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Abstract

The use of one or four Ivans has long been a defining feature of Iranian
architecture, appearing prominently in public, private, and governmental
buildings. Among these, the Four-Ivan plan (Chahar-Elvan) holds
particular significance as a hallmark of Iranian architectural identity. This
study adopts a descriptive-historical and analytical approach to examine
the origins, evolution, and significance of the Ivan in Iranian architecture.
It addresses two central questions: 1) Why were the four-Ivan structures
of the Achaemenid period, such as those at Pasargadae, designed with
an extroverted layout? and 2) How did this architectural model influence
the subsequent introverted four-Ivan plans of the Parthian, Sasanian, and
Islamic periods? The study hypothesizes that Achaemenid architecture,
building upon Median traditions, sought to refine and monumentalize
earlier forms. The extroverted design, characterized by four Ivans opening
onto garden spaces, reflects the centralized and hierarchical nature of the
Achaemenid state and its emphasis on visual grandeur. In later periods, this
model was adapted to new socio-political and spatial contexts, resulting in
its transformation into more introverted configurations during the Parthian
and Sasanian periods, which were further elaborated upon in Islamic
architecture. Ultimately, the concept was revitalized in the Safavid and Zand
periods, where it appeared in palatial, funerary, and ceremonial structures,
blending Achaemenid spatial principles with Sasanian domed forms and
culminating in its crystallization within the Isfahani style. The findings
suggest that while Ivans predate the Achaemenid era, it was during this
period that the extroverted four-Ivan plan achieved architectural coherence
and symbolic meaning. This model was progressively internalized
and reinterpreted across successive historical phases, underscoring the
continuity and adaptability of Iranian architectural traditions.
Keywords: Four-Ivan Plan, Achaemenid Architecture, Extroversion,
Safavid Architecture, Iranian Architectural Heritage.
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Introduction

The Ivan holds a special place in Iranian architecture so much so that Iranian
architecture is often identified by the presence of this distinctive element.
Since the Median and Achaemenid periods (the so-called “Persian style”),
the Ivan has gained increasing prominence and prestige in the history of
Iranian architecture. While the significance of this architectural feature is
widely acknowledged, key questions remain: In which regions of Iran did
the Ivan receive the most architectural attention? At what point did it begin
to appear prominently in royal palaces and government buildings? And
more fundamentally, how can the continuity of its use be meaningfully
traced over time?

A preliminary hypothesis for the first question suggests that the use of
Ivans dates to the Iron Age, with more tangible examples visible at the
archaeological site of Tepe Hasanlu in western Iran. It is plausible though
not yet definitively proven that the earliest instances of Ivans may have
emerged as shaded porches in front of domestic dwellings in prehistoric
village settlements. However, the question of where this innovation first
occurred remains unresolved due to a lack of conclusive archaeological
evidence. Based on current findings from archaeological excavations,
it can be inferred that the Ivan was particularly valued in regions where
the climate varies dramatically throughout the year. In this regard,
the mountainous zones of the central and northern Zagros appear to be
especially significant. This inference is supported by the discovery of the
oldest known Ivan-bearing structures at Tepe Hasanlu IV (1200-800 B.C.),
located within this region. The importance of the Ivan continued into the
Median period, as evidenced at Tepe Nushijan, and was further developed
during the Achaemenid era, where it was adopted in more formal and
elaborate contexts.

The Medes and especially the Achaemenids utilized the Ivan in a
majestic and ceremonial manner. This raises an essential question: Did the
Ivans of Achaemenid palaces serve the same architectural role and function
as those used during the Parthian, Sasanian, and Islamic periods? It seems
likely that the role and symbolism of the Ivan in Achaemenid architecture
were preserved and gradually adapted in subsequent periods. The four-
Ivans in the pavilions and palaces of Cyrus the Great at Pasargadae
were outward-facing (extroverted in form), integrated with surrounding
gardens, and indicative of a deliberate relationship between architecture
and landscape.

