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Abstract 

 

The city of Isfahan, one of the most historic urban settlements in Iran, has undergone 
dramatic socio-spatial transformations during the recent decades, beginning with the 
modernization programs of the 1920s. While the urban structure of Isfahan was the 
outcome of a process over centuries of incremental evolution, a new mode of place 
making and street patterns was imposed on the historic fabric of the city within the 
space of only a few decades. 

From a design methodological perspective, this dissertation analyzes how the socio-
spatial interactions have influenced the formation of Isfahan over the course of its 
history. In this respect, some of the crucial periods of Isfahan’s urban development 
history are discussed. It is argued how the contemporary urban renewal doctrines 
have affected the existing socio-spatial communications of the city along its 
transformation path. Therefore, the essence of this study is to illustrate the mutual 
relations between physical transformations and social communications through the 
city of Isfahan. However, this research has no intention to criticize the 
modernization of cities, since they are often unavoidable and necessary. But it 
targets the rigidity of urban design strategies as were implemented in the historic 
cities of Iran. 

In this thesis, the information-rich case of Isfahan is discussed through a descriptive 
analysis combined with the deployment of mixed method strategies. The ultimate 
goal is to develop alternative ideas which can support revitalization of cities with 
respect to their socio-spatial communications as well as their architectural heritage.  

 

 

Keywords: Isfahan, Urban Fabric, Socio-spatial Communication, Urban Identity, 
Urban Transformation, Urban Renewal, Urban Form, Urban Design. 
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1 Introduction 

 

1.1 Background 

By the beginning of the Pahlavi period (1925-1979), most of the historic cities of 
Iran underwent dramatic transformations in the form of urban renewal or a pseudo-
version of what was named “modernization plans”. A new wave of urbanization and 
physical urban growth, following the rapidly growing population of the cities, 
imposed new urban needs on the city centers insofar as they were not capable of 
handling them anymore. By the appearance of modern motorized means of 
transportation in the old fabric of cities, many physical changes began to take place 
in the heart of historic areas. Once the city centers had been the heart of the social 
life of cities, they were made into conduits for traffic.  

These rapid transformations not only affected the physical form of the historic cities, 
but also caused many social and economic changes within the traditional life of 
people. The urban renewal programs within the Pahlavi scheme of modernization, 
which started from ca. 1920, were the first steps towards the physical transformation 
of Tehran, the capital of Iran, as well as other large cities of Iran. Construction of 
new boulevards as well as new urban amenities such as administrative and industrial 
buildings, commercial and educational buildings, museums, universities, movie 
theaters etc. gave a modern-looking face to the city fabrics. These transformations 
were followed by more major urban renewal programs over the ensuing decades.  

Although the traditional Iranian cities were partially adapted to the new mechanized 
life by these contemporary physical transformations, many social and cultural 
problems emerged as a result of its rapid pace of change. The historic fabric of cities 
was torn asunder, and the intra-urban shifts as well as rural to urban migrations 
accelerated the change in main cities. By the swift changes that happened in the 
physical form of cities, the social communications which were supported by those 
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historic physical forms could no longer exist. New physical structures could not 
support the deep-rooted cultural and social values. Indeed, while the urban fabric of 
cities underwent a very short but noticeable period of transformation, the social 
transition required more time to be in harmony with the physical changes. It may be 
the very reason why today there is so much criticism of the Pahlavi modernization 
programs. In other words, while the results of those modernization programs are 
being assessed and criticized nowadays, the political, social, and economic situation 
of Pahlavi Iran should also be taken into account. Iran’s geographical location as 
well as its developing political and economic relations with the West at that time 
imposed a limited period of transition from tradition to modernity on the country 
and its society.    

Within the modernization perspective, the non-monumental old was undesirable, 
while the new was the sign of development and progress. Many of the old historic 
structures of the cities in Iran such as Isfahan, Yazd, Shiraz, Hamadan etc. were 
destroyed to make space for new urban plans. The physical structures that had been 
developing during the centuries were destroyed just in a few decades. In quest of a 
modern identity, cities lost their historical and cultural meaning. The wholeness of 
the city forms was wiped out due largely to the lack of respect for the historic 
structures, on the one hand, and ignoring the socio-physical communication which is 
embedded in those structures on the other hand. 

However, this is not an urban story which has happened merely in the cities of Iran. 
But, the history of urban planning has met almost the same fate in many cities of the 
world, in Europe, North America, Latin America and many cities in Asia and Africa. 
The planned demolition of buildings has deeply wounded the body of historic urban 
fabrics all over the world. During the modern housing projects of the 1960s and later 
in many European countries, the historic parts of the cities were demolished to make 
open spaces for new buildings. The new-build constructions did not have much 
respect to their surrounding urban environment, nor were they in accordance with 
the specific social, cultural and economic values of each city or town.  

The emergence of the vehicular transportation system was one of the key factors in 
directing the contemporary urban transformations. Indeed, with the advent of the 
car, a new way of communication was defined within the city fabrics. The car had 
such significant influence on the urban form that the American city model was 
mainly based on vehicular means of transportation. The physical form of cities, as 
before, tried to make themselves compatible with the new-emerged means of 
communication. Consequently, many historic structures underwent huge physical 
changes in order to provide the vehicular transportation with necessary roads. 
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While the urban fabric of the medieval European cities were encountering rapid 
modernization transformation to become compatible with the technology of the day, 
there were also voices that warned against the socio-spatial consequences of such 
volume of destruction in the historic fabric of cities. Those critics of modernization 
changes were opposed to neither the modern technology nor the urban renewal 
programs. But, they were mainly arguing that to make cities compatible with the 
modern life, there may be other solutions as well, instead of demolishing the historic 
buildings and fabrics. Notwithstanding different standpoints, all shared a consensus 
that, given the socio-spatial interactions, the demolition of historic fabrics is neither 
the best nor the only solution for renewing the old parts of cities. 

To give some examples of the varied standpoints of the modernization programs in 
the field of urban planning and design during the past two centuries to now, Camillo 
Sitte (1843-1903) considered the artistic values of the medieval cities comparing to 
the modern constructions. Patrick Geddes (1854-1932) focused his discussion on the 
cultural aspects of historic cities. Christian Norberg-Schulz (1926–2000) wrote 
about the spirit and meaning of historic cities for its citizens, and nowadays, 
Christopher Alexander, Léon Krier and many other theorists of urban design and 
planning call for a return to some historic values and principles of urban design and 
planning, of course, by considering the fundamental differences between today’s 
cities and pre-industrial cities. 

The city of Isfahan, located in the center of Iran, has a long history of urbanization 
tracing back to centuries ago. Nowadays, there are many ongoing development and 
renewal urban programs in Isfahan, many of which have major physical influence on 
its historic fabric. But still, the same way of thinking towards urban renewal 
strategies are being followed. Akin to the past, the physical transformations are 
being carried out without enough regard to the deeply embedded social 
communications in the fabric of cities. It seems that the demolition-construction 
process, during which the old buildings of the historic fabric are replaced with new 
constructions or new streets, is the bedrock of today’s urban renewal programs in 
Isfahan.  

