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ABSTRACT

Edward Said's analysis of "Orientalism” critically examines how the East is portrayed in Western art
and how this portrayal reinforces the colonial mindset. It goes beyond just distorting the ideology to
establish a new political order. Instead, it creates a separate reality of the Orient, distant from the
West and objectifies it as a source of Western knowledge. The world exhibition serves as an arena to
showcase various Western and Eastern cultures. It juxtaposes logical and imaginary, chronological
order, and mythical disorder. The exhibition has been used to shape transcultural and advance
Orientalist discourse strategies and expectations of imperialism. The representation and construction
of “self” and “others” found an ontological and epistemological relationship with Orientalist
alienation. Also, due to the newly acquired strategic position during the first Pahlavi era and the
ancient history of the country's science and art, Iran's presence there earned special position in the
eyes of Orientalists and the Western knowledge domain. Therefore, it was necessary to depict it
by classifying the structure of knowledge and related historiography. In fact, the concepts and
political rules of the historical interpretation of Orientalism were derived from Iran's participation in
international exhibitions. The goal was to identify a connection between Orientalist ideas and the
pavilions' physical, content, and functional aspects. The study found that Iran's pavilions, in
particular, reflected Orientalist expectations. They were designed like museums showcasing Iranian
art and arranged exotically to appeal to Western audience.
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INTRODUCTION

With the publication of Orientalism by Edward Said in 1978, there began a growing
criticism of the works of Orientalists and their accomplishments. That’s as Said
argued that Orientalists emphasized the two opposing worlds and had depicted the
Eastern world as an inverted version of the West. World exhibitions, as a
framework of modern society, determine the requirements for image distribution
and accessibility.

During the Constitutional Revolution in Iran and the early 1920s, Iranian artists
and intellectuals had limited or no access to written records about the history of
their land, leading to a lack of documentation they encountered with. Instead,
Western artists, advisers, and historians wrote about their experiences and acted as
intermediaries between the East and West. As a result, Iranian art and architecture
were often viewed through the lens of Western expectations and fantasies rather
than reflecting the state of Iranian society at the time. Replicating architectural
works from Iran in international exhibitions further reinforced this perception.
Meanwhile, the World Fairs held in the 19th century exemplified the "Age of
Invention” by showcasing the most recent achievements of industrialized
civilizations.

The presence of Eastern countries (in this case, Iran) created a dichotomy with
other exhibits and isan appropriate platform for demonstrating the polarized
Western/Eastern world. Iranians viewed their participation in global exhibitions as
an opportunity to present a "fake tradition" based on art (they regard industries to
be equivalent to art) and progress (under Western expectations, definitions, and
rules). The portrayal of Iran's historicist architecture in international fairs is a
discourse-oriented narrative output of Orientalism (Iranology under it) when
consider it in the historical context of the modern world. The architects connect the
two discourses of orientalism and its expectations with the authoritarian hegemonic
western discourse.

PURPOSE

This article examines the relationship between orientalist approaches and their
objectives and the physical, thematic, and functional representation of Iranian
pavilions at the Sesquicentennial International Exposition, a world's fair held in
Philadelphia (1926), Burlington Art and Architecture Exhibition (1931), and
Brussels Art Exhibition (1935).

METHODOLOGY

This is a qualitative research based on a theoretical and critical approach to
Orientalism by Edward Said. However, at the same time, it relies on the rereading of



“discourse” near Michel Foucault to recognize the reflection of the dominant
discourse influenced by the institutional level and its representation in the
architectural layer and level. It also tends to the theoretical concept of
“representation” by Timothy Mitchell. This theoretical research and discursive
approach is based on the historical strategy. The primary strategy is to formulate a
conceptual research framework and analyze the extracted data, relying on logical
reasoning.

FINDINGS

Iranians have been familiar with modernity since the late 19th century when their
experiences with war and defeat at the hands of Russia shaped their adoption of two
dominant discourses: modernity and nationalism. These discourses turned into the
accepted "truth" in the Iranian society as people started learning new techniques
from the West to avoid frustration. However, it increased dependence on Western
consultants, educational boards, and knowledge. As a result, the discourse of
oriental studies took root in Iran, becoming one of the most effective ways of
defining and strategizing knowledge and art.

With the beginning of the Pahlavi rule, attempts to resuscitate historical themes
and emblems became the official language of architecture for that era and a tool for
political homogenization as an indisputable discourse. Following the expectations of
the orientalist discourse of foreign architects working in Iran, a contradictory
situation arose with the expectation of progress based on the Western model. Some
Westerners' desire to reproduce and represent Iran's exotic and bizarre features
primarily followed and bolstered the discourse of archaism and encircling Iran's art
and architecture in a museum-like state of past art. It fulfilled both the nationalist
and orientalist expectations of Iranians and was extensively exhibited at
international fairs.

Discourses explain descriptive mechanisms, regularity between objects,
concepts, and topic selection to stabilize and homogenize as well as normalize their
rulings. Following is a discussion of the ways and strategies of confronting the
crystallized discourse in the design of Iran's pavilion and representation of objects
to satisfy the expectations of Orientalism.

The discursive unity arising from the phenomenal space of the object and
continuously changing against continuity and uniqueness i.e. the highlighting of
“self' and the marginalizing and blocking of the meaning of "other,” semantic
integrity against its abundance, historicization along with the concealment of
historicity, stereotyping, and degradation, taking a stance on differences,
naturalization, the regime of discourse truth.

Iranian Cultural Research

Abstract



Iranian Cultural Research

Vol. 16
Issue 1
Spring 2023

CONCLUSION

Participating in world fairs provided Iran with a unique opportunity. The pavilions'
architecture was based on the country's rich history and cultural heritage,
incorporating ancient motifs and themes into their design. This representation of
the past was evident in the patterns and elements in those pavilions.

Iran held a dual significance for Orientalists as a subject of study: its exotic and
mythical qualities and the realization of its practical exploitative hopes. Orientalism
is a method of articulating the expectations and perspective of the West toward the
East, which provides the practical exploitation of the "other” for the "self" of the
West and is directly related to the logic of colonialism. The obvious conclusion
should have been drawn from the uniqueness of their interests in the colonies and
the "Philosophy of Utilitarianism," the theory governing colonialism. Based on this,
the principle regulating this structure was to transform the nature of science to
knowledge under the control of the state to continuously acquire, update and repair
information obtained from Eastern societies. By maintaining the guardian power of
the Western "self,” the objective was to regulate the development of traditional
societies and their incorporation into the new system to provide them with more
benefits and less resistance and rebellion. Consequently, the world fairs provided a
solid foundation for representing this transformation as science.

NOVELTY

Fewer researches have been conducted in Orientalism and other fields of art and
therefore the current paper can be considered as a necessity for giving a new insight
into this form of architectural knowledge. Orientalist’s analysis is inspired by many
forms of Iran's experiences with the West (the first Pahlavi era is described here, but
other periods can also be explored), and its reflection on Iranian architecture is a
subject that is rarely observed and possibly even overlooked.
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