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Abstract:

The urban facade constitutes the first perceptual layer of the city, shaping the identity and legibility of the environment and maintaining a
direct relationship with citizens’ sense of place attachment. The historical houses of Qom, particularly the architectural works of the Qajar
period, represent prominent examples of Iranian—Islamic architectural principles, including the observance of privacy, human-scale
proportions, the use of indigenous materials, and ornamentation compatible with cultural and climatic conditions. However, the rapid urban
expansion and transformations in construction practices during recent decades have led to a decline in harmony with the historical urban
fabric and the emergence of visual disorder. This study adopts a mixed-methods approach (quantitative and qualitative) to reinterpret the
principles of Iranian—Islamic architecture in historical houses and to examine the extent to which these principles are reflected in the
contemporary facades of District 4 of Qom. Data were collected through library-based studies and field surveys and were analyzed using
qualitative content analysis. The findings indicate that Qajar-era houses possessed considerable coherence in functional, physical, and
semantic dimensions, whereas many contemporary facades lack such harmony, and existing regulations have failed to achieve the expected
level of quality. By proposing design and managerial strategies, including the development of comprehensive facade design guidelines, the
use of indigenous materials, the enhancement of designers’ education, and effective municipal supervision, the study contributes to the
revitalization of Iranian—Islamic identity and the improvement of the urban landscape quality in Qom.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Urban facades constitute the first perceptual layer through which citizens and visitors encounter the physical, cultural, and
historical identity of a city. In cities with strong religious and historical backgrounds, such as Qom, the facade is not merely an
architectural surface but a mediator between private life, collective memory, environmental adaptation, and symbolic meaning.
Theoretical approaches to urban landscape and visual quality emphasize that successful urban environments must offer
legibility, human scale, coherence, diversity, spatial enclosure, continuity, and identity. These qualities have been discussed
through concepts such as artistic composition and human scale (1), sequential vision and visual experience (2), clarity,
complexity, coherence, mystery, and legibility (3), cultural readability (4), comfort, diversity, identity, connection, and meaning
(5), permeability, richness, adaptability, and visual compatibility (6), continuity of urban space and enclosure (7), human-
centered urban design and learning from the past (9), place, hierarchy, scale, harmony, and enclosure (10), urban structure and

public visual experience (11), order, identity, attractiveness, and sustainability (12), contextual harmony and visual richness
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(13), and human-centered, orderly, and legible environments (16). In parallel, Iranian—Islamic architecture derives its principles
from a value-based worldview in which privacy, simplicity, neighborly rights, modesty, environmental responsiveness, beauty,
hierarchy, and avoidance of ostentation are essential. Islamic textual traditions also discourage excessive display and emphasize
ethical restraint in building practice (17, 18). Accordingly, the facade in Iranian—Islamic architecture functions as a meaningful
boundary between public and private realms and reflects physical, functional, and semantic dimensions. The present study
revisits the principles of Iranian—Islamic architecture in Qajar-era residential facades in Qom and compares them with
contemporary residential facades in District 4 of Qom, particularly Boulevard Sajjad, to identify design and managerial
strategies for revitalizing local architectural identity.

Methods and Materials

This study used a mixed-methods design with quantitative and qualitative components and a primary emphasis on physical-
comparative analysis. The research process was organized in three stages. First, documentary and theoretical studies were
conducted to extract a conceptual framework of visual, functional, physical, and semantic criteria related to Iranian—Islamic
architecture and urban facade quality. Second, field studies were carried out on selected historical and contemporary residential
cases in Qom. Four Qajar-era houses were selected through purposive sampling based on formal diversity, location in historical
areas, measurability, age, authenticity, and representativeness. These cases included Boroujerdi House, Yazdanpanah House,
Mohammad Zand House, and Haj Bager Rouhani House. Their physical characteristics were studied through available plans,
direct observation, and photography. For the contemporary comparison, Boulevard Sajjad in District 4 of Qom was selected
because many of its residential buildings were constructed during the recent decade and after the introduction of facade and
urban landscape regulations based on Iranian—Islamic architectural principles. Fifty-four contemporary residential buildings
along this axis were evaluated. The analysis focused on indicators grouped into functional, physical, and semantic dimensions,
including visual privacy, form and space, sensory richness, legibility and permeability, climate responsiveness, functionality,
acoustic privacy, hierarchy, structural stability, use of indigenous materials, color and light, style and material texture, entrances
and openings, proportions, ornamentation, remembrance, centrality, symbolism, continuity, unity in plurality, privacy, beauty,
public rights, and human scale. To validate the data, comparative tables were submitted to 20 master’s students of architecture
who had visited the selected buildings, and each item was scored on a 1-10 Likert-type scale. The collected data were then
analyzed using qualitative content analysis and comparative interpretation.