Herein, few questions may arise that: Should demolishing of the historic fabric be 
still the only solution for Isfahan’s urban renewal programs? Is it not possible to 
benefit from the theoretical and empirical approaches for the similar urban 
programs, which are employed in cities with different context? Is it not possible to 
take advantage of current knowledge and skill sets to minimize the destruction of 
our historical and cultural heritages? And, does the swift physical transformation of 
the city, indeed, have any notable influence on the social relations of the society? 
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Figure  1.1   Isfahan, a continuous demolition-construction process of street building, within 
the very historic zone of the city, west of Chahar Bagh promenade. The Google image, 
retrieved in November, 2010. 
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1.2 Objectives 

Dealing with the architectural and urban design theories and principles of planning, 
the research is tracing the socio-spatial transformation of Isfahan during its 
significant periods of history. In other words, the main research objective is to show 
and analyze the mutual relation between physical transformation and social 
communication in the context of Isfahan. In this thesis, the aforementioned mutual 
relation is addressed in two different approaches which can be considered as the 
research objectives: 

 

A. How socio-spatial interactions have influenced the formation of Isfahan 
over its history? 

According to the chosen methods and the theoretical framework, it is discussed how 
social communications exerted influence on the physical transformation of Isfahan. 
However, due to the long history of urbanization in Isfahan, only a few crucial 
periods of the city’s history, in which Isfahan’s urban form witnessed dramatic 
changes, are discussed. 

 

B. How contemporary urban design theories and renewal doctrines affected 
the socio-spatial communication along the transformation path of the city? 

By employing a “diagnostic survey”1, as well as a historiographic study, both of 
which based on the related theoretical arguments, this research attempts to show the 
role of social communications on the urban transformations of Isfahan. After 
analyzing the role of social interactions on Isfahan’s urban form over the course of 
its incremental natural evolution, the research lays stress on the contemporary 
physical transformation of Isfahan, and clarifies how those contemporary physical 
changes have had great influence on the intra-urban social networks of the city. 

However, it was not easy to overcome the complexity of the analysis of the relation 
between the social interactions and physical entities. Therefore, I do not claim that I 
have found all the answers to the interdisciplinary questions of the research. But, I 

                                                           

1 - This term is borrowed from Patrick Geddes, in: Geddes, P. (1949). Cities in evolution. London: 
Williams & Norgate LTD. 
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consider the research as one of the first steps, at least for the cities of Iran, towards 
widening the scope of similar studies. 

 

1.3 Previous researches on the case study 

Isfahan has been one of the most celebrate medieval and early modern cities in the 
Islamic world, and its unique urban design has been a topic of frequent research, 
especially on the art and architecture of the countries with the Islamic backgrounds2. 
However, I notably found that almost all scholarly works on this city, which have 
targeted its architecture and urban design, could be divided into two groups of either 
historical studies or studies in the principles of architecture and urban planning and 
design.  

The first group is the historical studies which deal with the situation of the city 
forms and functions during a specific period of time, or even the transformation of 
the city over centuries. The historical researches, which are usually conducted in a 
chronological order, represent a description as the possible or actual situation of the 
physical entities and urban transformations of the city in a specific time.     

The second group of researches, which has a more focus on architecture and urban 
design, deals with the typical physical principles and form characters of each era. 
The research might be conducted in a wide range of scales, from a single monument 
to the whole structure of the city. Each period of time, in sync with some specific 
physical characters, is associated with a distinct style of architecture or urban design. 

What mostly have remained forgotten for the historic city of Isfahan, are researches 
which discuss the possible effect of social activities on the architecture and urban 
form of Isfahan. Only recently have a few researches been done dealing with the 
social activities of any specific era, and analyzing their profound influence on the 
physical form of the city at that time. I have put my efforts into the continuation of 
this multi-disciplinary work, too, and I hope that I have developed it even as a small 
step forward. However, the term of social activity includes a broad range of 
activities that could happen within a society, many of which may spring from urban 
sociology, anthropology, or human geography and have a little in common with the 
architecture and urban form studies. Thus, in order to clearly link the social activities 
                                                           

2 - The art and architecture of the countries with the Islamic backgrounds are recognized in common 
parlances as “Islamic Art” and “Islamic Architecture”. However, I believe that this kind of categorizing 
and classifying ignores some of the social and cultural aspects of the history of art and architecture in 
different countries and regions.   
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to the strand of physical urban studies, I have limited the scope of this inter-
disciplinary research to the socio-spatial communication aspects of the city, which is 
a broad area, in turn. 

 

1.4 Disposition 

The historical approach of the study made me able to follow and analyze the 
research objectives during the course of Isfahan’s history of urban transformation. 
Consequently, a special weight is given to the “interpretive-historical”3 approach on 
discussing the urban form of Isfahan.  

This Licentiate thesis is divided into seven chapters: 

Chapter I  is the introduction part in which the background, research problems and 
objectives are discussed. Moreover, from a historiographic point of view, it is 
described how the available previous researches on the city of Isfahan are 
categorized. 

Chapter II deals with the theories and method which are applied during this 
research. To lay more stress on the employed theories and methods, the related 
chapter is put as a separate one. Beginning from the early nineteenth century to the 
late twentieth century, the evolution of the theories on which the research is based is 
discussed. It is attempted to show how a sort of urban design theories that are pertain 
to the social, historical and cultural aspects of urban life has been incrementally 
developing over the past two centuries.  In fact, most of the theoretical concepts 
from which the bedrock of this research is comprised, have challenged their 
contemporary urban modernization programs, but from different perspectives, such 
as history of context, urban culture, meaning and identity of place, city as organism, 
and complexity of socio-spatial communications.   

Chapter III describes why Isfahan is chosen as the case of the research. Also, a 
historical-descriptive approach is adopted to show the influence of social 
communication on the emergence and formation of the first urban cores of Isfahan.  

                                                           

3 - This term, to which I will return in the chapter of “Theory and Method of Approach,” is borrowed 
from David Wang, in: Groat, L., & Wang, D. (2002). Architectural research methods. Chichester: Wiley. 
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Chapter IV discusses the main urban transformation of Isfahan during the Safavid 
era (1501-1722), through the prism of social communications. This chapter of thesis 
manifests how the Isfahan city was made ready to serve as the new Safavid capital, 
based on a socio-spatial process of urban design and planning. 

Chapter V focuses on the contemporary physical transformation of Isfahan, mainly 
during the Pahlavi era (1925-79). Meanwhile, it is discussed how the physical 
transformation of Isfahan’s fabric in this period had its major influence on the 
ensuing social changes of the society.   

Chapter VI is a brief history of the contemporary urban planning processes in Iran. 
Here is tried to show how Iranian cities encountered socio-physical changes due to 
the five pre-revolution National Development Plans (1948-1978). Also, the pros and 
cons of establishing new towns in Isfahan region, as an important urban strategy and 
a solution to the Isfahan’s urban problems, are discussed.       

Chapter VII is the summary of the thesis, where it is also tried to interpretively reach 
a frame of reference to support the ensuing parts of the research after Licentiate 
towards a PhD dissertation. In this chapter, some potential avenues of research are 
outlined, and also, potential solutions for future urban programs in Isfahan are 
proposed.



