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The Architect’s Agency: The Role of Ali Tabrizi
in the 16th Century Ottoman Architecture’

Abstract

Mimar Ali Tabrizi, also known as Aldeddin Ali Bey Ibn Ab-
diilkerim or Acem Ali (d. 945 AH / 1539 CE), was one of the
most prominent Iranian architects who, following his mi-
gration to the Ottoman empire in the 10th century AH / 16th
century CE, served as the chief architect (Mimarbast) of the
Imperial Corps of Architects and exerted a profound influ-
ence on architectural realm of the empire. Despite his signifi-
cance, the role of Ali Tabrizi in shaping Ottoman architecture
has rarely been examined in detail within studies of Islamic,
Perso-Islamic, or Ottoman architectural history. Most previ-
ous scholarship has presented him merely as an architect from
Tabriz active in the Ottoman court, without highlighting his
direct contribution to the development of spatial patterns,
formal language, and decorative systems in Ottoman archi-
tecture. This study investigates the architectural style of Ali
Tabrizi and analyzes his role in transmitting and adapting fea-
tures of Timurid and Turkmen architecture to the Ottoman
context, as well as the modifications he introduced in the de-
sign and construction processes compared to pre-existing Ot-
toman structures. Based on historical documents—including
records of the Battle of Chaldiran, the Topkapi Palace archives,
and architectural works attributed to him during the reigns of
Selim I and Suleiman the Magnificent—this research demon-
strates that Ali Tabrizi was among the few Iranian architects
to occupy a verifiable leadership position within the Ottoman
architectural hierarchy, functioning as the chief architect of
the state. To examine his architectural style, a comparative
analytical approach was employed, juxtaposing his attributed
works with Timurid, Turkmen, and earlier Ottoman build-
ings. The study traces the process through which Iranian ar-
chitectural concepts were integrated into Ottoman structures
and clarifies Ali Tabrizi’s pivotal role in the evolution of Ot-
toman architecture prior to the emergence of Mimar Sinan’s
classical period. The findings indicate that Tabrizi redefined
the prevalent T-shaped plan, facilitating the stabilization of
domed spaces without central supporting columns—a trans-
formation that paved the way for the gradual transition to
centralized plans with encompassing domes. This spatial in-
novation is particularly evident in the Sultan Selim I Mosque
and the Pirl Mehmed Pasha Mosque. In terms of decoration,
he extensively utilized tiles produced in Iznik workshops,
emphasizing blue, turquoise, and green hues, while incorpo-
rating gold and precious stones in key interior spaces. These
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decorative features reflect a continuation of Turkmen and
Timurid aesthetic traditions from the early modern period,
elements that had previously been largely absent in Ottoman
architecture and were subsequently adopted in subsequent
constructions. Overall, this research argues that Ali Tabri-
zi’s impact extended well beyond the mere transmission of
forms or construction techniques. His position as chief archi-
tect enabled the embedding of Iranian spatial and decorative
concepts at the highest level of architectural decision-making
within the Ottoman court. By critically re-examining his con-
tributions, this study contributes to a more nuanced under-
standing of cultural and professional exchanges between Iran
and the Ottoman Empire and revises conventional narratives
in Ottoman architectural history. In conclusion, the analysis
demonstrates that Ali Tabrizi acted not only as a master ar-
chitect but also as a cultural agent, introducing Iranian archi-
tectural ideas, techniques, and aesthetics into the Ottoman
context. His work highlights the dynamic interplay between
migration, professional expertise, and cross-cultural trans-
mission, emphasizing how individual architects could shape
the evolution of architectural styles and the visual identity of
an empire during periods of political and ideological tension.
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