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Pairidaeza. On The Concept of Paradise in Iranian Art and Architecture

The term ‘paradise’, originated from the old Persian word pairidaeza (Fakour 2000), encompasses the concept of 
a walled enclosure, often associated with pleasure parks and gardens of delights. Following the Iranian 
Revolution in 1979, the word ‘paradise’ has been used to describe various architectural typologies, including 
enclosed parks accessible exclusively to women, such as Women Paradise, and shopping malls. Despite sharing 
terminology with the traditional notion of ‘paradise’, these spaces differ significantly in conveying a sense of bliss. 
They highlight the existence of apolitical residents who remain disconnected from the public sphere. This division 
between private and public realms has deep historical roots in Iran. However, addressing the challenges 
stemming from the historical continuity of Iran’s unique societal traits and structures, by diverging from tradition 
and expanding the pairidaeza concept, some contemporary Iranian architects create the potential for establishing 
semi-public spaces, transcending the prior fragmentation of private domains, and illuminating an ongoing 
struggle to reclaim public spaces in the face of challenging socio-political circumstances. Through the 
transformation of social narratives, they provide a solid basis for reimagining and reorganising traditional or 
forgotten elements into new configurations, thus reshaping the narrative and the potential of the urban spaces.

Pairidaeza. On The Concept of Paradise in Iranian Art and Architecture

Il termine “paradiso”, originato dall’antica parola persiana pairidaeza, racchiude il concetto di recinto murato, spesso 
associato a parchi di piacere e giardini di delizie. Dopo la Rivoluzione iraniana del 1979, il termine “paradiso” è 
stato utilizzato per descrivere diverse tipologie architettoniche, tra cui parchi recintati accessibili esclusivamente 
alle donne, come il Women Paradise, e centri commerciali. Nonostante condividano la terminologia con la nozione 
tradizionale di “paradiso”, questi spazi differiscono in modo significativo nel trasmettere un senso di beatitudine. 
Essi evidenziano l’esistenza di residenti apolitici che rimangono scollegati dalla sfera pubblica. Questa divisione 
tra sfera pubblica e privata ha profonde radici storiche in Iran. Tuttavia, affrontando le sfide che derivano dalla 
continuità storica delle strutture sociali del Paese, divergendo dalla tradizione e ampliando il concetto di 
pairidaeza, alcuni architetti iraniani contemporanei costruiscono il potenziale per la realizzazione di spazi semi-
pubblici. In questo modo, essi trascendeno la precedente frammentazione dei domini privati e illuminano una 
lotta continua per recuperare gli spazi pubblici di fronte a circostanze sociopolitiche difficili. Attraverso la 
trasformazione delle narrazioni sociali, essi forniscono una solida base per riorganizzare gli elementi tradizionali 
o dimenticati in nuove configurazioni, rimodellando così la narrazione e il potenziale degli spazi urbani.

Iran, paradise, enclosure, urban space, public Space
Iran, paradiso, recinto, spazio urbano, spazio pubblico
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Vesper è una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al 
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l’og-
getto illuminante non è più visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l’atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il 
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identificò nel pianeta 
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro 
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione più che un oggetto e privilegia il 
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non è qui accesa la luce 
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente 
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere 
nella penombra una possibilità nell’esistente. 

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lità narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti, 
privilegia l’intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell’immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. La rivista è pensata nella sua successione di numeri 
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneità, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero è articolata in un insieme di 
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni – editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio, 
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario – mutano i riverberi tra 
idee e realtà, si accende l’intreccio tra evidenze concrete e 
loro potenzialità, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le 
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente 
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’ombra lunga. 

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between 
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into 
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the 
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to 
interpret the act of designing through tracing and reveal-
ing the movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified 
in the planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and 
the morning star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names 
to the same star observed in different temporal conditions. 
Vesper thus states a perspective rather than an object, priv-
ileging the condition that defines its status. Rather than the 
sharp light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and prom-
ising a brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to 
have a glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper 
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual 
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and 
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a 
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into 
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the 
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay, 
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary. 
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between 
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects, 
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is 
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools 
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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A PLACE
public spaces in the face of challenging socio-political circumstances. 
Through the transformation of social narratives, the aforementioned 
architects provide a solid basis for reimagining and reorganising tradi-
tional or forgotten elements into new configurations, thus reshaping the 
narrative and the potential of the urban spaces. Consequently, the act of 
reuse becomes a transformative force in constructing and reconstructing 
cultural identities, fostering hope for the future. It signifies resilience, 
highlighting a community’s ability to overcome challenges by repurpos-
ing existing resources to create something innovative and relevant.