 
 

 

 



 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

 

 

THEORY AND METHOD 

OF  
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2 Theory and Method of Approach 

In this chapter, the theoretical base of the research as well as the applied methods is 
discussed, while it is tried to keep a continuous linkage between the theory and 
method. In many cases, which deal with the design disciplines, the theory and 
method cannot be separated into distinct areas, but they are highly interconnected. 
Also, although the case study method can be considered as the main method of the 
research, herein, a mixed method of approach is applied in order to overcome the 
complexity of the interdisciplinary theme of the research, which not only does 
include the spatial arguments, but also investigates the social and cultural aspects of 
the context.  

   

2.1 Theoretical Approach 

As a prologue to the theoretical approach, the research is influenced by the historical 
precedents for theories of urban design especially those which have focused on 
physical transformations and socio-physical urban problems during the Industrial 
Revolution era, and the later on. Each theory emphasizes a different facet of the 
urban life, and attempts to improve the situation of urban design and planning in its 
era. 

As the bedrock of the theoretical approach, this thesis focuses on the theories which 
have their roots in dramatic urban transformations of the period from the Industrial 
Revolution to the late twentieth century. It is discussed how the critical theories of 
modernization programs, beginning from the early nineteenth century, have emerged 
and incrementally evolved over the course of these two centuries, and also, how they 
are employed in a variety of cities with different social, cultural and physical 
context. In other words, this thesis explores the theoretical avenues open to the acute 
urban problems of Isfahan as the case of study, albeit they are mostly defined with 
regard to different urban contexts. To sum up, the theoretical approach of this thesis 
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is grounded on a collection of theoretical concepts which have challenged urban 
modernization programs, but from different perspectives, such as history of context, 
urban culture, meaning and identity of place, city as an organism, and the urban 
network of socio-spatial action and communication.   

Camillo Sitte (1843-1903), Patrick Geddes (1854-1932), Edmund Bacon (1910-
2005), Jane Jacobs (1916-2006), Françoise Choay, Christian Norberg-Schulz (1926–
2000), Christopher Alexander, Dolores Hayden and Léon Krier’s theories on the 
transformation of the physical form of cities are the main sources of inspiration for 
the theoretical and also the methodological approaches of this research, each of 
which will be partly discussed in the following lines. Nevertheless, the research 
benefits from a host of related theoretical arguments to buttress the main theoretical 
as well as methodological approach of the inquiry.   

The concept of urbanization, especially in the context of Europe and the United 
States, encountered dramatic changes from the Industrial Revolution era. According 
to Françoise Choay, the emerged urbanization in this period had two distinct faces. 
That is, while new cities and urban areas were designed based on a rectangular grid 
of streets and blocks, the physical form of the historic cities of Europe as well as 
“ the mentality of the city dweller and initiative of the planner” were dramatically 
transformed. (Choay F. , 1969, p. 8). To Choay, the rapid urban transformations of 
the Industrial Revolution era deprived the European cities from their historical-
cultural values as well as their traditional meanings. To explain the reasons of this 
dramatic transformation, she considers three main factors: 

“1) the virulence of the economic drive. 2) the fact that the urban community was 
profoundly disturbed by the irruption of extraneous immigrants from the country. 
[…]  3) the development of increasingly abstract means of communication; the 
continuity of rooted communication is replaced by new systems which continue to 
perfect themselves throughout the nineteenth century, allowing the population 
greater mobility and providing information that is more precisely synchronized with 
the accelerating rhythm of history. Railway, daily press and telegraph will gradually 
supplant space in its previous informative and formative role.” (1969, p. 9). 

Camillo Sitte, the architect and urban planner of the late nineteenth century, was one 
of the first critics to the urban transformations of European cities which were the 
outcome of the modernization programs during that century. His ideas are illustrated 
in his seminal book, Der Städte-Bau nach seinem künstlerischen Grundsätzen4, 

                                                           

4 - There are different copies of the translated edition of this book: 
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(1889), in which he has describes his visual principles of urban design through 
numerous sketches from many historic urban spaces of the European cities. At the 
turn of the twentieth century, his book was already translated to many languages and 
was an inspiring theory base to many movements against the urban demolitions of 
the modernization programs. In his book, Sitte “called for an ‘artistic renaissance’ of 
city-building, arguing that a balance could be found between art and function.” 
(Larice & Macdonald, 2007, p. 35). To Sitte, the cultural context of any town or city 
was of great importance, insofar as Françoise Choay, the author of L'Urbanisme, 
Utopies et réalité (1979), categorizes him as one of the three main urban planners of 
“L’Urbanisme Culturaliste” or the Culturalist Urbanism. The two other urban 
planners of this group, according to Chaoy, are Ebenezer Howard and Raymond 
Unwin, the creators of the first Garden-Cities. Chaoy notes that Sitte’s ideas had 
significant influence on one generation of the ensuing planners as well as on the 
emergence of the concept of Garden City. (Choay F. , 1979, p. 259).  

The “Culturalist Urbanism”, as Choay (1969) argues, emerged after “Progressist 
Urbanism”, and indeed, it was a strong criticism of the Progressist Urbanism as the 
predominant style of the time. While “the progressist concept of space breaks with 
the old contiguous order of things” (Choay F. , p. 32), the Culturalist model praises 
“the coherent and exemplary image of the preindustrial city in opposition to the 
contemporary image of urban incoherence” (p. 102). Emerging from the late 
eighteenth century, the Culturalist Urbanism deals with the historical and cultural 
aspects of context in urban planning and design. For Sitte, as one of the main 
characters of the Culturalist Urbanism, “space is continuous, and buildings have 
meaning only insofar as they are related to each other” (p. 104). This concept is in 
sharp contrast to the spatial pattern of Progressist Urbanism that is based “on a 
continuity of voids in which constructed elements have burst apart.” (p. 32). 

Camillo Sitte’s ideas fell out of favor by the predominance of the principles of 
Modernism as the orthodox style of design and planning about the 1920s. Modernist 
architects and planners with the beliefs “to raze and rebuild what they saw as 
obsolete cities using modern materials, monumental scale, and designs inspired by 
industrial society” (LeGates & Stout, 2000, p. 467) disparaged Sitte’s ideas, insofar 
as  Le Corbusier referred to Sitte’s artistic concepts and aesthetic principles of the 
meander streets of European cities as “the pack-donkey’s way.” (LeCorbusier, 1987, 

                                                                                                                                        

Sitte, C. (1945). The art of building cities: city building according to its artistics fundamentals. New 
York: Reinhold. 

• Sitte, C. (1965). City planning according to artistic principles. London: Phaidon Press. 