Although the Achaemenid Ivan was influenced by earlier Median
and Mannaean examples, it was executed in a distinct and more refined
manner. The Ivans of the Medes and Mannaeans were likely derived from
vernacular residential architecture. The trajectory that began with the
palaces of Pasargadae was eventually continued by the Safavids, notably in
the Hasht Behesht Palace, where four outward-facing Ivans were arranged
around a garden in Bagh-e Bolbol and at Farahabad, Sari. Later, Nader
Shah adopted the form in his mausoleum at Kalat-e Naderi, followed by
Karim Khan Zand in his tomb at Bagh-e Nazar, Shiraz, and finally, the
Qajar era continued the tradition in much the same fashion.
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Etymology and Definitions of the Ivan

Various definitions and descriptions of the term Ivan have been presented
in Persian dictionaries and lexicons. Some of these align closely with the
focus of this study, while others reflect broader or differing meanings.

In Persian language, the word “Eyvan” (ls!) [Ivan'] refers to a terrace,
portico, or open-fronted hall. According to the Mo’in Dictionary, an Ivan is
“aroofed part of a building with an open front, lacking doors and windows,
and overlooking a courtyard. It can also refer to a palace or grand hall.”

Historically, Ivans have been used since the Parthian era, and
their construction has continued in various forms to the present day.
Architecturally, an Ivan typically consists of a barrel vault, enclosed on three
sides and open to a central courtyard. They often function as transitional
spaces entry or exit zones that allow air circulation while providing
protection from direct sunlight. According to Kiani, the Ivan has held
exceptional architectural significance. Not only does it add grandeur and
prominence to a building, but it also serves as a focal point for decorative
elements, including muqarnas (stalactite vaulting), brickwork, stucco
reliefs, and tilework. The Ivan thus becomes a canvas for intricate artistry
and ornamentation. Seyyed Sadr defines the Ivan as a raised platform or
hall in front of a room, enclosed on three sides and open to a courtyard
through a wide, arched doorway. It is a roofed structure with a barrel vault,
open at the front and devoid of doors or windows.

Varieties and Functional Aspects of the Ivan

The Ivan, also referred to as pishan, is believed to have evolved from
the giriyeh or summer Ivan, typically constructed on the side or rear of
buildings, facing away from direct sunlight. Architecturally, it also provided
a suitable ground plan for performing prayer, as it was enclosed on three
sides and open on one side. If an opening existed on the wall facing the
qibla, it could easily be sealed, allowing a mihrab to be installed in its
place. This functional adaptation can be observed in historical mosques
such as those in Neyriz, Gonabad, and Ferdows.

In classical Persian sources, such as the Dehkhoda Dictionary, the Ivan
is defined generally as a portico or vaulted hall, and more specifically as
a vaulted structure with a semicircular or niche-like shape often elevated
and roofed located at the entrance of a palace or large residence. Terms like
dar-gah (entrance hall) and ravaq (portico) are also used to describe similar
spaces (Dehkhoda, s.v. “Ivan”).

In certain traditional residential layouts, the Ivan occupies the space in
front of multiple rooms. Typically, one large room and a smaller adjacent
room are connected by an Ivan situated between them. This layout is
observed in traditional houses in Lahijan. A similar form of Ivan exists
in rural areas of eastern Kurdistan, particularly in the villages of Qorveh,

1. The term Ivan refers to a vaulted architectural space, typically rectangular in plan, enclosed on three
sides and open on the fourth, usually facing a courtyard. Architecturally, the Ivan is characterized by
its monumental scale, barrel vault, and articulation as a transitional space between interior and exterior
realms.
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where the space between two rooms is referred to as an Ivan. In contrast,
the more monumental form discussed in this study is locally termed a bar-
Ivan (bartwan) (see: Fig. 1).

Conclusion

The four-Ivan plan became common in the palaces and pavilions of
Pasargadae, and this stylistic approach was also applied in the Apadana
Palace of Susa. While the four-Ivan style continued into Parthian, Sasanian,
and Islamic architecture taking on a more introverted form in contrast to
the extroverted layout of Achaemenid structures it consistently reflected a
symbolic four-part scheme. This design is deeply indebted to the ancient
concept of the solar wheel or circle of life, a motif that lay at the heart of
both architectural plans and ornamental programs across periods.

