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Abstract:

The contemporary identity crisis in Iranian architecture has intensified the need to reinterpret historical decorative systems, especially those
from the Qajar period. Using Panofsky’s three-tier iconological framework, this research analyzes the fagade ornamentation of four major
Qajar houses in Tehran: Dabiralmolk, Ghavam-od-Doleh, Firoozkouhi Alley, and Imam Jom’eh. Data were collected through field
observation, photographic documentation, and qualitative coding. Findings reveal that Qajar ornamentation functions not merely as aesthetic
embellishment but as a dense semiotic network of cultural, social, and historical meanings. Open and axial coding revealed three core
components: “Beauty and Identity,” “Impact and Imagination,” and “Change and Continuity.” These components were then translated into a
conceptual model applicable to contemporary facade design. The study demonstrates that revitalizing architectural identity does not rely on
superficial imitation of the past but on decoding and reactivating the symbolic logic embedded in historical ornamentation.
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Extended Abstract

The contemporary crisis of identity in Iranian architecture has intensified scholarly attention toward the semiotic and
symbolic capacities of historical architectural forms, particularly those of the Qajar period, which remain among the richest
repositories of visual meaning and cultural expression. In recent decades, the disappearance of meaningful ornamentation and
the rise of generic fagade-making practices have produced urban environments that lack the continuity of cultural memory (4).
Scholars have emphasized that architecture in Iran traditionally functioned not only as a material construction but also as a
narrative system embedded in collective memory, moral symbolism, and aesthetic codes (33). This study responds to the
growing need for a methodologically grounded approach capable of decoding the multilayered meanings embedded in the
facades of Qajar houses, particularly as these houses concentrated symbolic practices, socio-cultural values, and stylistic
transformations shaped by Iran’s encounter with modernity (15). The methodological foundation of this research is Panofsky’s
three-tier iconological framework, which has been recognized for its ability to connect visual motifs to cultural worldviews
(25). This study aims to reconstruct the deep structure of meaning and identity within Qajar architectural ornamentation and to
translate that structure into a conceptual design model applicable to contemporary facade design.

Methodologically, this research employs a qualitative, iconology-based approach, integrating visual analysis, field
documentation, and interpretive coding of ornamentation across four prominent Qajar houses in Tehran: Dabiralmolk House,
Ghavam-od-Doleh House, Firoozkouhi Alley House, and the Imam Jom’eh House. These buildings were selected because
they represent diverse social strata, decorative vocabularies, and spatial identities within the Qajar capital, reflecting the
pluralistic nature of artistic production during this period (10). The study adopts Panofsky’s sequential method, beginning with
pre-iconographical description, followed by iconographical analysis, and ultimately iconological interpretation, a method that
has previously been applied to Persian visual culture and Qajar art with significant explanatory power (6). This methodological
triangulation acknowledges, as Belting notes, that images exist as interfaces between materiality, bodily experience, and
cultural frameworks (23). The research further draws upon the theoretical contributions of scholars who highlight the symbolic,
ecological, and socio-political dimensions of Iranian architecture (1, 30). By embedding the visual analysis within Tehran’s
socio-cultural landscape of the Qajar era, the study reconstructs the meaning-making processes through which ornamentation
performed identity, authority, religiosity, and interaction with Western aesthetics.

The analytical findings show that Qajar ornamentation cannot be reduced to decorative surfaces or merely aesthetic
embellishment. Instead, the ornamentation of Qajar facades forms a semiotic network in which motifs, materials, colors, and
compositions work together to generate cultural meaning. In Dabiralmolk House, elaborate plasterwork, vivid color palettes,
floral arabesques, and hybrid figural representations indicate the dual movement of continuity and innovation that characterized
Iran’s encounter with Europe during the Naserid period (2). The Ghavam-od-Doleh House, through its richly patterned
brickwork and naturalistic tile imagery, reinforces the longstanding Iranian tradition of nature-based symbolism, which
associates vegetal and avian motifs with prosperity, vitality, and cosmic harmony (11). In contrast, the smaller and more modest
Firoozkouhi House demonstrates how even middle-class urban dwellings mobilized geometric and vegetal motifs to encode
notions of familiarity, order, and local identity within Tehran’s dense neighborhoods (13). The Imam Jom’eh House, with its
religious inscriptions, restrained vegetal ornament, and mathematically oriented brick geometry, embodies the intersection of