• Collins, G.R. & Collins, C.C. (1986). Camillo Sitte: the birth of modern city planning. New 
York: Rizzoli. 
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pp. 8, 207). In the book, Urbanisme, Le Corbusier writes that Sitte’s ideas could, at 
first glance, be very influential as they were based on the memory of past. But, he 
continues that, his theory belongs to the past; to the valueless past. Addressing 
Sitte’s theories, Le Corbusier notes: “elles étaient le passé - et le passé au petit pied, 
le passé sentimental, la fleurette un peu insignifiante au bord de la route.” 
(LeCorbusier, 1966, p. vii). However, despite Sitte’s call for a return to the aesthetic 
principles of the past in the late nineteenth century, the Modern Movement ignored 
almost all the historical and cultural context of urban planning, developing the ideas 
of International Style in architecture. After decades of implementation of the 
modernist concepts and principles of planning on cities worldwide, one can easily 
see and judge the cultural, social and physical pitfalls of this movement. At any rate, 
in the contemporary time, Sitte’s ideas are again in the center of attention by the 
current urban trend of New Urbanism that introduces Sitte as one of their main 
historic references (Talen, 2005). Indeed, the New Urbanism principles which are 
announced in three spatial scales of: 1) the Region: metropolis, city, and town; 2) the 
neighborhood, the district, and the corridor; and 3) the blocks, streets, and the 
buildings, are partly a return to the cultural and historical aspects of Sitte’s ideas, 
considering the socio-spatial relations of the urban context (Charter of the New 
Urbanism, 1999). 

Urban planning of the eighteenth century was strongly criticized by Sitte in view of 
the fact that it was completely industrialized and had forgotten the artistic and 
aesthetic principles of urban design. “Today nobody is concerned with city planning 
as an art- only as a technical problem. When, as a result, the artistic effect in no way 
lives up to our expectations, we are left bewildered and helpless; nevertheless, in 
dealing with the next project it is again treated wholly from the technical point of 
view, as if it were the layout of a railroad in which artistic questions are not 
involved.” (Sitte, 1965, p. 85). He was not, however, to ignore the advantages which 
the new technology had contributed to the urban amenities of European cities, such 
as sanitary facilities. But, his intention was to put stress on the fact that the modern 
technology should be accompanied by the artistic principles of urban design 
practice. “This [that the new urban planning has fundamentally improved the 
hygiene standards of our cities] we gladly grant, but there still remains the question 
as to whether it is really necessary to purchase these advantages at the tremendous 
price of abandoning all artistic beauty in the layout of cities.” (Sitte, 1965, p. 110). 

In his discussions on the artistic principles of urban planning, Sitte bases his 
research on empirical observations of many European cities, and shows that the 
historic buildings and public spaces of the old cities have much to offer to the 
emerged urban planning of the time.  For example, Sitte believes that the crooked 
streets of the old cities, which “have grown by degrees through the gradual 
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development of the main routs of communication leading from the countryside to its 
natural center”, has so much to offer even to the today’s technical experts of city 
planning (Sitte, 1965, p. 60). Referring to those days’ principles of planning as 
design “with the ruler or with our geometrically-straight street lines” (1965, p. 111), 
he declares that “in the layout of streets it is true that rectilinearity is a weakness. 
[…] It is unnatural, it does not adapt itself to irregular terrain, and it remains 
uninteresting in effect, so that, mentally fatigued, one can hardly awaits its 
termination.” (1965, p. 86). Nonetheless, Sitte does not ignore the necessity of the 
straight streets for the recent transportation purposes of cities. What he attempts to 
manifest is that those streets must be in complete accordance to the configuration of 
the terrain as well as other socio-spatial facets of the context (1965, p. 67). 

However, “although Sitte was aware of practical considerations of terrain and social 
custom, his writing stressed sensual, and overwhelmingly visual, impressions” 
(Jarvis, 2007). In this respect, during his writings, he instances different city 
elements and public areas which have no more functional use due to the change in 
the social conditions, and he suggests that we can, at least, take lessons from their 
aesthetic considerations in order to make today’s cities more attractive. 

 
 

Figure  2.1   Consequences of design based on traffic considerations of modern planning 
rather than on the arrangement of plazas and streets. According to Sitte, the irregularity of 
modern squares “is obvious and immediately observable to the eye”, and indeed, they are left 
over spaces of city blocks.  Source: (Sitte, 1965, pp. 88, 97). 
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To Sitte, highly regular character of the emerged urban planning had weakened the 
artistic features of urban design, while in the historic contexts, “irregular building 
lots are just the ones that allow, without exception, the most interesting solutions 
and usually the better ones.” (Sitte, 1965, p. 87). He blamed the planners of time for 
their mere attention to the regularity of maps on the paper, while they are completely 
blind to the reality of space quality. With his numerous sketches of the historic urban 
spaces of the European cities, he has illustrated many examples in which the map 
view of an urban space is completely irregular but, while one is in the place, cannot 
distinguish and feel its irregularities. According to him, one of the characteristics of 
the historic public places such as urban squares was their irregular geometric plans. 
This character could provide the architects and urban designers with unique 
solutions to improve the aesthetic quality of urban spaces. Sitte declares that not 
only do the recent urban planners not appreciate this character but also they attempt 
to wipe it out by imposing a rectangular grid of new streets on the historic fabric of 
cities. Condemning the straight modern streets as well as the new concepts of 
regularity and symmetry, Sitte defines “irregularity, imagination, and asymmetry” as 
the aesthetic principles of urban planning. (Choay F. , 1969, p. 105). 
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Figure  2.2   Bruges, Belgium. On the map above, Sitte discusses how the crooked streets of a 
historic fabric are formed due to “practical reasons, […] to adopt the layout of the streets to its 
terrain, in order to respect an existing structure”. Source: (Sitte, 1965, p. 62). By comparison 
with the Google image of 2010, one can trace the physical transformation in the street pattern 
of the same area within the space of several decades.  
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Figure  2.3    The Old Maydan of Isfahan, with its irregular shape, once was the main public 
space of the historic city. Source (Gaube, 1979). On the right: the Google image of 2010 
shows how the Old Maydan is replaced by the wide, straight streets during decades of 
transformation. It is an outstanding example of the physical transformation of a great public 
space, owing to the fundamental change in communication means, from pedestrian-based to 
automobile-based. This should not be deemed merely as a spatial transformation, but the 
social relations of the context which have been supported by the former fabric have 
undergone a dramatic change as well. What is of paramount importance here is that to what 
extent this scale of demolition and transformation can contribute to a “placelessness 
geography” versus the “geography of places”1. 
 

  

                                                           

1 - The term is borrowed from Edward Relph, See: 
Relph, E. (1976). Place and placelessness. London: Pion. 
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Patrick Geddes ideas on the evolution of every single city, the relation between the 
past, present and future of a city, and how a city must be studied – through 
scientific1, artistic and historic aspects- in order “to interpret the course of the city’s 
future evolution and possibilities” (Geddes, 1949, p. vi) can be mentioned as one of 
the other outstanding historical precedents in urban design theories. Geddes is, 
indeed, one of the pioneers in the sociological approach to the field of urban studies 
and believes that the historic knowledge of a city, in the context of local as well as 
regional identity, could affect the future developments of the city. The core of his 
urban theory is the fact that social aspects and spatial form are integrated with each 
other as one entity; they do communicate with each other, and have both deep roots 
in the historical and cultural context of each region (Meller, 1990). Geddes, is in 
quest of the meaning of the built environment, city and commune; the meaning of 
place. To him, the meaning of the city, or the spirit of place, is the identity of 
individuals and communes. He considers the meaning of place as “experienced 
phenomena”, what Edward Relph, in Place and Placelessness (1976), argues: “they 
[places] are important sources of individual and communal identity, and are often 
profound centres of human existence to which people have deep emotional and 
psychological ties. Indeed our relationships with places are just as necessary, varied 
and sometimes perhaps just as unpleasant, as our relationships with other people.” 
(p. 141). In fact, the identity of place includes the dynamism of social relations and 
its constant changes. Regarding the notions of space and place, and how the identity 
of place could be understood through dynamic characteristics of space over a period 
of time, Madanipour notes that “when viewed in its social context and through its 
production process, space can have multiple identities and yet be embedded in 
particular circumstances.” (Madanipour A. , 1996, p. 26). 

