Farhad Abozzia) was recognised for the creation of a transition space between

the high-density urban fabric of Tehran and nature, a space that allows the twelve million inhab-
itants of this metropolis to benefit from the park’s imaginative landscaped design in the foothills of

the Alborz mountains. 

New Life for Old Structures (pls. 6-8, 12, 16) was awarded for a new approach in using the his-
toric built patrimony for new public usage responding to contemporary urban requirements. The

programme, through the collaboration of the ICHO, the body responsible for securing good restor-
ation practice in the country, and the Urban Development and Revitalisation Corporation (UDRC),

an agency of the Ministry of Housing and Urban Development, has been responsible for restor-
ing and adaptively reusing non-monumental structures in Yazd and Isfahan, and transferring them

to the private or public sector for cultural, educational or tourist usage. 

The Award is carefully following the products of the new era of architectural discourse in Iran in

recent years and acknowledges the significant role of Iranian architects amongst those shaping the

built environment of Muslim societies. 

For illustrations of Award-winning projects in Iran mentioned in this article, the reader is referred to pls. 1-9, 12, 16, 89 and 90.
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1-3. Italian Institute for the Middle 
and Far East (IsMEO; Eugenio Galdieri) 
and the National Organisation 
for the Conservation of Historic Monuments
of Iran (NOCHMI; Bagher Shirazi), 
restoration of Hasht Behesht, Chehel Sutun
and Ali Qapu, Isfahan, Iran, 1977.
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1. Hasht Behesht (1699), Isfahan, Iran,
restored in 1977.

2. Chehel Sutun (1667), Isfahan, Iran,
restored in 1977.

3. Ali Qapu (1660), Isfahan, Iran, 
restored in 1977.

4, 5. DAZ/Kamran Diba, 
Shushtar New Town, 
Shushtar, Iran, 1974-1978.
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6-8. Iranian Cultural Heritage
Organisation (ICHO)
and the Urban Development
and Revitalisation Corporation
(UDRC), New Life for Old
Structures programme, various
locations, Iran, 1992-ongoing.

6. Nilforooshan House 
(19th century), Isfahan, Iran,
restored in 1998.

7. Moayed Alaai House 
(19th century), Yazd, Iran,
restored in 1997.

8. Modjtahedzadeh House 
(19th century), Isfahan, Iran,
restored in 1992.

9. Baft-e-Shahr Consultants, Bagh-e Ferdowsi,
Tehran, Iran, 2000.




