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Abstract

The names of several architects active in Fars during the Qajar period
have survived in inscriptions and historical references; however, little
documentary evidence exists regarding the lives, activities, and professional
status of the province’s me ‘marbashis (court master architects). Although
the office of me‘marbashi was a recognized administrative position
within the Qajar state, its functions varied across different regions of
Iran. Identifying these figures can contribute to a better understanding of
the social history of architecture in nineteenth-century Iran. This study
identifies the me marbashis of Fars Province during the Qajar era and
reconstructs aspects of their professional lives through archival documents.
It addresses three questions: Who were the me ‘marbashis of Fars? How do
documentary records relate to other historical narratives concerning them?
And what social and professional characteristics can be discerned from the
available evidence? The study also examines their probable duties within
the provincial administration. The research adopts an interpretive-historical
method based on the analysis of archival materials. Primary sources
include documents preserved in the National Library and Archives of Iran,
records from the Women’s World in the Qajar Era archive, and historical
accounts. The findings suggest that the architectural administration of
Fars remained weak throughout much of the Qajar period. The removal
of supervisory officials (mobashers) and the increasing reliance on non-
architect designers appear to have limited the effectiveness of provincial
architectural management. The study identifies three me‘marbashis of
Fars: Mirza Hassan-i Me ‘marbashi, who held the office for more than a
decade during the middle NaserT period and is portrayed in the sources
as an unskilled and profit-oriented figure; Aqa Khan-i Me ‘marbashi, the
last known holder of the office during the Nasert era, about whom little
information survives; and Mo ‘tamad al-Saltanah-ye Me ‘marbashi, who
emerged in the early MuzaffarT period and was noted for his intelligence,
administrative competence, and professional reputation.

Keywords: Fars, Provincial Architects, Position of Me’ marbashi,
Mo’tamed al-Soltan Me’marbashi, Mirza Hassan Me’ ’marbashi.
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Introduction

The names and identities of several Iranian architects and builders have
survived through construction and restoration inscriptions and scattered
historical references; yet, compared with the vast number of Iran’s
historic buildings, such evidence remains remarkably scarce. The practice
of building and the role of architectural craftsmen in the creation of
monuments often ensured that traces of architects and other architectural
agents were preserved for future generations. However, individuals who
attained the office of me‘marbashi (chief architect) or served as state-
appointed architects in royal courts and provincial administrations rarely
left their names on buildings, despite frequently exercising technical,
supervisory, and practical authority over construction projects. As a result,
information about them must be sought in administrative documents,
official correspondence, newspapers, memoirs, and other historical
records. Furthermore, the institutional title of me ‘marbashi often obscured
the personal identities of those who held the office. This was particularly
true within the administrations of provincial governors and local rulers,
where the title frequently replaced an individual’s name in documentary
records. Consequently, it is difficult to trace these figures across historical
sources in a way that consistently reveals their architectural works, social
lives, professional careers, or personal characteristics. An important
dimension of the history of architectural practitioners in Iran has therefore
been overlooked and insufficiently studied.

This research seeks to identify several me ‘marbashis who served in the
province of Fars during the Qajar period, particularly from the reign of
Naser al-Din Shah onward. Despite their administrative importance, these
figures remain poorly understood. The study first reconstructs aspects of
the social experiences of me‘marbashis as reflected in their interactions
with their profession and with provincial authorities. It then uses these
observations as a basis for examining their occupational status, duties,
and working conditions. Attention is given to archival documents because
surviving Qajar records provide a more direct account of their daily lives
than any other category of primary source. Functioning as historical
mirrors of patterns, practices, and relationships, these documents not only
offer a clearer picture of these architects but, in many cases, also constitute
the only surviving evidence of their existence and professional activities.
The study addresses three questions: Who were the me ‘marbashis of Fars,
and how do they relate to narratives preserved in other historical evidence?
What were their probable duties within the provincial administration, and
how did they compare with me‘marbashis serving in the capital? Finally,
what social and professional characteristics can be identified from the
surviving documentary record?