Cities in Evolution (1949) is the Geddes’s seminal book in which he has discussed 
his ideas on urban planning and design. He begins from the premise of the existence 
of strong relations between an organic city and its citizens. Even the title of the 
book, Cities in Evolution, connotes two distinct meanings. On the one hand, it can 
denote cities in their own physical development and evolution. On the other hand,   
it can be interpreted as cities in the evolution of human or their dwellers in cities. In 
this way, he overstresses the linkage between the “civics” and cities in the process of 
human evolution (Welter, 2002, p. 50). The built environment, therefore, is never 
considered as a detached aspect from people in his discussions on urban planning 

                                                           

1- Geddes applies the term of the “Science of Cities” referring to his theoretical arguments on the city and 
its citizens. (1949, p. 86). He also bases his survey on two sides of scientific and practical (1949, p. 
xxvii). By and large, here the meaning of the word “scientific” is not the same as what its modern 
definition may associate.  
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and design. Both built environment and people should be analyzed and deeply 
understood prior to any physical changes in the urban fabric were to take place.  

Geddes believes that before any urban planning intervention, there should be a 
comprehensive survey considering different aspects of the city form and its social 
life. “The ‘Survey of Cities,’ […] must take in all aspects, contemporary as well as 
historic. It must be geographic and economic, anthropological and historical, 
demographic and eugenic, and so on: above all, it aims towards the reunion of all 
these studies, in terms of social science, as ‘Civics’.” (Geddes, 1949, p. 85). He 
notes that every single city has its own unique history though which it can be 
understood. “It is surprising to realise how even the smallest and obscurest of old 
and comparatively forgotten towns […] may each throw some fresh and unexpected 
light upon the shaping of the historic world”. (Geddes, 1949, p. 94). Geddes’s 
intention to trace the cities is to explain the “individuality” and the “uniqueness” of 
each town and city; to realize and analyze the similarity and differences between 
different cities and regions. Historical survey, to Geddes, is not merely a research on 
the past. He sees a continuous relation and connection between the past, present and 
the future. To him, before any actual urban activity on the physical fabric of a 
historic city, there must be a city survey from local levels to regional ones, 
considering the physical, social, historical and cultural aspects of the city (LeGates 
& Stout, 2000, p. 330), which “cannot be done in the office with ruler and parallels, 
for the plan must be sketched out on the spot, after wearying hours of 
perambulation” (Geddes & Tyrwhitt, 1947, p. 44). About the historical part of the 
complex city survey, Geddes writes:  

Our survey, then, is a means towards the realisation of our community’s life-history. 
This life-history is not past and done with; it is incorporated with its present 
activities and character. All these again, plus such fresh influences as may arise or 
intervene, are determining its opening future. From our survey of facts we have to 
prepare no mere material record, economic or structural, but to evoke the social 
personality, changing indeed so far with every generation, yet ever expressing itself 
in and through these. (1949, p. 137)  […] our record of local history and 
achievement is no mere retrospect of sporadic genius, but a perpetual renewal of 
certain recognisable elements. Though to historians and their readers the past may 
too often seem dead, a record to be enshrined in libraries for the learned, it is of the 
very essence of our growing socio-logical re-interpretation of the past to see its 
essential life as continuous into the present, and even beyond, and so to maintain the 
perennity of culture, the immortality of the social soul.” (1949, p. 143). 

Geddes considers the spirit and individuality of cities of great importance to be 
respected during the urban design activities. He believes that the role of urban 
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designer is dependent on the genius loci or the spirit of place, which he tries to 
preserve and maintain. Every city, every town, and every place is a space with a 
distinct character, or as Relph writes, “a deep human need exists for associations 
with significant places” (1976, p. 147). Architecture is a way to visualize the genius 
loci. In urban design “th e genius loci of a town, thus, ought to comprise the spirit of 
the locality to get ‘roots’, but it should also gather contents of general interest, 
contents which have their roots elsewhere, and which have been moved by means of 
symbolization” (Norberg-Schulz, 1980, p. 58).  Notwithstanding differences, every 
single city or town has a specific genius loci, which “ represents a microcosmos”, 
and give meaning to a place as a human settlement. This is the task of architecture 
and urban design “to create meaningful places, whereby he helps man to dwell” 
(1980, p. 5).  Every single town or city, every human settlement, has to possess 
natural and man-made genius loci as a meaning to make the “urban dwelling” 
possible. “Urban dwelling consists in the assuring experience of being 
simultaneously located and open to the world, that is: located in the natural genius 
loci and open to the world through the gathering of the man-made genius-loci.” 
(Norberg-Schulz, 1980, p. 77). The meaning of an object depends on its relation 
with other objects. The city structure, as formal and physical entity, represents “ a 
system of relationships. Structure a[n]d meaning are hence aspects of the same 
totality. Both are abstractions from the flux of phenomena; not in the sense of 
scientific classification, but as a direct recognition of ‘constancies’, that is, stable 
relationships which stand out from the more transitory happenings. […] In general, 
meaning is a psychic function. It depends on identification, and implies a sense of 
‘belonging’. It therefore constitutes the basis of dwelling. We ought to repeat that 
man’s most fundamental need is to experience his existence as meaningful.” 
(Norberg-Schulz, 1980, p. 166). 

Geddes emphasizes on the specific spirit of each city and believes that “we have to 
keep in view the spirit and individuality of our city, and to enhance and express this 
if we would not further efface or repress it” (Geddes, 1949, p. 134). However, he 
makes a distinction between a city and a town in the respect that a city ‘accumulates 
and embodies the heritage of a region, and combines in some measure and kind with 
the cultural heritage of larger units, national, racial, religious, human”. He writes 
about “Regional elan vital” [Geddes occasionally employs the term “regional élan 
vital “ referring to genius loci] to show that “the city and its region compose into the 
true social unit” (Gorringe, 2002, p. 139). To him, thus, a regional-historical survey 
is an integral part of a comprehensive survey.  

Geddes was one of the pioneers in his time when he called for the preservation of 
the old historic fabric of cities. For him, the historic fabric of each city is a part of 
the socio-cultural identity of its citizens, which is deeply rooted in their city’s 
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history. “ Treasures are to be found in the artifacts of cities, in the deep structures 
that configure their form. These Geddes claimed were the real reasons for preserving 
a city’s architectural history- not because some notable person slept there or a 
historic event occurred in the town, but instead because these possessions revealed 
the city's social and physical formation.” (Boyer, 1994, p. 221). To him, form 
follows history and culture. 

