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Abstract

Purpose: This study seeks to examine the role of the international exhibitions of Iranian art and crafts held in London
(1931) and Leningrad (1935) in promoting Iranian art and civilization and in advancing the global status of Iranian
studies. It aims to analyze and evaluate the impact of these exhibitions on enhancing Irans cultural and international
position. These events offered a unique opportunity for invaluable historical artifacts from major Iranian collec-
tions—such as those of the Golestan Palace, Astan Quds Razavi, the Shrine of Hazrat Masoumeh, the Sheikh Safi
al-Din Ardabili Complex, and the Museum of Maaref—to be displayed for the first time before international scholars,
artists, and audiences. All items were temporarily loaned abroad and subsequently returned to Iran upon the exhibi-

tions conclusion.

Method and Research Design: The research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach grounded in historical docu-

ments and archival materials.

Findings and Conclusions: The findings indicate that, during the Pahlavi era, the Iranian government—aligned with
the intellectual and elite class—sought to project an image of a modernized nation and to strengthen its cultural and
international identity. Participation in such exhibitions not only facilitated cultural interaction but also contributed to
the improvement of diplomatic relations. Iran effectively utilized this historic opportunity to showcase a wide range
of its artistic and historical treasures to a global audience. Historical evidence demonstrates that these exhibitions sig-
nificantly shaped positive perceptions of Iranian culture and civilization at the international level. Moreover, scholarly

and cultural reactions from around the world acknowledged the authenticity and artistic value of Iranian heritage.
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Introduction

In the modern era, international exhibitions have served—and continue to serve—as
vital platforms for cultural exchange and the presentation of civilizations. Originating
in the mid-nineteenth century, world exhibitions have involved the participation of
numerous nations and aimed to display selected material and immaterial achievements
within a shared venue. The idea of these exhibitions emerged as a byproduct of the
Industrial Revolution, with objectives encompassing the presentation of national in-
novations, the strengthening of political and economic relations, and the fostering of
intercultural understanding. Their deep influence on culture, art, and cross-cultural
communication among nations remains undeniable.

The first modern world exhibition, held in London in 1851 CE (1267 AH), took place
during the height of industrial transformation. Although Iran had no official repre-
sentation, a section entitled Persia appeared among the exhibits of participating na-
tions. Encouraged by figures such as Hasan Ali Khan Garousi, Dust-Ali Khan Moayyer
al-Mamalek, E‘temad al-Saltaneh, and Mirza Hossein Khan Sepahsalar, Iran formally
participated for the first time in the 1867 (1283 AH) Paris Exhibition. This event pro-
vided Iran with an unprecedented opportunity to engage in an international forum and
eventually motivated Naser al-Din Shah to undertake his European tour in 1873 (1290
AH) . However, given Iran’s unstable political and economic conditions under the Qa-
jar dynasty, its participation in subsequent exhibitions remained limited.

With the establishment of the Pahlavi dynasty, more favorable conditions emerged for
Iran’s engagement in global exhibitions. The ruling elite, embracing the principles of
nationalism, antiquarianism, and modernism, sought to revive Iran’s past grandeur and
distinguish the identity of Pahlavi Iran from that of the Qajar period. The promotion
of “a new Iran” required active international recognition through enhanced political,
diplomatic, and cultural exchanges—particularly with Western nations. To this end,
extensive archaeological excavations were carried out through collaboration between
Iranian and Western scholars. These discoveries paved the way for Irans participation
in international congresses and exhibitions focusing on its history, culture, and civiliza-

tion. The Pahlavi government thus aimed to harness Iran’s artistic and historical herit-
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age to serve political, economic, social, and cultural purposes—especially by deepening
cultural engagement with Orientalists and strengthening diplomatic relations through
formal encounters.

In this context, Arthur Upham Pope, an advisor and expert from the Art Institute of
Chicago, with the approval of the Iranian government and the support of the Fine Arts
Society of New York University, organized the first International Congress and Exhibi-
tion of Iranian Art and Archaeology in 1926 at the Philadelphia Museum in Pennsyl-
vania. Pope and Seyyed Hassan Taqizadeh represented Iran at the event. The exhibited
works belonged primarily to museums, private collectors, and art dealers. Nevertheless,
the Philadelphia exhibition was less successful than later endeavors.

By contrast, the subsequent exhibitions held in London (1931) and Leningrad (1935)
were far more extensive and distinguished. In addition to the scale and diversity of the
displayed works and participating countries, a substantial portion of Iran’s most valu-
able artistic and historical artifacts were temporarily transferred abroad for exhibition.
This initiative represented one of the earliest and most significant international cultural
efforts undertaken by the Iranian government. Unlike previous participations, Iran this
time presented artifacts from its own national collections, encompassing works from
ancient, Islamic, and modern periods—all of which were officially documented and
returned after the exhibitions.

Based on historical and archival evidence, this study seeks to analyze the organization
and governmental role in these two major exhibitions and to assess their impact on

international perceptions of Iran and its cultural diplomacy.

Findings and Discussion

Archival evidence suggests that the Iranian government viewed these exhibitions as an
opportunity to present a new, progressive image of Iran distinct from its Qajar past. For
the Pahlavi elite, the extensive international media coverage of these events was crucial
for constructing such an image. This required the careful selection, documentation,
and overseas transportation of Iran’s most exquisite historical and artistic artifacts, all of
which were later returned. The positive reception of these exhibitions in international

cultural and academic circles demonstrates their considerable contribution to enhanc-
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ing the global recognition of Iranian art and civilization. Beyond their cultural impact,
these exhibitions fostered closer political and even economic relations with participat-

ing nations, particularly the host countries.

Conclusion:

The exhibitions of Iranian art and crafts in London and Leningrad represent major
international cultural initiatives of the early Pahlavi period. Governmental planning,
together with relative political and economic stability, created a favorable environment
for such undertakings. Centralized authority and administrative efficiency enabled the
state to coordinate the temporary transfer of artworks from major historical collections.
These exhibitions allowed Iran to display its cultural and historical richness on the
world stage, consistent with the Pahlavi principles of nationalism, antiquarianism, and
modernism. They also served as catalysts for the institutionalization of cultural heritage
preservation and inspired the establishment of permanent museums—most notably,

the National Museum of Iran, the country’s first formal and enduring museum.
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1. Burlington House.

2. Metropolitan Museum of Art.
3. Museum of Fine Arts in Boston.
4. Detroit Institute of Arts.

5. American Numismatic Society.
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1. Edward Granville Browne.

2. Vladimir Fyodorovich Minorsky.
2. Basil Gray.

3. Reynold A. Nicholson.
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1. Andre Godard
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1. Mr. Langrigg.
2. Prof. Orbelli
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1. Ghirshman
2. Herzfeld
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