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ARTICLEINFO | Abstract

In Iranian-Islamic architecture and cities, space always takes on meaning
PP: 842-860 beyond the material body and becomes an arena for the manifestation of
time, memory, and human lived experience. Historical cities of Iran,
Use your device to scan and read | €Specially in the structure of their squares and main axes, express a kind
the article online of sacred understanding of time and cultural continuity. Accordingly, the
present study, with the aim of comprehensively analyzing the relationship
between time, space, and collective memory in Iranian urban spaces,
=] %2 =] comparatively studies two prominent examples, namely Naqgsh-e Jahan

Square in Isfahan and Saat Square in Tabriz. The research method is a
combination of a semiotic and phenomenological approach to space,
] %4 which, in addition to examining physical and visual layers, also analyzes

the sensory and perceptual experience of space users. The data were
collected based on field observation, image analysis, and the study of
written sources and analyzed using an interpretive method. The findings
show that Nagsh-e-Jahan Square, with its geometric order, symmetrical
axes, and repeating patterns of proportion, reflects the concept of “sacred
Suhrawardi Sufis Islamic time” anq ul}ity in plurality in Iraniar} thought; while Tabriz'Clock
architecture of the Khalji Squgre, with its centr.al tower and repeating bell, traqsfoms time into an
period Monarchy and auditory and collective memory. The final results indicate that in the
religion Iranian-Islamic city, space is not only a functional container, but also a
cultural language for expressing human existential experience; a
language formed by the connection of light, sound, and geometry,
through which the past and present are perpetuated in the living memory
of the city.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Although Iranian literature on architecture and
the city has in recent years moved toward
semantic interpretation and semiotic analysis,
it has often remained confined either to the
level of formal aesthetics or reduced to a
historical past. The international literature on
postmodern historiography likewise shows
that mere reference to the past—if not
accompanied by a critical-semiotic reading—
leads to a “meaningless neo-eclecticism”
(Haddad, 2009). Accordingly, the novelty of
this article lies in the systematic integration of
cultural semiotics with the phenomenology of
place and a critical reinterpretation of
heritage, specifically within contemporary
Iranian cases—from historical axes and public
squares to new projects that seek to engage
with local codes. In this regard, Iranian case
studies with peer-reviewed credibility—from
the adaptation of archetypes in contemporary
works to their analysis in religious
monuments—are employed as empirical
evidence for testing the proposed framework.
Ultimately, by adopting an interpretive—
semiotic approach, the article seeks to
demonstrate how a conscious rereading of
mythological signs can: first, transform the
“contemporary form” into a “medium of
meaning”; second, strengthen the connection
between collective memory and space; and
third, utilize the sign as a cultural agency
within urban design policies. The outcome of
this trajectory is neither an unmediated return
to the past nor a complete rupture from it, but
rather the creation of a dialogical field in
which architecture and cultural geography
rediscover a shared language of urban
narration.

Methodology

The research employs a qualitative—
interpretive methodology, grounded in the
cultural semiotics approach with an emphasis
on the phenomenology of space within the
framework of postmodern thought. The
rationale for selecting this method lies in the
fact that the concepts of myth, meaning, and
sign in space are inherently cultural and
interpretive phenomena, which cannot be

measured through quantitative metrics or
statistical tests.

The aim of the study is to uncover the
mechanisms of signification and the ways in
which mythological concepts are translated
into spatial and physical language within the
architecture and cultural geography of
contemporary Iranian cities.

The spatial scope of the research encompasses
contemporary urban spaces in Iran, including
examples from Isfahan, Tabriz, and Tehran—
cities selected for their dynamic historical
fabrics, coexistence of traditional and modern
layers, and the persistence of ancient symbols
in their spatial organization. The temporal
scope covers the period from 2016 to 2025,
during which there has been a growing
tendency toward reinterpreting meaning and
identity in urban architecture.

Data collection follows a mixed approach.

In the first stage, sources in mythology, the
philosophy of space, semiotic theories, and
architectural design texts are analyzed to
extract fundamental semantic and symbolic
structures (such as axis, center, light, unity,
movement, and garden).

In the second stage, selected spatial samples
from the mentioned cities are examined
through  direct observation, analytical
photography, and field documentation to
identify tangible manifestations of these
structures.

In the third stage, to enhance interpretive
validity and avoid subjective interpretation,
semi-structured interviews are conducted with
20 experts in the fields of architecture, urban
design, mythology, and the philosophy of
space. These participants—including
university professors, professional architects,
architectural critics, and specialists in Iranian
culture and art—are chosen through
purposeful sampling based on the criterion of
theoretical saturation. This selection aims to
obtain deep, thematically aligned insights, as
the nature of the research requires that
meaning and sign analysis be grounded in
expert interpretation rather than general
experience.