According to Patrick Geddes, the physical form of a historic city should be 
considered as a whole, and every urban renewal activity should be done in complete 
accordance to the spirit of place. In this regard, he developed his ideas by coining 
the term of “conservative surgery”, referring to the urban activities by the intention 
of improving the socio-physical situation of the area. Volker Welter, author of the 
book, Biopolis: Patrick Geddes and the City of Life, about the term of “conservative 
surgery” and the three advantages of this approach comparing to other urban 
solutions, notes (Welter, 2002): 

“Patrick Geddes widened the frame of reference for this interest in historic 
architecture. In addition to individual objects and buildings, he advocated 
including the whole city within the potential scope of preservation activities, 
for which he coined the term “conservative surgery.” Ideally, conservative 
surgery was to be preceded by a survey of a town and accompanied by a 
display of the Cities and Town Planning Exhibition. (p. 109) 
… 
The city designer is like the romantic artist, through whose intercession 
independently existing ideas find artistic expression in reality. Considered as 
the embodiment of a genius loci, an existing urban environment requires 
respect. Consequently, Geddes develops the concept of ‘conservative surgery’ 
as an appropriate approach to work in an existing city.  
Conservative surgery means amending and improving an urban quarter by 
minimizing the destruction of existing buildings, let alone the demolition of 
whole areas, for the sake of new houses and structures. (p. 116) 

Conservative surgery is concerned with maintaining historic urban quarters. Geddes 
argues that his approach is less expensive than the standard solution. The second 
advantage of conservative surgery is the prevention of social upheaval: slums do not 
simply migrate to those parts of a city where the targeted quarter’s former 
inhabitants next settle, but are improved in situ. The third advantage is that 
conservative surgery takes the genius loci into account. For Lahore Geddes argues: 
‘The existing roads and lanes are the past product of practical life, its movement and 
experience; and observation and common sense alike show them to be in the right 
directions, and therefore needing only improvements.’ Streets, lanes, houses, 



32                                       VESTIGES OF URBAN SPIRIT 

temples, in short the whole fabric of an existing city are explained as expressions of 
the genius loci.”  (p. 118) 

Nevertheless, he also believed that the city of today must be different from the city 
of past. In other words, although Geddes shaped his theory with the respect to the 
three themes of the city and the region, history, and spirituality (Welter, 2002, p. 
250), he advises against imitating the past in the process of the contemporary urban 
design activities. “And yet in the face of so much tradition of the past, so many 
suggestions from the contemporary world, a new danger arises, that of imitating 
what we admire, too irrespective of its differences from our own place, time, or 
manner of life” (Geddes, 1949, p. 156).  

A main part of the Geddes’s life career was his experiences in Indian cities. During 
his works in India, Patrick Geddes applied the same approach toward the urban 
renewal programs of that country, that is, “conservative surgery”. The reports of his 
urban activities in India “ express a relatively sympathetic approach to the 
indigenous quarters of Indian cities, arguing for their conservation and improvement 
through ‘conservative surgery’ rather than for wholesale demolition or slum 
clearance. The reports also address the growing need for housing outside the 
crowded quarters of Indian cities, however, and the model Geddes had in mind for 
new suburban developments clearly drew on Howard’s garden city.” (Glover, 2008, 
p. 151) Geddes’s approach upheld respect for local identity and the local culture of 
the Indian cities, insofar as his urban plans in that county were an “alternative to the 
standard urban development policy of British colonial power”, (Welter, 2002, p. 
119) and not mere imitations of European strategies towards urban renewal 
programs. He warns against any planning without an in-depth knowledge of the 
area; the context. His ideas can match Relph’s perception of placelessness which is 
the result of mass culture in technique places, where the ideas of the place are the 
work of a few “experts” such as “multinational corporations, powerful central 
governments, and uninvolved planners.” (Relph, 1976, p. 143). In his reports, 
Geddes addresses “the policy of sweeping clearances” as “one of the most disastrous 
and pernicious blunders in the chequered history of sanitation” (Geddes & Tyrwhitt, 
1947, p. 45), and argues the social consequences of moving people from their 
homes; or the “existential outsideness” which “involves a selfconsciousness and 
reflective uninvolvement, an alienation from people and places, homelessness, a 
sense of the unreality of the world, and of not belonging.” (Relph, 1976, p. 51). 
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Figure  2.5   Geddes criticized the demolition of people’s houses in order to make new straight 
streets, while he suggests alternative plans, according to “conservative surgery”. Source: 
(Geddes & Tyrwhitt, 1947, pp. 54-55). 

 

Figure  2.4   Patrick Geddes’s alternatives 
for the reconstruction plans of Indian 
cities. 
Portion of Tanjore Fort. The municipal 
Council’s proposals for the relief of 
congestion. Cost about Rs 30,000.  
Portion of Tanjore Fort. A ‘diagnostic 
survey.’ 
Portion of Tanjore Fort. The congested 
area as it would appear after the 
application of ‘conservative surgery.’ 
Cost about Rs 5,000. 
Source: (Geddes & Tyrwhitt, 1947, pp. 
42-43) 
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The theoretical arguments of Geddes’s approach include the urban design 
methodological aspects as well. According to him, to conduct a historic survey, it 
“must be primarily narrative rather than scholarly or scientific. A process of 
selection by interpretation is required, followed by the recombination of the selected 
elements into a vision, which gives rise to the city in deed.” (Welter, 2002, p. 111). 

 

 

 

Figure  2.6   Balrampur, India. An example of “conservative surgery” applied to a city quarter, 
(at lower left), 1917. The approach of British colonial members of the time was to make a 
new city quarter with a grid of rectangular streets replacing the old city quarter, and without 
any regard to the social consequences of the expulsion of the former inhabitants. Geddes, 
here, suggested widening an existent lane in the quarter so as to maintain as many 
constructions as possible, rather than the onslaught of the historic fabric of the quarter. 
After (Welter, 2002, p. 117) [the main source: Patrick Geddes, Town Planning in Balrampur: 
A Report to the Hon’ble the Maharaja Bahadur (Lucknow: Murray’s London Printing Press, 
1917).   
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After World War II that the European cities were on the process of reconstructions, 
the American cities were witnessed to large scale urban renewal programs. Jane 
Jacobs (1916-2006), as a journalist, challenged the urban renewal programs of the 
time by publishing the Death and Life of Great American Cities. As she notes, her 
critiques are not limited to the minor reconstruction methods, but “it is an attack, 
rather, on the principles and aims that have shaped modern, orthodox city planning 
and rebuilding.” (1965, p. 5).   

Jacobs was one of the pioneers in questioning the CIAM strategies such as the 
concept of zoning in terms of the four functional categories (Mumford E. P., 2000, 
p. 268). Considering the city as complex dynamic systems of networks, she stated 
that “ to understand cities, we have to deal outright with combinations or mixtures of 
uses, not separate uses, as the essential phenomena.” (Jacobs, 1965, p. 188). She 
criticized planners as they usually look at the “cities as problems of simplicity and of 
disorganized complexity, and have tried to analyze and treat them thus.” (p. 567). 
She declares that the vitality of a city depends on the complexity of its networks as 
well as the multifunctional character of its neighborhoods.  In contrast to the most 
urban planners of the time, she did not consider neighborhoods as “formalistic 
boundaries”, but instead, she defined the city neighborhoods “by their fabric and the 
life and intricate cross-use they generate” (p. 173). To her this difference in 
considering and defining a city neighborhood “ is the difference between dealing 
with living, complex organisms, capable of shaping their own destinies, and dealing 
with fixed and inert settlements, capable merely of custodial care (if that) of what 
has been bestowed upon them.” (p. 173).  