Discussion
The dynamics and transformation of the office of me‘marbashi within

/
O AN
=Y

\Archaeological Research of Iran




N\
=R

Archaeological Research of Iran/

Vol. 16, No. 48, 2026

the administrative apparatus of provincial cities and regions distant
from the capital require a perspective that takes local conditions, scales
of construction, and administrative needs into account. The evidence
presented in this study sheds light on this issue. It appears that the increasing
specialization of architectural activities during the later Qajar period,
particularly during the building campaigns of the NaserT era, led to a gradual
separation between architectural design and technical supervision. Some
architects assumed broader responsibilities related to design and planning,
while supervisory and executive duties were increasingly entrusted to
officeholders bearing the title of me‘marbashi. Over time, this position
ceased to be held exclusively by practicing architects, although architects
seem to have regained part of their former standing by the late nineteenth
century. The term me ‘marbashi should not be understood uncritically. In
its general sense, it denoted a skilled, experienced, and trusted architect, a
usage found in both provincial and courtly documents. In its more specific
sense, it referred to an administrative office within the royal court and certain
provincial governments, one that did not necessarily imply professional
mastery of architecture and often functioned primarily as a bureaucratic
appointment. Within the NaserT court hierarchy, the me ‘marbashi occupied
an intermediate position, ranking below the Head of Building Works and
above the mobashir (superintendent). Documentary evidence suggests
that conflicts arising from supervision and bureaucratic reporting were
not uncommon. At the same time, estimating construction costs, preparing
expenditure accounts, and overseeing building works appear to have
remained among the office’s most consistent responsibilities.

The findings further indicate that the architectural organization of the
Fars administration was modeled on that of the Nasert capital but operated
on a much smaller scale. The volume and nature of construction activities
did not require the same degree of bureaucratic specialization. Unlike the
capital, no evidence has been found for the presence of a dedicated mobashir
responsible for monitoring individual projects. Moreover, the governors of
Fars undertook few significant governmental building projects and largely
continued to occupy the administrative infrastructure inherited from the
Zand period. As a result, architectural design was frequently entrusted not
to experienced local architects but to administrative officials and court
artists. Consequently, the provincial me ‘marbashi increasingly assumed the
role of a governmental builder rather than that of an architectural director.
His responsibilities focused on organizing labor, supervising construction,
and managing practical operations, while broader architectural planning
and design gradually passed into other hands.

Conclusion

The findings of this study identify three me‘marbashis in Fars whose
careers span the period from the reign of Naser al-Dim Shah (1848—-1896)
to that of Mohammad-°Alt Shah (1907-1909). The first was Mirza Hasan
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Me ‘marbashi, who was probably appointed to Fars during the middle years
of the Naser1 period, most likely under the governorship of Mas ‘tid Mirza
Zill al-Soltan. Documentary evidence portrays him as incompetent and
profit driven. Despite objections raised by Moshir al-Molk regarding his
performance in 1875, he remained in office for more than a decade. Apart
from overseeing routine maintenance of governmental buildings, he was
responsible for the construction of a qanat in 1879 that was reportedly
filled in shortly thereafter. The second figure was Aqa Khan Me ‘marbashi,
who served during the final years of the Naserl period, around 1894—
1895, during the second governorship of Rokn al-Dowleh. His identity
and career remain largely obscure. The third was Mo ‘tamad al-Saltanah
Me ‘marbashi, also known as Mogqarrab al-Khagan and described in
contemporary sources as the “chief architect of the building corps”. He
appears to have assumed office in the late 1890s. In many respects, he
represented the opposite of Mirza Hasan. The historian Forsat al-Dowleh
praised him for his intelligence, sound judgment, and attentiveness. He
enjoyed the respect of the Friday Prayer Leader of Fars and maintained
close ties to the royal court. Several projects may be attributed to him,
including an addition to the Arg complex in Shiraz (1901-1902), the
construction of a coffeechouse beside the western side of the Vakil water
reservoir (1903—1904), and the restoration of Shiraz’s Tupkhaneh Square
during the governorship of ‘Ala’ al-Dowleh (1902—1904). None of these
Structures survive today. The architectural administration of Fars differed
from that of the capital in two significant respects: the absence of the office
of mobashir (superintendent) and the limited use of experienced architects
in the design of governmental buildings. Instead, painters and building
administrators frequently assumed design responsibilities. While part of
this distinction reflected the smaller scale of construction activity in Fars,
the poor quality of provincial governmental architecture also suggests
institutional weakness. Political rivalries, economic instability, and local
competition appear to have reduced the office of me‘marbashi to little
more than that of a governmental builder. Future research may examine
appointment procedures in other provinces, the role of me‘marbashis in
transmitting architectural practices, and the fate of the office during the
Pahlavi period.
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Fig. 1: Telegram from Moshir al-Molk to
Hajj Mo addel, 1875 (National Library and
Archives of Iran, 1539/296).
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Fig. 2: Petition for the evacuation of a
seized stable by Mo ‘tamad al-Saltanah
Me ‘marbashi (Archive of Women’s World in
the Qajar Era, 71A16179).
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Fig. 3: Annex building of the Arg in Shiraz,
September 1927 (photograph by Frédéric
Gadmer), (Collections du Musée Albert-
Kahn, 1927).
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