
The Imperialism of the Copy in Iranian and
Parsi Architecture: Exploring Cultural
Heritage and Identity through Architectural
Replication
Architecture, as a testament to human ingenuity and cultural expressions,
often serves as a physical manifestation of historical events and societal
transformations. The interplay between architectural forms and their socio-
political contexts has been a subject of extensive scholarly inquiry. This
article delves into the fascinating case of the "copy" in Iranian and Parsi
architecture, examining how the replication of architectural styles and
elements has played a significant role in shaping cultural heritage and
identity.

The Imperial Origins of Replication

The practice of architectural replication in Iran and India traces its roots to
the Safavid Empire (1501-1736),which spanned vast territories
encompassing present-day Iran, Iraq, and Afghanistan. Under the Safavids,
ambitious building projects were undertaken to consolidate imperial power
and promote a unified cultural identity. The construction of monumental
mosques, palaces, and caravanserais served as symbols of Safavid
authority and grandeur.
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As the empire expanded, Safavid architects encountered diverse
architectural traditions, including those of the Mughal Empire in India. The
incorporation of Indian elements into Iranian architecture became a
hallmark of this period, particularly in the construction of mosques and
tombs. The result was a unique hybrid architectural style that reflected the
Safavid's imperial aspirations and the cultural exchange between Iran and
India.

The Migration and Adaptation of Architectural Styles

In the 18th and 19th centuries, with the rise of European colonialism in
India, Parsi communities from Gujarat migrated to Bombay and other cities.
These migrants brought with them their distinctive architectural traditions,
influenced by both Iranian and Indian styles. In their new surroundings,
Parsis commissioned the construction of temples, housing, and public
buildings that echoed the architectural vocabulary of their ancestral
homeland.

The adaptation of Iranian architectural forms in Parsi architecture was not
merely a matter of nostalgia or cultural preservation. It also served as a
means of asserting a distinct cultural identity within the context of a rapidly
changing urban landscape. By incorporating elements such as bulbous
domes, pointed arches, and intricate tilework, Parsi architects created a
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built environment that simultaneously evoked both their Iranian heritage
and their present circumstances in India.

Architectural Replication as a Form of Cross-Cultural Dialogue

The replication of Iranian architectural styles in Parsi contexts can be seen
as a form of cross-cultural dialogue, where architectural elements and
motifs became vehicles for expressing shared cultural values and
aspirations. The adaptation of Iranian architectural forms in India was a
testament to the porosity of cultural boundaries and the fluidity of
architectural traditions.

Moreover, the shared use of architectural elements between Iranian and
Parsi communities fostered a sense of kinship and connection. The
replication of familiar forms and motifs in a foreign land served as a
reminder of their common roots and the bonds that united them.

The Imperialism of the Copy: A Complex Legacy

The notion of "imperialism of the copy" captures the complex relationship
between architectural replication and power. On the one hand, the
replication of architectural styles and elements can be seen as a form of
cultural appropriation, where dominant cultures impose their architectural
vocabularies upon others.

On the other hand, architectural replication can also be a form of cultural
resistance, where marginalized communities assert their cultural identity
through the appropriation of architectural forms from their colonizers. In the
case of Iranian and Parsi architecture, the replication of Safavid
architectural styles can be seen as both a manifestation of imperial



authority and a means of cultural preservation and expression for the Parsi
community.

Contemporary Perspectives on Architectural Replication

In contemporary architectural discourse, the concept of architectural
replication continues to generate debate. Some critics argue that replication
stifles creativity and undermines the development of truly original
architectural forms. Others, however, see value in the reinterpretation and
adaptation of architectural traditions, viewing it as a way to engage with the
past and create new architectural possibilities.

In Iran and India, contemporary architects are exploring innovative ways to
incorporate traditional architectural elements into modern designs. By
reinterpreting and transforming historical forms, they are creating a new
architectural language that simultaneously honors the past and embraces
the present.

The imperialism of the copy in Iranian and Parsi architecture presents a
compelling case study in the complex relationship between architecture,
cultural heritage, and identity. The replication of architectural styles and
elements across cultures and time periods has fostered a rich and vibrant
architectural landscape.

By examining the history and significance of architectural replication, we
gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which architecture shapes
cultural identities, expresses societal aspirations, and transcends political
and geographical boundaries. The continued significance of architectural
replication in contemporary practice underscores the enduring power of



architectural forms to convey cultural meanings and connect people across
time and space.
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