Although Jacobs, following the concept of Geddes, considers the “city as an 
organism” (Jacobs, 1965, pp. 225,227), she warns against the simplifying of the city 
“structure”, and puts stress on the fact that “a city's very structure consists of 
mixture of uses, and we get closest to its structural secrets when we deal with the 
conditions that generate diversity.” (p. 490).  In his article, An Integrative Theory of 
Urban Design (2000), Ernest Sternberg, criticizing the employment of organism 
concept in urban design, writes that the theories of some pioneers in urban design 
such as Jane Jacobs are based on “an ill-formed organism”, as they have considered 
merely the formal aspects of the environment. According to him, the principle urban 
designers such as Camillo Sitte, Edmund Bacon, Kevin Lynch and Jane Jacobs have 
borrowed the concept of “organic” only to “integrate urban form across private 
property … [while] each has emphasized a different facet - a different integrative 
principle - of the urban whole, whether good form, legibility, vitality, or meaning.” 
(Sternberg, 2000, p. 268).  But, in fact, most of the urban designers who have 
applied the concept of organism lay stress on the complexity of the city as a 
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multifunctional system of networks. For instance, while Jacobs defines the city as an 
organism, she warns against ignoring the complexity of the city’s structure. In this 
respect, Jacobs (1965, p. 490) states that:   
 

“When city designers and planners try to find a design device that will 
express, in clear and easy fashion, the "skeleton" of city structure 
(expressways and promenades are current favorites for this purpose), they are 
on fundamentally the wrong track. A city is not put together like a mammal or 
a steel frame building — or even like a honeycomb or a coral. A city's very 
structure consists of mixture of uses, and we get closest to its structural secrets 
when we deal with the conditions that generate diversity.” 

To give another example, Christopher Alexander considers the city as an organism, 
yet he insists that a city should only be studied as a “complex semi-lattice 
organization” (Alexander, 1965). His theoretical arguments will also be followed in 
this chapter.  

Compared to the concepts of the spirit of place by Geddes or the genius loci by 
Norberg-Schulz, Jacobs’ considers the public relations and the neighborhood 
networks as the social capital, which can be accumulated in a very slow process 
over years and decades. She criticizes the flow of population in the new built 
neighborhood or public housing projects over a short period of time, and believes 
that “these increments or displacements have to be gradual. If self-government in the 
place is to work, underlying any float of population must be a continuity of people 
who have forged neighborhood networks. These networks are a city's irreplaceable 
social capital. Whenever the capital is lost, from whatever cause, the income from it 
disappears, never to return until and unless new capital is slowly and chancily 
accumulated.” (1965, p. 180) . 

To Jacobs, art is a necessary aspect of individual and urban life. She argues that art 
can give meaning to place and keep the spirit of place alive. She considers art as an 
interwoven aspect of life which illuminates “the relationship between the life that 
each of us embodies and the life outside us. We need art most, perhaps, to reassure 
us of our own humanity.” (1965, p. 485). At the same time, she declares that “ a city 
cannot be a work of art” as dealing with a city means dealing “with life at its most 
complex and intense” (p. 485). Disparaging the Utopian concepts of the Modern 
planning, Jacobs believes that urban design discipline should “return to a strategy 
ennobling both to art and to life: a strategy of illuminating and clarifying life and 
helping to explain to us its meanings and order — in this case, helping to illuminate, 
clarify and explain the order of cities.” (p. 489). As is obvious, she does not deny the 
role of art in the urban design and planning, but calls for a strategy in which art 
helps to define the life meaning, instead of substituting it for life.  
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In the same manner that Sitte calls for a return to the aesthetic principles of urban 
design, Jacobs also condemns the concept of regularity in Modern planning. To her, 
urban elements should be considered beyond the mere physical forms, and by the 
same token, the process of ordering should be more than formal arrangements. She 
writes: “ it is the easiest thing in the world to seize hold of a few forms, give them a 
regimented regularity, and try to palm this off in the name of order. However, simple 
regimented regularity and significant systems of functional order are seldom 
coincident in this world.” (p. 489).  

During the 1960s, there was a wave of highway construction projects within the 
American cities. Those highway projects as well as urban renewal programs and 
slum clearance projects triggered a massive response from some critics of the time 
such as Jacobs. However, Jacobs does not criticize the essence of emerged means of 
communications within the modern cities, but, to her, “ they are also basic 
necessities. The point of cities is multiplicity of choice. It is impossible to take 
advantage of multiplicity of choice without being able to get around easily.” (p. 
442). In this regard, what is of vital importance to her is the way that city 
transportation could be accommodated “ without destroying the related intricate and 
concentrated land use” (p. 442).  

With the emergence of typological and morphological practices in the field of urban 
design in the late 1950s, and its widespread popularity by the late 1970s, urban 
design researchers were armed with a completely new way of analyzing and 
exploring urban spatial form (Larice & Macdonald, 2007). By applying new features 
of the urban morphology practice, Léon Krier, for instance, has been one of those 
urban design theorists who sharply criticized the destructions of Modernism in 
European cities.  Opposing Modernism, Krier was highly influenced by Camillo 
Sitte in believing that “the city should be a ‘Gesamtkunstwerk,’ a comprehensively 
interwoven system rather than a functionally divided one” (Ellin, 1999, p. 35). In the 
late 70s, Krier and a number of his colleagues such as Pierluigi Nicolin, Angello 
Villa, Maurice Culot, and Antoine Grumbach commenced the movement of the 
Reconstruction of the European City, which was inspired by the philosophical ideas 
of leading urban design thinkers of their time such as Christopher Alexander, Henri 
Lefebvre, and the French architect and urban planner, Bernard Huet as well as urban 
design institutions like Atelier de Recherche et d’Action Urbaines,  (Ellin, 1999, p. 
32). They, as the outspoken critics of Modernism, stood against “the destruction of 
urban society on all levels, cultural, political, economic” (Krier, 1984, p. 38). 

Preserving the historic centers of cities and returning to the aesthetic principles of 
the pre-industrial cities are some of the key ideas that frame the theoretical concepts 
of the movement which Krier and his colleagues established. They strongly 
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criticized modernism and its functional zoning concept, as one of the outcomes of 
industrialization, and the ways urban reconstructions are implemented in the 
contemporary cities (Larice & Macdonald, 2007). For instance, despite being one of 
the admirers of Le Corbusier, “Krier later came to regard Le Corbusier as a 
‘destroying angel’ because of his desire to rebuild old cities along modernist 
principles. Whereas Le Corbusier regarded the city as a machine, Krier saw it as a 
natural object or an ‘individual, possessing a body and a soul’.” (Ellin, 1999, p. 34). 

