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Introduction

Tehran, at first glance, might appear to be a city of contradictions: ancient yet
modern, traditional yet cosmopolitan, a city rooted deeply in the soils of history even
as it stretches ever upward with sleek skyscrapers, highways, and technology.
However, a closer examination reveals that these contrasts are not simply the result
of rapid development or recent change—they are embedded within the very narrative
of Tehran itself, a metropolis that has continuously shaped and been shaped by
seismic shifts in Iran’s history.

The story of Tehran is one of evolution, resilience, and transformation. From its
earliest days as a mere village in the shadow of mighty Ray, Tehran was never
preordained to be the heart of an empire or the focus of national power. Its emergence
as the capital of Iran in the late 18th century marked not a sudden beginning, but a
significant turning point in a much longer tale—a journey from obscurity to
prominence, from rural backwater to political, economic, and cultural center.

Its strategic location at the crossroads of major trade routes and its proximity to the
ancient city of Ray made Tehran a silent witness to centuries of invasions, dynastic
upheavals, and cultural exchanges. The city's gradual rise—from a cluster of
subterranean dwellings surrounded by orchards to a walled town protected by Safavid
watchtowers and, eventually, to the seat of Qajar kings—mirrors Iran’s broader
patterns of survival and adaptation. With the dawn of the modern era, under the
Pahlavi dynasty and following the traumas of the early 20th century, Tehran exploded
in both size and ambition, remaking itself as a laboratory for architectural innovation,
social change, and political contestation.

Yet Tehran’s history is not merely a chronicle of rulers and revolutions. It is also the
story of its people: the builders of ganats who tamed its arid landscape, the merchants
who filled its bazaars, the artists, thinkers, laborers, migrants, and dreamers who have
all left their imprint on the city’s streets, neighborhoods, and institutions. Each wave of
change has brought new challenges: water shortages, social inequality, war,
migration, political repression, and the constant threat of earthquakes. But through
upheaval and uncertainty, Tehran’s unique spirit—restless, innovative, and
enduring—has always endured.

Today’s Tehran stands as a vibrant metropolis of more than fifteen million people. Its
skyline reflects centuries of shifting tastes and political priorities, its social fabric
woven from the stories of millions who have made the city their home. Tehran is both
a reflection of Iran’s past and a bellwether of its future, a city that remains at the
center of national debates, transformations, and aspirations.
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This book invites readers to journey through the long and fascinating history of
Tehran. From prehistoric ruins to burgeoning neighborhoods, from Qajar palaces to
revolutionary squares, we will explore how this remarkable city has continually
reinvented itself, adapting to the currents of history while serving as a mirror to the
triumphs and tribulations of the Iranian people. In understanding Tehran, we come
closer to understanding Iran itself.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Tehran: Prehistoric
Settlements and Early Inhabitants

Long before the clamour of any bazaar or the call of a Muezzin, long before palaces
rose or indeed, any settlement bore the name "Tehran," there was the land itself.
Cradled at the southern foot of the mighty Alborz mountain range, the vast, sloping
plain that would eventually host Iran's sprawling capital lay waiting, a canvas for
millennia of human endeavour. Its story begins not with kings or conquests, but with
the slow dance of geology, the carving of ancient rivers, and the subtle shifts in
climate that dictated the very possibility of life.

The Alborz, a formidable barrier separating the verdant Caspian littoral from the arid
central plateau, are the true architects of this region. Their snow-capped peaks,
soaring to heights like Damavand, have, for eons, captured moisture and fed the
streams and seasonal rivers that meander across the plain. These watercourses, such
as the Jajrood and Karaj rivers, were the lifeblood for early flora, fauna, and,
eventually, for the first humans who ventured into this territory. The plain itself, a
gentle incline towards the formidable Dasht-e Kavir salt desert to the south, offered a
varied landscape of alluvial fans, gravel beds, and fertile patches where water was
more readily available.

Imagine this primordial landscape: perhaps cooler and wetter than today, with more
extensive scrubland and gallery forests along the riverbanks. Wild animals, now long
vanished from the urban sprawl - gazelles, wild sheep, goats, and perhaps even the
Caspian tiger prowling down from the mountain slopes - would have roamed freely.
For early human groups, this environment, perched between mountain resources and
plain opportunities, offered both challenge and allure. The mountains provided shelter
in caves, hunting grounds, and crucial meltwater; the plains offered expanses for
foraging and, later, for the first tentative attempts at cultivation.

