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Purpose: A study of the political history of the Qajar period reveals the
significant role that women, particularly royal women, played—directly or
indirectly—in shaping the social and political conditions of their society.
Consequently, the importance of the harem and the inner quarters of
palaces in facilitating these influences cannot be overlooked. However, in
Iranian history, women and issues related to them have often remained
marginalized due to various factors, including cultural and religious
biases. Accordingly, the architecture and structure of the harem—
considered the private domain of women—have received little attention
and have been largely neglected.

Method and Approach: This exploratory study employs a historical-
interpretive methodology, analyzing travelogues and historical texts to
examine the evolution of harem architecture from the Achaemenid era to
the Qajar period, as well as to identify its components within royal
palaces. It focuses on the architectural structure of the harem in Qajar
royal palaces and investigates its conceptual significance as an
architectural element.

Findings and Conclusions: Findings indicate that the architecture and
constituent elements of the Qajar royal harems were largely influenced by
the prevailing social hierarchy among the residents, as well as
contemporary societal perceptions of women. Specifically, the higher a
woman’s status in the eyes of the king, the greater the luxury and grandeur
of her inner quarters, including her dedicated attendants and auxiliary
spaces such as private baths and courtyards. Conversely, outside of this
hierarchical framework, other women experienced a relatively uniform
distribution of living conditions and facilities.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The harem and harem-building have historically been common phenomena among Iranian
kings. Harem architecture, like the architecture of each region, was influenced by various
cultural, economic, and political factors. Despite the importance of the harem in the Qajar
royal context as the private domain of women, especially the king, information about its
structure and architectural features remains limited. Notably, historiography of the Qajar
period in Iran has predominantly focused on political history, specifically the royal court,
leaving little attention to the social history of the nation or the lives of women. In the rare
instances where women and the royal inner quarters are mentioned, the accounts largely
reflect a male-centered political perspective.

Studying historical buildings that are now either unused or entirely lost requires careful
examination of historical texts and records. This approach allows researchers to uncover
aspects of Iranian royal architecture that, like their female inhabitants, have been largely
overlooked. Accordingly, this study seeks to explore the evolution of the harem in the history
of Iranian royal architecture, as well as the diversity and components of royal harems during
the Qajar period. Analyzing harems from this perspective provides a novel and necessary
approach to the study of royal architectural heritage. Examining the architectural
characteristics of harems is not only essential for understanding the culture and art of the
period but also crucial for a deeper comprehension of Iranian architecture, as the formation
and development of architectural elements cannot be accurately studied without this
knowledge.

Research Questions: How did harem architecture evolve over time? and what was the
structural composition of harems in Iranian royal palaces during the Qajar period?

Method

Since the present study aims to examine a historical element in the royal architecture of
ancient Iranian kings, a historical-interpretive methodology with an exploratory nature has
been employed to trace this phenomenon in the history of Iranian monarchs both before and
after Islam. The study’s documentary sources include historical texts, travelogues,
biographies, and newspapers, most of which were authored by foreign travelers or influential
figures within the Qajar governmental apparatus. To ensure greater reliability, primary
sources were prioritized over secondary sources in order to address the research questions and
highlight the novelty of the work. Ultimately, the collected studies and documents were
analyzed to investigate the spatial organization and structural composition of harems in
Iranian royal architecture during the Qajar period and to answer the study’s research
questions.

Results

During the Qajar period, this pattern continued, whereby women’s accommodations within
the harem reflected their status with the king. Women of higher rank possessed more
luxurious quarters in the inner palace, while ordinary women lived collectively in a single
building with more communal spaces. The superior women’s residences included certain
facilities, such as private baths—a service and hygiene area—while only one public bath
existed within the inner palace for general use, allowing select women to bathe alongside the
King.
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However, such arrangements were exclusive to the harems of the royal citadel. Harems in the
summer palaces had a more generalized structure, comprising two main sections: the king’s
residential and working areas, and the inner quarters. The inner quarters were further divided
into residential and service areas, with the residential section housing the king’s women and
the service section accommodating servants, eunuchs, and other functional spaces, including
kitchens and sanitary facilities. In this setting, services were distributed more equitably among
the king’s women, all of whom had access to similar facilities. This equitable distribution also
applied to the royal tents, although with fewer facilities and services compared to the summer
palaces.

Furthermore, Qajar harem architecture followed certain principles, such as the construction of
high walls or the planting of trees around the inner quarters to shield them from public view.
Harems were typically situated near the divan house and the king’s working areas to ensure
easy access for the monarch.

Conclusion

The results indicate that harem architecture in different periods of Iran, beyond merely
following contemporary architectural trends, reflected complex social, political, and cultural
structures. The attention of kings to women and their political status within the harem led to
the creation of spaces with clearly defined hierarchies, which not only symbolized wealth and
power but also served as an effective means of demonstrating power relations and maintaining
social control within the royal structure. Structural differences between the harems of the
royal citadel and those of the summer palaces reflected variations in power dynamics, access
to resources, and available facilities, positioning architecture as a medium that mirrored these
distinctions. In addition to their physical functions, these structures conveyed social and
political messages regarding the status of women and the hierarchies governing them. Overall,
it is evident that harems, as a largely overlooked element in the history of Iranian royal
architecture, played a significant role. The architecture and constituent elements of Qajar
royal harems were largely influenced by the prevailing social hierarchy among their
inhabitants, as well as by contemporary societal perceptions of women, clearly demonstrating
that harems themselves had a prominent role within the architectural framework aligned with
the culture of the society.
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