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Introduction

The Akbarieh Garden and Mansion, located in Birjand, South Khorasan province,
was inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2011. Originally built during
the late Zand and early Qajar periods by Hashmat al-Mulk, the then-governor of
Birjand, the complex underwent gradual expansion over time. Additions included
the Hashmat al-Dawlah Mansion, the central mansion, northern and southern
gardens, a library, and museum facilities. While some structures date back to the
Zand era, the main architectural style of the complex reflects the Qajar period, during
which it functioned as a residential-agricultural estate under the governance of
Hashmat al-Mulk [—appointed by Naser al-Din Shah as the official governor of
Sistan.

This study investigates how the political and cultural functions of the Akbarieh
Garden and Mansion have influenced its architectural and spatial transformations.
The findings suggest that the garden’s distinctiveness lies in the way it was shaped
by key cultural, political, and social events across different historical periods. These
physical changes have differentiated the Akbarieh Garden from other historical
gardens in Birjand.

A deeper understanding of these transformations provides insights into appropriate
uses of the site over time, supporting its preservation while acknowledging its
evolving cultural and political roles. During the Qajar and Pahlavi periods, the
influential Alam family played a central role in the development of the garden.
Shokat al-Mulk, in particular, had a strong affinity for culture and the arts, choosing
the Akbarieh Garden as the setting for significant political and social gatherings. He
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also implemented architectural modifications to the complex during the Qajar era.
Overall, the political and cultural agendas of successive rulers from the Alam family
significantly shaped the architectural evolution of the Akbarieh Garden, contributing
to its status as one of Birjand’s most prominent historical and tourist landmarks.

Methodology

This research adopts a fundamental-applied approach in terms of its objective and
employs a descriptive-analytical method. Data collection was carried out through
both library research and fieldwork, including interviews with cultural heritage
experts.

Findings

The architectural changes made to the Akbarieh building can only be assessed
through existing physical evidence, as no comprehensive written records or dated
inscriptions have been found to document its transformations. This distinguishes it
from other historical sites, such as Shokatieh, where modifications are recorded and
dated. Consequently, any study of the architectural evolution of Akbarieh requires a
careful analysis of its current structural features.

The foundation of the Akbarieh Garden was laid during the late Zand period, a time
when Birjand was still a modest town without a defined administrative role.
However, due to its favorable climate and strategic location on the northern slopes
of Mount Baghran, the Akbarieh area became a retreat for nobles, aristocrats, and
members of the ruling elite. The tradition of gardening in this region predates the
Zand dynasty, as evidenced by historical gardens such as Qala Bagh Mood from the
Safavid era, and the Heydarabad Mood, Seyedabad Bahlegard, and Toghan Nofrest
Gardens from the Timurid period. Akbarieh Garden was established in a similar
context—as a leisure and ceremonial venue for dignitaries—Ilikely with its initial
design and spatial organization completed during or before the Zand period.

The most significant physical changes in the Akbarieh Garden can be categorized
as follows:

¢ Plumbing infrastructure added to the garden (1924)

e Separation of floors within the main building, implemented as a key political
measure (1911-1921)

e Relocation of the entrance gate for political and security purposes (1921—
1931)

e Construction of a new section on the western side of the building, including
a mansion built for Showkat al-Mulk’s mother on the second floor (1921—
1931)

e Transformation of the garden's landscape following the introduction of
automobiles (1928)

e Conversion of a storage space into a mosque at the eastern entrance (1941),
along with ongoing modifications up to the present day
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During the Qajar period, both the Akbariech Garden and the city of Birjand
underwent notable developments. The transfer of regional governance from Qaenat
to Birjand marked a turning point, with the city gaining recognition as an emerging
urban center. Prominent gardens and residences—including Baharestan Garden (also
known as Arg-e Baharestan) and the Arg-e Kolah Farangi complex (Amir Hasan
Khan Garden, the residence of Hesam al-Dowleh)—served as official residences for
regional rulers. Similarly, Akbarieh Garden functioned as a royal residence, but its
remote location outside the urban center gave it a unique role. Its seclusion made it
an ideal venue for confidential political meetings and strategic negotiations. Over
time, the garden transitioned from a recreational retreat for the aristocracy into a
significant political site, underscoring its evolving role in the socio-political history
of the region.

Discussion and Conclusion

The Akbarieh Garden and Mansion in Birjand serves as a compelling example of
how political and cultural functions influence architectural form. Over the course of
its history, this historic garden-mansion has been shaped by numerous political,
cultural, and social events, each of which has left a distinct imprint on its identity
and physical structure. The architectural evolution of the Akbarieh complex reflects
a deep interconnection between politics, culture, and built space—an enduring
characteristic of Iranian architectural heritage. More than a beautifully landscaped
site, the Akbarieh Garden has functioned as a political, cultural, and social hub,
distinguishing it as a unique and multifunctional center within the region. Its physical
transformations over time—including the implementation of plumbing systems, the
structural separation of floors, relocation of entrances for strategic reasons, the
addition of residential sections, and other modifications—are all rooted in the
sociopolitical context of their respective eras.

The research findings underscore that these changes were not merely structural, but
were the result of deliberate decisions driven by the needs and functions of their time.
This demonstrates the reciprocal relationship between political-cultural agendas and
architectural design. During the Qajar and Pahlavi periods, for instance, the garden
became a site of political significance, hosting confidential meetings and official
gatherings, thus reinforcing its status as both a physical and symbolic seat of power.
Furthermore, the Akbariech Garden and Mansion stands as a testament to the
ingenuity of Iranian artists and architects, who were able to create a space that was
both functionally responsive and aesthetically refined. It reflects broader themes in
Iranian architecture where form, function, and symbolism are intricately linked.

The continued preservation of Akbarieh Garden is vital—not only for its historical
and cultural value but also for its potential to contribute to regional economic
development through cultural tourism. Enhancing tourism infrastructure and
promoting the site on an international scale can help share this remarkable heritage
with a global audience. In conclusion, the Akbarieh Garden and Mansion is far more
than a historical structure; it is a living chronicle of Iran's political and cultural
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evolution. Studying its transformations offers insight into how Iranian architecture
has historically responded to and been shaped by shifts in power, culture, and societal
needs. Preserving such monuments is essential for safeguarding cultural memory and
ensuring that the stories embedded in their walls continue to educate and inspire
future generations.
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