Evidence for the very earliest human presence, from the Paleolithic or Stone Age, on
the immediate Tehran plain is sparse, a common characteristic for many areas that
later became densely urbanized, as subsequent layers of settlement often obscure or
destroy fragile, ancient remains. However, the broader Iranian plateau boasts
numerous sites from this remote period, suggesting that hunter-gatherer bands,
following herds and seasons, undoubtedly traversed the Alborz foothills and the plain
below. These early humans would have used rudimentary stone tools for hunting,
butchering, and processing plant materials, their lives intimately tied to the rhythms of
nature.
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The transition from the Old Stone Age (Paleolithic) to the Middle Stone Age (Mesolithic)
saw gradual refinements in tool technology and hunting strategies. Small, mobile
groups would have exploited the seasonal resources: hunting in the mountains during
warmer months, perhaps descending to the plains in cooler periods. The foothills of
the Alborz, with their numerous rock shelters and caves, could have offered temporary
homes or strategic viewpoints overlooking the game-rich plains. While no specific
Mesolithic mega-site has been pinpointed directly under modern Tehran, the region's
geography makes it a likely corridor for these early peoples.

The real transformation of the human story on this land began with the Neolithic
Revolution, a gradual but profound shift starting around 10,000 to 8,000 BCE in the
Near East, which saw communities slowly transition from hunting and gathering to
farming and settled life. On the Iranian plateau, this wave of change rippled outwards,
and the region around what would become Tehran was not untouched. Archaeological
evidence from the broader area, including early levels at sites near Ray, indicates that
by the 7th and 6th millennia BCE, small, permanent settlements were beginning to dot
the landscape.

One of the most evocative discoveries offering a tangible link to these early
inhabitants is the remarkably preserved skeleton of a woman, unearthed in the Molevi
district of southern Tehran, not far from the modern Grand Bazaar. Dated to
approximately 7,000 years ago (circa 5000 BCE), this "Tehran Woman," as she has
come to be known, provides a poignant glimpse into this distant past. Her remains
suggest a life lived in a Neolithic community, a pioneer in the new world of settled
agriculture. The very fact she was buried within a settlement context speaks to a
growing attachment to place, a departure from the more nomadic lifestyles of earlier
times.

These early Neolithic villagers would have cultivated primitive forms of wheat and
barley, and herded domesticated goats and sheep, species native to the wider Zagros
and Alborz mountain systems. Their homes were likely simple structures, perhaps
semi-subterranean pit houses at first, evolving into mud-brick or pisé (rammed earth)
dwellings, clustered together for mutual support and defence. The choice of location
for these early hamlets would have been critical, dictated by access to arable land
and, most importantly, a reliable water source - a perennial concern in this semi-arid
environment that would shape Tehran's development for millennia to come.

Life in these early farming communities was arduous. Stone tools, though more
refined than their Paleolithic predecessors, were still the primary implements for tilling
the soil, harvesting crops, and processing food. Hand-formed pottery, initially plain
and utilitarian, began to appear, used for storing grain, water, and cooking. These
ceramic vessels, with their distinct local styles, are invaluable to archaeologists for
dating sites and understanding cultural connections between different settlements.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

The patterns and forms of this early pottery often reflect a shared tradition across the
northern Iranian plateau.

The social structure of these Neolithic villages was likely egalitarian, based on kinship
ties and communal effort. Survival depended on cooperation in tasks like clearing
land, planting, harvesting, and defending against predators or rival groups. Spiritual
beliefs, though leaving few direct traces, probably revolved around fertility, the
agricultural cycle, and reverence for the natural forces that governed their existence.
Burial customs, like that of the "Tehran Woman," hint at an emerging understanding of
an afterlife and the importance of ancestors.

As the Neolithic period progressed into the Chalcolithic, or Copper-Stone Age (roughly
from the 5th to the mid-4th millennium BCE), new technologies began to transform
these early societies. The discovery of how to smelt and work copper, initially used for
ornaments and small tools, marked a significant step. While stone remained dominant
for everyday implements, copper objects represented wealth, status, and a new
mastery over natural resources. This era saw an increase in the size and complexity of
settlements on the Iranian plateau, a trend that would also have been reflected on the
plains south of the Alborz.

The production of more sophisticated painted pottery flourished during the Chalcolithic
period. Distinctive styles, such as those found at sites like Cheshmeh Ali (literally "Ali's
Spring," an ancient mound near Ray that shows long occupation), indicate thriving
local traditions and growing inter-regional contact, possibly through rudimentary trade
networks exchanging surplus grain, livestock, or crafted goods. These connections,
however tentative, began to weave the scattered communities of the plain into a
larger cultural tapestry.