Data analysis is carried out using the
Multilayer Semiotic Analysis method and
thematic coding in MAXQDA Pro 2024. In
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this process, textual codes derived from
theoretical and mythological sources are
compared and cross-referenced with spatial
codes obtained from field observation and
interviews, forming a network of relationships
between cultural signifiers and spatial
signifieds. The multilayer approach is chosen
because meaning in architecture operates
across multiple levels-form, perception, and
cultural memory-and can only be revealed
through hierarchical analysis.

The validity of the findings is ensured through
data triangulation among written sources,
field data, and expert interviews. Furthermore,
peer review and interpretive verification by
external specialists contribute to the reliability
of the results. Full documentation of all
analytical stages in the software and the use of
direct quotations from interviews guarantee
the transparency and traceability of the
research process.

Results and Discussion

An integrative interpretation of time, place,
and memory through a mythological-semiotic
approach reveals that the Iranian city serves as
a dialogical field between the past and the
present—a dialogue in which architecture
becomes the language of memory and space
becomes the vessel of experience. This
dialogue is renewed with each generation and
with every encounter with space, transforming
the city into a living, self-reminding organism.
In Nagsh-e Jahan Square, one recalls a cosmic
past through the harmony of spatial order and
light; in Tabriz Clock Square, one experiences
historical continuity through the interplay of
time and sound. This interpretation shows that
meaning in the Iranian city is neither buried in
the past nor projected into an imagined
future—it resides in the lived present of
spatial experience.

Thus, the Iranian city can be understood not
merely as a place of dwelling but as a place of
remembrance—a remembrance of an order in
which every brick, every sound, and every
reflection of light carries a message of unity
and continuity. In this sense, the city
transforms from an object into a subject, and
architecture ascends from a material construct
to the language of collective memory.

This language remains alive: in the chime of
Tabriz’s clock tower, in the sunlight
glimmering on the turquoise dome of Nagsh-
¢ Jahan, and in the felt presence of the human

being amid light, time, and memory. Such a
perspective situates the Iranian city at the
intersection of myth and lived experience,
showing that Iran’s spatial identity is not
found in imitation of the past, but in the
continuing dialogue between the past and the
present.

Conclusion

The The integrative analysis of Nagsh-e Jahan
Square in Isfahan and Tabriz Clock Square
reveals that the Iranian city is not a mere
collection of physical elements, but a living
body of meaning, memory, and human
experience. In this structure, space and time
are not separate entities but exist in constant
interaction, reflecting the cultural spirit of
society.

Nagsh-e Jahan Square, with its geometric
order and symmetrical axes, embodies the
tangible realization of the concept of “unity
within multiplicity.” It is a space in which
architecture becomes a sacred language, and
light, color, and sound serve as instruments for
revealing meaning. In contrast, Tabriz Clock
Square, within its more modern urban fabric,
preserves the Iranian perception of time. The
clock tower is not merely an urban structure
but a symbol of temporal presence in the
collective memory of the people; each chime
of its bell recalls the continuity of life, the
connection between past and present, and an
awareness of the passage of time. Thus, one
square—through geometry and silence—and
the other—through sound and repetition—
both recreate the sacred and inward
experience of the Iranian human being.

From a semiotic perspective, these two spaces
can be seen as complementary signs within the
larger text of the city: the clock tower as the
signifier of time, and Nagsh-e Jahan Square as
the signifier of sacred space. Their dialogue
produces a shared field of meaning, a process
of semantic genesis emerging from the
interaction of matter and meaning, object and
subject, form and experience. On a
phenomenological level, both spaces are not
only seen but also heard and lived. The
glimmering light upon turquoise tiles and the
resonant echo of the clock bell are two
dimensions of a single experience that lead
humans from a superficial perception of space
to an existential understanding of being.
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From this standpoint, the [ranian city becomes
a realm for sensory and inner perception of
time and space—a living memory that flows
between past and present, embodying
collective identity in a tangible form.

The findings of this research emphasize that
within the Iranian—Islamic tradition, city and
architecture are not merely responses to
functional needs but represent semantic and
cultural structures. In this understanding,
space serves as a medium between humanity
and the sacred, while architecture becomes the
language articulating that relationship. Nagsh-
e Jahan Square, with its transcendent
geometry, and Tabriz Clock Square, with its
temporal and auditory order, both narrate a
form of “sacred time” in which the past never
disappears but continues within the lived
human experience.
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