Findings

The findings revealed a clear contrast between Qajar-era residential architecture in Qom and contemporary residential
facades in Boulevard Sajjad. The Qajar houses showed strong coherence across functional, physical, and semantic dimensions.
Boroujerdi House, with its introverted and symmetrical form, open, semi-open, and closed spaces, wooden doors and windows,
brick courtyard paving, brick, plaster, and stone walls, two-level organization, basement, vestibule, corridor, inner and outer
courtyards, and ornamentation such as brickwork, tilework, stone carving, and plasterwork, achieved 78% in functional
indicators, 71% in physical indicators, and 77% in semantic indicators. Yazdanpanah House obtained the highest scores among
the historical samples because of its larger dimensions, richer spatial diversity, central courtyard composition, three-sided
organization, appropriate orientation, wooden openings, indigenous materials, vestibule entrance, indirect access, climatic
responsiveness, and balanced ornamentation. It scored 88% in functional indicators, 88% in physical indicators, and 83% in
semantic indicators. Mohammad Zand House also demonstrated a strong alignment with Iranian—Islamic criteria through its
introverted three-sided form, central courtyard, vestibule entrance, indirect access, passive climatic strategies, use of brick,

plaster, and stone, proportional openings, and symbolic use of light, water, repetition, and centrality. It scored 84% in functional
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indicators, 81% in physical indicators, and 80% in semantic indicators. Haj Bager Rouhani House, with two courtyards, indirect
entry through vestibule and corridor, seasonal spatial organization, passive environmental strategies, indigenous materials,
proportional openings, and simple decorative elements, scored 85% in functional indicators, 88% in physical indicators, and
83% in semantic indicators.

In contrast, the contemporary residential facades of Boulevard Sajjad showed weak conformity with Iranian—Islamic
architectural principles. These buildings were generally five to nine stories high, used stone and brick, had direct entrances to
lobbies, and often employed Roman and Moroccan decorative motifs, stone ornaments, pediments, and heavy vertical elements.
Their facades showed visual disorder, inconsistent skyline, lack of alignment in facade lines, variations in floor numbers,
absence of spatial hierarchy, visual overlooking into private spaces, insufficient attention to climate, use of non-indigenous
materials, weak sensory richness, poor symbolic connection with local culture, and inadequate respect for neighborly rights.
Although these buildings were structurally stable and functionally adapted to contemporary lifestyles, they failed to reproduce
the deeper spatial, cultural, and semantic qualities of Iranian—Islamic architecture. The quantitative scores confirmed this
weakness: functional indicators were fulfilled only at 25%, physical indicators at 32%, and semantic indicators at 22%. These
results show that contemporary regulations alone have not successfully ensured the translation of Iranian—Islamic principles
into actual facade design.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that Qajar-era houses in Qom embodied Iranian—Islamic architectural principles not as superficial
decorative motifs but as integrated spatial, functional, environmental, and symbolic systems. Their introversion, hierarchy,
indirect access, separation of private and public domains, central courtyards, attention to orientation and climate, use of local
materials, proportional openings, simple yet meaningful ornamentation, and human scale created a coherent architectural
language. These features protected privacy, enhanced comfort, strengthened identity, and generated a meaningful relationship
between the dwelling, the city, and the cultural context. The historical cases therefore provide practical models for
contemporary residential design, not through literal imitation, but through reinterpretation of their underlying principles.

The contemporary facades of Boulevard Sajjad reveal a significant rupture between theoretical principles, regulatory
documents, and actual construction practice. The use of non-local stylistic elements, especially Roman and Moroccan motifs,
shows that facade design has often been reduced to visual display and status expression rather than identity-based architectural
composition. The lack of hierarchy, weak attention to privacy, excessive height variation, inconsistent skyline, and poor
coordination among adjacent buildings have produced visual disorder and weakened urban legibility. These outcomes indicate
that facade regulations remain too general, insufficiently measurable, and weakly supervised at the implementation stage. They
also suggest that designers and municipal authorities require clearer operational criteria rooted in local architectural identity,
climate, social norms, and urban context.

The study concludes that revitalizing Iranian—Islamic identity in contemporary residential facades requires an integrated
strategy combining design, management, education, and policy. Practical facade guidelines should be developed based on
measurable indicators such as privacy, human scale, material compatibility, proportional openings, hierarchy, rhythm, skyline
continuity, climatic adaptation, and symbolic appropriateness. Municipal supervision should be strengthened, and facade
committees should include specialists in Iranian—Islamic architecture. Designers and engineers should receive targeted training
in identity-based facade design, and contemporary buildings should use indigenous materials and techniques compatible with
Qom’s climate and cultural setting. Ultimately, the renewal of Iranian—Islamic architecture in cities such as Qom depends on

connecting theoretical foundations, enforceable design regulations, and a grounded understanding of social and cultural context.



1Fe0 Jw
il 0399

o & * z
U//L’/’U//W”/d"d{ Jat ok

Only through this integration can contemporary urban facades enhance place identity, visual quality, urban legibility, and

citizens’ sense of belonging.
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