By the Bronze Age (roughly spanning the 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE in this region),
settlements in the area that would one day encompass Greater Tehran were becoming
more established, though still small by the standards of the great urban centers
emerging elsewhere in Mesopotamia or Elam. Archaeological investigations,
particularly in areas like Tappeh Qeitarieh in northern Tehran and sites in the Abbas
Abad hills, have revealed evidence of human occupation dating back to this period,
specifically the 2nd millennium BC. "Tappeh" itself means "mound" or "hill," often
indicating an ancient settlement site built up over centuries of occupation.

The inhabitants of places like Tappeh Qeitarieh were no longer just simple farmers.
The Bronze Age brought with it more advanced metallurgical skills, with bronze (an
alloy of copper and tin) allowing for stronger tools and weapons. This technological
leap would have had implications for agriculture, crafts, and potentially warfare or
defence. The settlements themselves might have shown signs of greater social
differentiation, with some dwellings perhaps larger or better constructed than others,
suggesting the emergence of local elites or specialized craftspeople.
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These Bronze Age communities on the Tehran plain were likely part of a network of
similar settlements stretching across the northern Iranian plateau. They would have
been well-adapted to their environment, utilizing the available water from the Alborz
streams for small-scale irrigation to supplement rainfall. Their pottery would have
continued evolving, with new forms and decorative motifs, some perhaps influenced
by interactions with cultures further afield. Given their location at the foot of a major
mountain range and on the edge of a vast desert, these settlements were strategically
positioned to exploit diverse ecological zones and potentially mediate trade between
highland and lowland areas.

While we lack grand monumental architecture or extensive written records from these
prehistoric settlements on the immediate Tehran plain, the scattered archaeological
finds paint a picture of resilient communities gradually mastering their environment
and developing increasingly complex societies. Each potsherd, each stone tool, each
fragment of an ancient dwelling contributes a piece to the puzzle of life in "the land
before Tehran." These were the deep roots from which later, more prominent,
settlements would eventually spring.

The climate of the Iranian plateau has not been static, and fluctuations over these
millennia would have impacted these early communities. Periods of increased aridity
could have stressed water resources, forcing populations to adapt, migrate, or develop
new water management techniques - perhaps the very early precursors to the ganat
systems that would become so crucial in later Iranian history. Conversely, periods of
more favorable climate might have allowed for population growth and the expansion
of agriculture.

It is important to remember that these early inhabitants were not isolated. The Iranian
plateau has always been a crossroads, a land bridge between Central Asia,
Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and the Indus Valley. Even in prehistoric times, ideas,
technologies, and perhaps people moved across these landscapes. The communities
on the Tehran plain, while possessing their own local characteristics, were
undoubtedly participants in this wider world of interaction and exchange, even if only
indirectly.

The study of these ancient sites is an ongoing process. New archaeological discoveries
continue to refine our understanding of the depth and complexity of human
occupation in the region. Each excavation offers a tantalizing glimpse into the lives of
these early people - their daily labors, their artistic expressions, their ways of coping
with the challenges and opportunities of their world. They were the unnamed,
unrecorded pioneers who laid the groundwork for all subsequent human history on this
particular patch of earth.

As the Bronze Age drew to a close and the Iron Age began to dawn (around the late
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2nd and early 1st millennium BCE), new cultural forces were stirring across the Near
East. The arrival and settlement of Iranian-speaking peoples onto the plateau during
this period would usher in profound changes, eventually leading to the rise of powerful
new kingdoms like the Medes and Persians. While the immediate Tehran plain might
not have been a primary center of these early Iron Age developments, it would
certainly have felt their impact.

The stage was being set for the emergence of more substantial urban centers. The
accumulated knowledge of agriculture, water management, and resource exploitation
gained over millennia by the Neolithic, Chalcolithic, and Bronze Age inhabitants of the
plain provided a foundation upon which larger, more organized societies could be
built. The long, slow process of settlement and adaptation had prepared the land and
its people for the next chapter in its history, a chapter that would see the nearby
settlement of Ray begin its ascent to prominence, casting a long shadow, and
eventually a nurturing one, over the small villages that would one day coalesce into
Tehran.

The legacy of these earliest inhabitants is not found in grand monuments or written
sagas, but in the very fact of their persistence, their ability to carve out a life in a
challenging environment. They were the first to recognize the potential of this land at
the foot of the Alborz, the first to call it home. Their scattered settlements, now often
buried deep beneath modern suburbs or agricultural fields, represent the initial,
crucial human investment in a landscape that would, many centuries later, give rise to
one of the world's great metropolises.
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