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Introduction

Tehran, today a sprawling metropolis and the bustling capital of Iran, holds a unique
place in the tapestry of the nation’s history. Unlike many of Iran’s ancient cities, whose
roots plunge deep into antiquity, Tehran's ascent to prominence is a relatively recent
phenomenon. Yet, the city’s journey—from a quiet village overshadowed by its
illustrious neighbor, Rey, to a dynamic urban giant—reveals much about the evolution
of Iran itself. This book embarks on a comprehensive exploration of Tehran’s
transformation, surveying the city’s changing landscapes, its critical junctures, and the
enduring resilience of its people.

The landscape upon which Tehran stands has been inhabited for millennia, but it was
overshadowed for centuries by Rey, a city of immense classical significance. The tides
of history, particularly the devastation wrought by the Mongols, marked a turning
point, as waves of survivors sought refuge northward, setting the stage for Tehran’s
gradual rise. Early chronicles sketch a portrait of a modest but prosperous village, its
neighborhoods and markets humming with daily life as the city began to emerge from
Rey’s shadow.

As successive dynasties grappled for control over Iran, Tehran found itself at strategic
and political crossroads. The Safavid era was a time of guarded growth, as
fortifications and bazaars established a firmer urban identity and attracted visitors and
rulers alike. Yet it was under the Qajar dynasty, at the twilight of the 18th century,
that Tehran was thrust into a new spotlight as the capital of Iran. This decision
initiated a century of ambitious city-building, administrative centralization, and
cultural innovation, with palaces and public spaces symbolizing Tehran’s new status.

With the dawn of the 20th century, Tehran was swept into the currents of
modernization, conflict, and revolution. The Pahlavi period radically altered the city's
ethos, demolishing the old to make way for new boulevards, institutions, and ways of
life. These changes, while intended to drive progress, brought both prosperity and
instability, sowing seeds of discontent among a diverse and rapidly growing
population. The upheavals of the 1979 Islamic Revolution and subsequent Iran-lraq
War redefined Tehran’s urban dynamics, presenting immense challenges but also
opportunities for reinvention.

Contemporary Tehran is a city of contrasts and complexity, where vestiges of imperial
palaces stand alongside soaring modern towers, and vibrant bazaars bustle beneath
looming concerns of pollution and congestion. It is a city marked by waves of
migration, shifting identities, and an unyielding drive to adapt and survive through
tumultuous times. Its countless stories—written in the stones of ancient gates, echoed
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in the halls of parliament, and whispered in the alleys of old neighborhoods—form the
core of this book.

By tracing Tehran’s trajectory from its humble beginnings to its pivotal role in national
and even international affairs, this book invites the reader to discover not just the
chronicles of a city, but the pulse of a nation. The history of Tehran is inseparable from
that of Iran, and through its case, we witness the resilience, innovation, and ongoing
transformation that continue to shape the future of this remarkable metropolis.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Land Before Tehran: Ancient
Settlements and the Shadow of Rey

The ground upon which modern Tehran sprawls, a vast expanse of concrete and
commerce at the foot of the imposing Alborz mountains, holds secrets far older than
the city itself. While Tehran's history as a capital is relatively recent, the region has
been a cradle of human activity for millennia. Long before brick and mortar rose to
form bustling neighborhoods, this area was home to ancient settlements, their stories
whispered by archaeological finds and the enduring presence of the land itself.

Evidence suggests that people inhabited the area around present-day Tehran as far
back as the Neolithic period, potentially as early as 6000 BCE. These early
communities, likely drawn by the fertile plains and the life-giving water flowing from
the mountains, laid the groundwork for future habitation, their existence a faint
prelude to the urban complexity that would one day dominate the landscape.

Yet, for a significant portion of recorded history, the narrative of this region was
dominated not by the fledgling settlements to the north, but by a powerful and ancient
metropolis situated just a few kilometers to the south: Rey. Known in antiquity by
names such as Rhages or Raga, Rey was a city of immense stature and influence, its
origins lost in the mists of time but its importance undeniable throughout various
Iranian dynasties.

Rey’s history stretched back thousands of years, with archaeological evidence
indicating settlement from the 3rd millennium BCE. It was a prominent city within the
Median Empire, the political and cultural heartland of the ancient Medes. Its
significance continued under the Achaemenids, featuring in ancient Persian
inscriptions and Zoroastrian texts, highlighting its deep roots in the region's religious
and political life. The city is even mentioned in the Apocrypha and by classical authors,
a testament to its widespread recognition in the ancient world.

Under the Parthian Empire, Rey served as one of their capital cities, further solidifying
its position as a crucial urban center. Later, the Sasanian Empire, which followed the
Parthians, also recognized Rey's strategic importance. Archaeological sites in and
around modern-day Shahr-e Rey, the successor to the ancient city now absorbed into
Greater Tehran, offer tangible links to this deep past, including the Neolithic site of
Cheshme-Ali, Median and Parthian era castles, and Sasanian fire temples.

During the Islamic era, Rey continued to flourish for centuries. It was a major city, at
times rivaling even Damascus and Baghdad in importance after the Arab conquest.
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Islamic writers of the period described a city of considerable beauty and grandeur,
built with fired brick and adorned with blue faience. It served as a capital for dynasties
like the Buyids and the Seljuks, experiencing periods of significant growth and cultural
vibrancy. The city boasted a thriving urban market that extended its economic
benefits to surrounding areas, including the small village that would one day become
Tehran. It was a notable center for silk weaving and a key node on the vital Silk Road
trade routes.

However, the fortunes of cities, like the tides of history, are rarely constant. By the
12th century, Rey began to face internal challenges, including fierce sectarian quarrels
that weakened its fabric. This internal strife left the once-mighty city vulnerable to
external forces, and a cataclysmic event loomed on the horizon.

In the early 13th century, the Mongol invasions swept across the Persian realm,
bringing with them devastation and destruction on an unprecedented scale. In 1220
CE, Rey fell victim to this brutal onslaught. The city was subjected to severe
destruction, its grand buildings and bustling markets reduced to ruins. Thousands of
its inhabitants were tragically massacred.

The scale of the destruction was immense, effectively ending Rey's long reign as the
preeminent city of the region. While some remnants of the city survived and there
were later attempts at revival, Rey never fully recovered its former glory.

The devastation of Rey had a profound, albeit indirect at first, impact on the small
village nestled to its north. As survivors fled the ruined metropolis, many sought
refuge in the surrounding areas, including the less prominent settlement of Tehran.
This influx of people, carrying with them the remnants of Rey's urban culture and
population, marked a crucial turning point. The shadow cast by the great city to the
south began to recede, and the groundwork was inadvertently laid for the eventual
rise of a new center of power and population. The era of Rey's dominance was drawing
to a close, and a new chapter, centered on a humble village, was about to begin.
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