Bibliography:
Ahmadi H., Hashemi S., Nikpoor Ghanavati L., Ruhani A., Zohri M., 
Historical and Social Psychology of Iranian People Social Factors of Iranians’ 
Special Temperament, in “Journal of American Science”, vol. 8, no. 1, 2012, 
pp. 639-647 | Arjamandi I., The Vali-Asr Mosque. A Place to Worship God or 
Prostrate on The Greek Goddesses, in “Mashregh News”, 27 April 2015 | Eliot 
T.S., Tradition and The Individual Talent, in Idem, The Sacred Wood. Essays on 
Poetry and Criticism, Alfred A. Knopf, New York 1921, pp. 54-73 | Fakour 
M., Garden in Achaemenid Period, in “Encyclopaedia Iranica”, vol. X, no. 3, 
2000, pp. 297-298 | Gharleghi M., Hensel M., Iran. Past, Present and Future, 
in “Architectural Design”, vol. 82, no. 3, 2012, pp. 16-25 | Ghasemizadeh 
S., Ivanisin K., The Will for Change. Interview with Reza Daneshmir and 
Catherine Spiridonoff, in “Middle East”, no. 8, 2012, pp. 1-3 | Grabar O., 
Ayvan, in “Encyclopaedia Iranica”, vol. III, no. 2, 1987, pp. 153-155 | Grafe 
C., Traditions. Forms of Collective Knowledge in Architecture, in “Trace: Notes 
on Adaptive Reuse”, no. 1 (On Tradition), 2018, pp. 47-52 | Hedayat S., 
Boof-e koor (1937); Fr. tr. La Chouette Aveugle, Librairie José Corti, Paris 1953 
| Madanipour A., Public and Private Spaces of the City, Routledge, London 
2003 | Piran P., Iran’s Territorial Strategy and Politics Theory, in “Iranshahr 
Thought Periodical”, vol. 2, no. 6, 2005, pp. 56-92.

This understanding links the modernist narrative of Hedayat with 
Piran’s socio-spatial perspective, connecting them to Iranian artists and 
architects spanning from 1937 to 2018. The goal is to disrupt the cycle of 
past repetition and encapsulate its core. Nearly a century later, within the 
Nation’s Paradise and Vali-e-Asr mosque, architects Reza Daneshmir and 
Catherine Spiridonoff offer a resolute response to this very inquiry. In 
these built projects, the concept of ‘paradise’ is explored through (adap-
tive) reuse, serving as a form of cultural construction, transforming pri-
vate spaces into semi-public platforms for social engagement in Tehran. 

In the Nation’s Paradise project (2003-2008), moving away from con-
ventional urban spaces dominated by bazaars and mosques, Daneshmir 
and Spirindonoff refocus attention on residential courtyards as integral 
to the Iranian public sphere. Emphasising these overlooked courtyards 
as ‘public spaces within private settings’ (Ghasemizadeh, Ivanisin 2012), 
the project transforms the Mellat (literary, ‘nation’) public park into an 
institutional space through a covered plaza, bridging the gap between 
enclosed gardens and public parks. Located on the southwest side of the 
park, the Cineplex included four cinema halls, shops, galleries, and a 
café. The primary achievement of the project was the Eyvan, an emblem-
atic space of Iranian architecture, featured in mosques, madrasas, pal-
aces, and houses, characterised by a rectangular layout with one side 
fully open (Grabar 1987). The two architects reimagine it as a covered 
square that fosters dialogue within the city, contradicting conventional 
architectural norms, it transformed traditional closed architecture into 
a semi-open, accessible, and continuous space. ‘In traditional architec-
ture, it happened in plans, but we like to use it in sections’, Daneshmir 
states (Ghasemizadeh, Ivanisin 2012, p. 2). The Eyvan’s success leads the 
project to be nominated for the Memar Award in 2008, marking a sig-
nificant shift in Tehran’s urban landscape after forty years (Gharleghi, 
Hensel 2012, p. 92). 

The term ‘paradise’, originated from the old Persian word pairidaeza (Fakour 
2000), encompasses the concept of a walled enclosure, often associated with 
pleasure parks and gardens of delights. Following the Iranian Revolution 
in 1979, the word ‘paradise’ has been used to describe various architectural 
typologies, including enclosed parks accessible exclusively to women, such 
as Women Paradise, and shopping malls. Despite sharing terminology with 
the traditional notion of ‘paradise’, these spaces differ significantly in con-
veying a sense of bliss. They highlight the existence of apolitical residents 
who remain disconnected from the public sphere. This division between 
private and public realms has deep historical roots in Iran. Throughout 
the country’s history, individuals have sought refuge within self-imposed, 
enclosed, and private spaces protecting themselves from threats perceived 
in the public domain. Influenced by mysticism and political suppression, 
this complex phenomenon of instability and insecurity affects both public 
and private spheres, stifling freedom by perpetuating traditional norms and 
motifs in the social and in the spatial spheres (Madanipour 2003).