At the center of this enduring tradition is the Ivan, a defining feature
of Iranian architecture. The prominence of the four-Ivan layout in
successive historical eras owes much to the initial conceptualization and
implementation by Achaemenid architects, who appear to have fulfilled
the aspirations of their kings by integrating palatial structures with formal
gardens. The placement of four Ivans on each side of the building, opening
on to the garden, reflects a conscious attempt to unify architecture with
nature in a sacred and symbolic landscape. In ancient Iranian culture,
including the Achaemenid era, the garden (pardis) was not only a symbol
of beauty but also held religious and cosmological significance.

This architectural synthesis of palace and garden reached its zenith
during the Islamic era, particularly under the Safavid dynasty, whose
architects guided by royal patronage refined and emphasized this design
principle. The most exemplary realization of this vision is found in the
Hasht Behesht Palace, located in the Bagh-e Bolbol garden in Isfahan.
Later, the Qajar dynasty also drew inspiration from this tradition. One of
the key advantages of the four-Ivan garden-palace layout was its ability to
make full use of the surrounding garden from all sides, integrating nature
and structure in a coherent and symbolically rich spatial narrative one
where the garden itself tells its own story.
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Vinsar, Qorveh County, featuring both an
Ivan and a Bar-Ivan (balustraded veranda).
(Author, 2012).
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Fig. 2: View of the remains of a mud-brick
column base, looking southeast, from
the excavations at Pisa Tepe, Hamadan
(Motarjem, 2010: 122).
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Fig. 3: Plan of the ivan-based structures at
Hasanlu Tepe (Dyson, 1989: 112).
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Fig. 4: 3D plan of the ivan-based structures at
Hasanlu Tepe (Dyson, 1989: 119).
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Fig. 5: Plan of the mudbrick Sstructure
at Ziwiyeh and part of the staircase with
columned ivan (Mohammadi-Qasrian &
Hojabri, 2021: 473).
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Fig. 6: Plan of the palace of Artaxerxes II of

the Achaemenid period in Babylon with a
columned ivan (Ghirshman, 1992a: 224).
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Fig. 7: Plan of the south courtyard and cistern
in the complex of buildings at Nushijan Tepe
(Stronach & Roaf, 2011: 16).
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Fig. 8: Rock-cut tomb of Farhad and Shirin at
Sahneh, Kermanshah, featuring a columned
Ivan (Malazadeh, 2014: 378).
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Fig. 9: Plan and elevation of the Dokan-e-
Dawood rock-cut tomb from the Median
period (Zarei, 2021: 71).
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Fig. 10: Plan of the first floor of the Sar-dar
Khosrowabad building in Sanandaj with
surrounding columned veranda (Zarei, 2011:
136).
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Fig. 11: Sketch of a building with surrounding
veranda spaces in the village of Khosrowabad,
Garus (Author, 2012).
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Fig. 12: Plan and view of Darius’s rock-cut
tomb at Nagsh-e Rostam, emphasizing the
Ivan in Achaemenid architectural structure
(Koch, 1997: 339). ¥
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Fig. 13: View of an Iranian house from the
Achaemenid period and earlier with an Ivan
(Koch, 1997: 191).
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Fig. 14: View of an underground tomb
belonging to Parthian nobles from the 2™
century BCE in Nisa (Ghirshman, 1992b: 29).
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Fig. 15: Plan of the buildings of Nisa during
the Parthian period (Mohammadifar, 2008:
71).
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Fig. 16: Image of two fire altars at Naqsh-e

Rustam
(Vandenberg,

the
2000:

Sassanian
Plate 31).

from period

wee k0B B9 3l 1l (g lero 3 (gl Hloa Aidiz s yl;

cshlo g aals )8 (gy9a0 (Lol 1 aS a0 (10450 ooy Ay
S WOlodgy (amayle (2 eip L (B (Sl 5l JBle g5 5 (ol oyginmp
5)53 Lgbwd)a AYYiolen ‘O“'“’)‘f) Dl o 040D oo Lglo):'uo LSL“’);LSB))-.’
305 sl Lol el 13U lonl 4o dngi cga 53 (53 aSipl b slSsl