domestic life and clerical identity, signifying the architectural articulation of sacred authority within private space (12). Across
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all four houses, the analysis confirms that ornamental programs were designed not only to embellish surfaces but to generate a
layered communicative system in which historical memory, spiritual symbolism, and social identity were intertwined (16).

Through grounded theory coding—beginning with open coding of ornamental elements and moving through axial
consolidation—this research extracted three higher-order conceptual components that reappear consistently across all four case
studies: (1) Beauty and Identity, (2) Impact and Imagination, and (3) Change and Continuity. The first component, Beauty
and ldentity, encompasses the traditional aesthetic repertoire of Iranian architecture, including plaster arabesques, tile mosaics,
wooden latticework, stained-glass windows, and color compositions that have historically encoded collective identity and
sensory delight (20). This component affirms the argument that the Iranian aesthetic tradition is inseparable from cultural self-
definition and that beauty in Iranian art is tied to symbolic and ethical meaning (21). The second component, Impact and
Imagination, consists of elements that activate sensory perception and imaginative engagement, such as light play, color
refraction, reflective surfaces, hybrid styles, and natural elements like water and plants (18). These findings align with
theoretical views that architecture operates as an experiential medium that mediates emotions, memories, and
phenomenological encounters (3). The third component, Change and Continuity, reflects the dialectic relationship between
tradition and transformation in Qajar architecture. It incorporates local materials, geometric structures, seasonal adaptability,
and symbolic references that preserve cultural memory while supporting functional evolution (35). This confirms earlier
scholarship arguing that Iranian architecture’s sustainability is rooted in its ability to maintain cultural continuity while adapting
to shifting socio-environmental conditions (31). Together, these three components form a conceptual architecture that explains
how Qajar ornamentation maintained coherence while absorbing new influences.

The final stage of analysis translated these conceptual components into an applicable design model for contemporary
architectural practice. This translation is essential because, as scholars note, merely replicating historical forms does not
generate authentic cultural identity; instead, architects must reinterpret underlying symbolic structures in innovative ways (32).
In this study, schematic diagrams and conceptual mappings were developed to demonstrate how each component—Beauty and
Identity, Impact and Imagination, and Change and Continuity—can be adapted to modern facade design. For example,
traditional motifs can be reinterpreted through modern fabrication technologies without losing their symbolic essence (14).
Sensory elements such as light and reflection can be re-created using contemporary materials to evoke the same imaginative
engagement found in Qajar houses (26). Similarly, the principle of continuity can guide the integration of local materials,
climate-responsive forms, and symbolic references into designs that respond simultaneously to heritage and present-day needs
(36). This design-oriented reinterpretation addresses the modern identity crisis by shifting attention from superficial stylistic
imitation to the deeper semiotic logic operating within historical architecture (29).

Overall, this extended study demonstrates that Qajar architectural ornamentation is not a decorative residue of the past but
a sophisticated cultural system whose internal logic can meaningfully inform contemporary architectural identity. The
iconological method proved highly effective in bridging symbolic analysis with design application, offering insight into how
historical motifs operate as cultural texts and how their underlying structures can be reactivated today (30). The findings align
with broader debates on architectural heritage, which argue that revitalizing identity requires capturing the spirit of historical
forms rather than replicating their material shells (40). By grounding contemporary design practice in the conceptual
architecture extracted from Qajar ornamentation—Beauty and Identity, Impact and Imagination, and Change and Continuity—

this study offers a new methodological pathway for designing culturally rooted fagades that remain responsive to current
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architectural, social, and technological realities. Thus, the research not only contributes to understanding Qajar ornamentation

but also establishes a transferable model for regenerating architectural identity in the evolving urban fabric of Iran (33).
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