In contemporary Iran, several scholars and writers, such as Parviz Piran 
(1951) and Sadegh Hedayat (1903-1951), delve into the intricate societal 
dichotomies. Piran’s interdisciplinary study focuses on Iranian societal 
dynamics using spatial arrangements as mirrors. Piran theory on Strategy 
and Land Policy of Iran’s Society (Piran 2005), developed by examining ancient 
Iranian cities, emphasises territorial security as pivotal for understand-
ing Iranian society’s historical shifts. He highlights the influence of Iran’s 
geopolitical features and how territorial conditions, especially insecurity, 
composed various societal forces. His theory explores macro and micro 
structures of Iranian society, revealing how conscious choices in despotism 
offered security while limiting freedom. This can be found in three conflict-
ing spheres: private, public, and governmental. It contrasts the outward-fac-
ing nature of religious and governmental buildings with the introverted 
design of residential complexes, shaping historical limited public spaces, 
notably alleyways and residential courtyards. Piran’s research demonstrates 
Iranians’ engagement in private activities, reflecting a weak individual iden-
tity outside family connections, leading to an inward focus on home life. 
Piran’s multifaceted approach examines macro and micro level structures, 
individual behaviours, and institutional roles, collectively showcasing the 
significant impact of the Iranian Self on societal evolution (ibid.; Ahmadi, 
Hashemi, Nikpoor Ghanavati, Ruhani, Zohri 2012).

Decades prior to this research, Hedayat’s seminal work, The Blind 
Owl (1937), encapsulated these phenomena. Hedayat employs symbol-
ism to explore themes of personal and communal freedom intertwined 
with cosmic elements. He portrays an unsettling Iranian city marked 
by residents disconnected from the public domain. Hedayat’s protag-
onist exemplifies those who isolate themselves from societal chaos. 
Throughout the narrative, the protagonist remains confined within a 
room featuring a window that, according to the storyline, faces either 
the residential courtyard or a narrow alleyway; ‘like all other rooms, my 
room, […], is built on the ruins of thousands of ancient houses. […] It 
is exactly like a grave’ (Hedayat 1953, p. 34). Only two encounters alter 
the protagonist’s seclusion. The first introduces an ethereal woman hint-
ing at ‘paradise’ but her tragic exit reveals injustice. The second crucial 
encounter takes place as the narrator ventures onto the streets, depart-
ing from his customary isolation. Here, he met an enigmatic old dealer, a 
figure almost akin to a demi-God. Their interaction, sparked by the nar-
rator’s curiosity about an ancient jar, leads to a profound question from 
the dealer: ‘Don’t you look at what you buy’ (ibid., p. 58)?

Piran’s and Hedayat’s insights emphasise the role of the Iranian Self 
in the dissolution of unity, echoing Eliot’s concept of choosing tradi-
tion and understanding its significance through substantial effort (Eliot 
1921). The repetition involved generates profound, embedded knowl-
edge, highlighting tradition’s contemporary relevance. This differs from 
the architectural conflict between traditionalists and modernists, distin-
guishing traditionalism from tradition and presenting a distinct issue 
within the sphere of modernity (Grafe 2018). Eliot’s concept, paired with 
these insights, stresses the ongoing importance of the tradition and the 
need for a responsible approach to cultural continuity in Iranian society. 

In their subsequent project, the Vali-e-Asr mosque (2007-2018), 
Daneshmir and Spirindonoff introduce an inventive architectural 
approach by transforming the traditional Shamseh, a dome ornamen-
tation, into a modern rooftop plaza, erasing the boundary between the 
mosque and the adjacent public park. Situated behind the Tehran’s City 
Theatre, at the intersection of Vali-e-Asr and Enqelab Avenues, this loca-
tion is a centre for cultural activities and hosts Friday Prayers, draw-
ing a diverse gathering. Initially, an open-air prayer area was established 
planned in the 1980s, followed by architect Noghreh-kar’s mosque design 
project in 2004, which faced opposition due to its traditional style.

To counter this, Daneshmir and Spiridonoff propose a modern re-design, 
creating a distinctive rooftop functioning as an open square and theatre, 
diverging from conventional mosque designs, seamlessly integrating with 
the City Theatre and the surrounding environment. Their re-design uses 
the adjacent public park as the mosque’s entrance, blurring the bounda-
ries between the urban space and the sacred. The mosque’s rooftop plaza 
design received criticism, leading to the eleven years of delay for its open-
ing. National press critiques accused the mosque of departing from tradi-
tional Islamic architectural norms, likening it to Greek and Roman temple 
inspirations (Arjamandi 2015). To restrict access to the rooftop, the roof’s 
height was eventually increased, and a fountain obstacle was installed. 

The understanding of nuances between tradition and traditionalism, 
between modernism and modernity significantly contributes to redefin-
ing the concept of the Iranian ‘paradise’. Addressing the challenges stem-
ming from the historical continuity of Iran’s unique societal traits and 
structures, these architects embody Eliot’s notion of individual responsi-
bility in selecting and embracing traditions (Eliot 1921). By diverging from 
tradition and expanding the pairidaeza concept, they create the potential 
for establishing semi-public spaces, transcending the prior fragmenta-
tion of private domains, and illuminating an ongoing struggle to reclaim 
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