0YF (sl i) ol dngidyg0 v

SR

oo Sleis b grate gliied glsal 5l oo Slols 355 (glans ;T
Slwbe 8y90 31 plaisl 9o s ccawl oui oolatwl  Slesllea 999 (SO wygoas
59 o2l B508 e by il Lagl (YL 1o a8 ousle (slordy wiasy i )
ATV Sy55lg) 4l 4,8 o Blzsl Soo5 53 g o 0wl 098 S 5 ylacisl
A8 13l005 3L g 5 Lan 31 A8 Wit B0y lgn 51 owslisBl g ol Ll oyl (VY
S oo e u' 052l 50 Olssbols )93 55 ol 5o ol 2 (oS
Hba b g JSCi 1 auSTB e 1aasl 90 ol 53 (YA =V YAtV ¢y dis oo
(V8 JSi) cawl 0390 Las lashles b Les 31 ,Les

olehler b (el (A U

slaseasedl gl bt glivl slagbgls )o aSsledl (5 5 ardlow g9y
SOLEs B sy 453,50 lss o dndiyss D3935 L tsulez £l Pl ¢

MLl degame 10 lsobles b ccwl 039 ol 51 00y j b Soliul
Lo oadbl 893 53 olajonl 3l iy (2 9 (Lol g lacSingS 50 ofogen  ciialn

39 i3oylez b 51 o)l Ylaxs | Jusilin dme (gl (609y5 08 )l

ol g )3 bl Sl (2> 9 98 c05Sh S5 sl adlins 5y (5
ol YV YOTY ol ol oty bl wdyes 5908 L g itsoyles i b
WD o0 0400 ohol gl gls jo g LalS 8 s gl i gy ogds
cogarl 05Sh S5 5 olowge 43 sl aidlin (ggyp cilisee LB )0 25k



VfFo¥ p—QJ)—’L’ 8,95 FF o)Lo._M:

33 Olsbles b 48 dy o plasay epulplo sl acslis ;36w lasygs
Lazsb ozl 31 5ke £lylez 5 (Bl o) 1539y 5 (ol 8508) S0y SS90
.OA 99 Jlayy ‘Jim) | 039

_ (sholed 893 ol
Olsl (sloys gad y3 35590 Mg 9 Ul dn gy L (] (g)lome gioyli jo il
o=l 02 22355 el (iialie b9 5l esSs L (St g et )3 Jlogygis
0t ls paie S0 plpis ) Ol lagl calu g (2hb )3 lodielsn )92
myiogsa b aiuslys by g 2103 Giohdl b Lo s 53 9 93315 )8 493990
5 >hb ag 0 ) o agebim 50 Ol s 590 L G Iy, 5 L Lag S
AS Cowl dig 0y90 ol el 5Ly (VIO YAY) (st ydlgy oS Ty
5T (Obl 0l b tiiolsen ol jole 5 o5 oBumliws | olaedbl ;51
51U Lo s g Shald al (i SIb) eyt s Yo 4 liiaddle
A S o S 4 5L 9 il (2L

ls2ble L Lag S5l (colass 4 ums o o)Lt litolsen 893 (gyloa U
LS8y (5ylene SG wb& Slome 5b a3l g (Sl gy 0 9y
o2l il ax)S o) STy dlaio 1) (gylone boads ol 48 sy o0y 5
Slere Ghlie (il (5lons ccmuss bl (Suo Judd din 0 Wl o0 ai)
Sledm ot sl sl ogi szl 3l Sl dilate (hSSay (g)lane ol gy
Uil olie 10 (6)10a85 5 cblis v 5 o BuuSoolawl s ¢33)90 slasylaie
p9d sl 035 jlag 5 sy bl s By sla il 5 ol CLl Lus

o A,

Ll (395 5 s Jlw (59, 75k VY S

C(YAVITAY codljule) M,L&e c).b
Fig. 17: Design on pottery from Tal-e Bakun
A, with a four-part pattern (Alizadeh, 2004:
281).
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Fig. 18: Design on pottery from Tal-e Bakun,
with a four-part pattern (Vandenberg, 2000:
40).
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Fig. 19: Map of the garden and palace
complex of Pasargadae (Stronach, 2000: 156).
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Fig. 20: Map of the Audience Hall Palace
of Cyrus in Pasargadae with a plan of four-
columned Ivans (Stronach, 2000: 89).
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Fig. 21: Map of the Shaur Palace in Susa with
four-columned Ivans in Khuzestan (Zarei,
2021: 98).
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Fig. 22: Map of the Apadana complex in
Susa and the columned Ivans of the Apadana
(Zarei, 2021: 95).
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Fig. 23: Map of the Persepolis complex and

the columned Ivans of the Apadana and
Darius palaces (Koch, 1997: 97).
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Fig. 24: Map of the Persepolis complex and
the columned Ivans of the Apadana and
Darius palaces (Ruff, 1994: 208).
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Fig. 25: Map of the Treasury building at
Persepolis, where the inner courtyard
numbered 8 has a four-Ivan plan (Koch,
1997: 169).
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Fig. 26: Map of the Achaemenid Building
No. 3 in Dahaneh Gholaman, Sistan and
Baluchestan (Mariani, L., 2000: Map 9).
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Fig. 27: Map of the Khoshk Khoreh in

Mahallat from the Parthian period with a
columned Ivan plan (Mohammadifar, 2008:
112).
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Fig. 28: Map of the Kooh Khwaja complex
buildings with a two-Ivan design from the
Parthian period (Zarei, 2021: 110).
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Fig. 29: Map of the Ashur Palace with a
four-Ivan design from the Parthian period
(Beznval, 2000: 420).
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Fig. 30: Map of Shapur Palace and Anahita
Temple in Bishapur from the Sasanian period
(Beznval, 2000: 436).

1
; !
H

R IR Cr

| oe |

i m— |V T i

b

Byl T de gase doitaiy 1Y UK A

AN YV (Siilily) (o paiiopnald 43
Fig. 31: Map of the Chahar-Qapi Fire Temple
complex in Qasr-e Shirin (Vandenberg, 2000:
98).
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Fig. 32: Map of Firouzabad Palace, or the
Palace of Ardashir in Firouzabad (Zarei,
2021: 136).
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Fig. 35: Plan and section of the Takhtneshin
building in Firuzabad, Fars (Bezenval, 2000:
435).
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Fig. 34: Map of the Takht-Soleyman complex
from the Sasanian period with a four-Ivan
design (Mohammadifar & Amini, 2015: 112).
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Fig. 33: Map of Sarvestan Palace in
Sarvestan city, Fars Province (Vandenberg,
2000: 49).
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Fig. 36: Plan of a house with a four-Ivan
layout from the Sasanian period in Ctesiphon
(Rétter, 2008: 688).
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Fig. 37: Plan of Isfahan Grand Mosque with a

four-Ivan design (Pirnia, 2001: 179).
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Fig. 38: Plan of Zowareh Grand Mosque with
a four-Ivan design (Pirnia, 2001: 195).
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Fig. 39: Plan of Sheikh Abdolsamad Mausoleum
complex in Natanz (Blair, 2008: 146).
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Fig. 40: 3D space of the Registan Square
complex buildings in Samarkand from
the Timurid era with the three madrasahs
featuring a four-Ivan plan (Zarei, 2011: 314).
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Fig. 41: Map of the Bisotun Caravanserai on
the Hamadan—Kermanshah route (Kiani &
Kleiss, 1994: 513).
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Fig. 42: Map of Shah Mosque in Isfahan
(Zarei, 2017: 57).
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Fig. 43: Floor plans of the ground and first
floors of Chehel Sotoun Palace in Qazvin
(Kiani, 1995: 150).
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Fig. 44: Plan of the Ashraf-ol-Belad Garden
building in Mazandaran during the Safavid
period (Rezaei-Charati, 2003: 15).
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Fig. 45: Plan of the ground and first floors of
the Shah Abbasi Shatargolou building (Zarei,
2017: 210).
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Fig. 46: Plan of the Hasht Behesht palace
or pavilion with its surrounding fountains
(Pirnia, 2008: 310).
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Fig. 47: Plan of Kabud Mosque Gonbad-e
Kalat (Zarei, 2017: 365).

ES L lyed Oyles A FA S PP

.50 IS > oldsyal
Fig. 48: Plan of Khorshid Building or Nader
Shah Palace in Kalat-e Naderi.
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Fig. 49: Plan and elevation of Karim Khan
Zand’s tomb in Bagh-e Nazar, Shiraz
(Asadpour, 2019: 8).
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