 

  
 

Figure  2.7   The concept of reconstruction in the Industrial period, Source: (Krier, 1984); 
 

 

Krier believes that the new straight streets, which became the principle feature in the 
Modern urban planning and pulled apart the city components, are one of the results 
of zoning concepts in the industrial city. “ Functional Zoning is not an innocent 
instrument; it has been the most effective means in destroying the infinitely complex 
social and physical fabric of pre-industrial communities, of urban democracy and 
culture” (Krier, 1984, p. 34). To him, the “industrial production” of European cities 
during these recent two centuries has destroyed the historic cities of Europe, “which 
had been the result of thousands of years of human labour, intelligence and culture” 
(Krier, 1984, p. 36). 
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Figure  2.8   After (Krier, 1984); the concept of Functional Zoning of Modern planning  
 

Criticizing the zoning concept of Modernism, Krier declares that for the 
reconstruction process, first of all, the perimeters of urban areas and countryside 
should be redefined, and also, “any notion of functional zoning must be abolished. 
There can be no industrial zones, pedestrian zones, shopping or housing zones. 
There can only be urban quarters which integrate all the functions of urban life.” 
(Krier, 1984, pp. 30-31). 

 

 

Figure  2.9   Critique of urban growth in the Modern period. Source: (Krier, 1984). 
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Figure  2.10   Critique of Functional Zoning in the Modern period. Source: (Krier, 1984). 
 

Although Krier’s ideas on the role of urban quarters in reconstructing are all shaped 
based on the European context, one can easily recognize their applicability to the 
historic fabric of the cities of the Middle East as well. He defines the complex of city 
as a number of semi-independent quarters that should work together as a whole. “A 
city can only be reconstructed in the form of Urban Quarters. A large or a small city 
can only be reorganised as a large or a small number of urban quarters; as a 
federation of autonomous quarters. Each quarter must have its own centre, periphery 
and limit. Each quarter must be A CITY WITHIN A CITY. […] The city must be 
articulated into public and domestic spaces, monuments and urban fabric, classical 
architecture and vernacular buildings, squares and streets, and in that hierarchy.” 
(Krier, 1984, pp. 70-71). 

 

Figure  2.11   Krier’s critique of the 
re/de-constructions of Modernism in 
the European cities after World War 
II. Source: (Krier, 1984). 
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Figure  2.12   Isfahan, Jahan-Nama (Reflection of the World), the east façade.  
A compelling example of the new constructed monuments in the historic fabric of Isfahan. 
The new construction is in complete contrast to the surrounding historic fabric. To erect this 
inharmonious building, a remaining Safavid caravanserai, which was called Tahdid 
Caravanserai, was demolished in the previous decade. The name of Jahan-Nama is borrowed 
from once a Safavid pavilion in the same location, and inside the harem zone of the Safavid 
Isfahan (Babaie, 2008, p. 79).  
Photograph from author’s collection, 2010. 
 

 

Figure  2.13    Google Image, 2010. Jahan-Nama location within the very historic zone of the 
city. 
Not only does the architecture of this building not follow the principles of the traditional 
Persian architecture, but also due to its commercial functions, it increases the volume of 
traffic in this historic area. During the previous years, there has been ongoing debate between 
UNESCO and the city municipality over demolishing and reducing the upper levels of this 
building so as to diminish its contradiction to the surrounding fabric. The construction of this 
building is a clear example of what Krier calls as the “anti-city” reconstruction of the city. 
(Krier, 1984, p. 39).       
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Figure  2.14   Vienna, historic center. "This comparison at the same scale shows how through 
zoning the city becomes decomposed, not only physically and functionally but above all 
socially. The social, cultural, economic complexity and density of pre-industrial Vienna could 
not be constructed more violently with the social and cultural emptiness of the ‘höfe.’ A city 
is reduced to a mere ‘artistic’ gesture." Source: (Krier, 1984, p. 43). 
 

 

Figure  2.15   The proposed plan for Stockholm by Krier in 1981, with regard to the division 
of urban quarters, and against the Functional Zoning of Modernism. Source: (Krier, 1984, p. 
77) 
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The architect Christopher Alexander is one of the late twentieth-century theorists 
who has a highly critical view towards the contemporary urban design processes, 
urban form definitions as well as the status quo conceptions of beauty and aesthetic. 
In A New Theory of Urban Design (1987), he considers the city as a complex 
wholeness, while a process is responsible for the wholeness character of the city. By 
comparing natural cities with artificial cities, Alexander acknowledges that our 
modern cities are lacking the inner nature or the ordering principle which the natural 
cities have.  According to him, natural cities are benefitted from a complex semi-
lattice organization, rather than a simple tree organization which the artificial cities 
are based on (Alexander, 1965). 

Alexander encourages us to seek to regain the wholeness of a city with all its 
complexity. As he argues that “the task of creating wholeness in the city can only be 
dealt with as a process. It cannot be solved by design alone, but only when the 
process by which the city gets its form is fundamentally changed. […] it is the 
process above all which is responsible for wholeness … not merely the form” (1987, 
p. 3). It is not irrelevant, here, to mention that Alexander has considered the main 
structure of Isfahan, as one outstanding example of the natural cities with a 
wholeness character (Alexander, Neis, Anninou, & Ingrid, 1987, pp. 24-25), which 
owes its slow emergence to “millions of individual acts of building” (Alexander, 
1979, pp. 494-495). 

By defining seven rules for the growth of a city as a whole, Alexander finally 
concludes that the wholeness of a city would be achieved or regained only if there is 
a communication between the elements of the city structure in different scales. In 
this regard, he states that “the central thought behind our work, is that an urban 
process can only generate wholeness, when the structure of the city comes from the 
individual building projects and the life they contain, rather than being imposed 
from above. Wholeness only occurs when the larger urban structure, and its 
communal spaces, spring from these individual projects. We have found that the 
detailed rules necessary to generate this wholeness is an urban development process, 
can be formulated in a precise and operational fashion that can be easily understood 
and used.” (1987, p. 249). 

In The Timeless Way of Building, (1979), Christopher Alexander develops the 
concept of “one timeless way of building”. Praising the socio-cultural values, local 
meaning of place as well as the vernacular processes of building, Alexander notes 
that: 

“There is one timeless way of building.  
It is thousands of years old, and the same today as it has always been. 
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The great traditional buildings of the past, the villages and tents and temples 
in which man feels at home, have always been made by people who were very 
close to the centre of this way” (p. 7) 

“To purge ourselves of these illusions, to become free of all the artificial 
images of order which distort the nature that is in us, we must first learn a 
discipline which teaches us the true relationship between ourselves and our 
surroundings. 
Then, once this discipline has done its work, and pricked the bubbles of 
illusion which we cling to now, we will be ready to give up the discipline, and 
act as nature does. 
This is the timeless way of building: learning the discipline - and shedding it.” 
(pp. 15-16) 

 

Alexander calls for a return to the patterns of vernacular design process in which 
places could have finally much more local meanings for their residents. He admires 
the old processes of building which consider the needs of ordinary people, rather 
than contemporary trends in urban design which are based on the scientific 
disciplines and academic theories and concepts. By and large, what Alexander puts 
stress on is the fact that the social context must be of vital importance in any design 
process. He attempts to reveal a new complex order of building, which emanates 
from the very socio-spatial context of place, and would “give pace, orientation, and 
identity to man” (Relph, 1976, p. 146).  Notwithstanding the differences, this “order 
must be derived from significant experience and not from arbitrary abstractions and 
concepts as represented on maps and plans” (1976, p. 146).  

Alexander argues that a city as a whole emerges from an extremely varied 
individualities which act together over a long period of time; “… millions of 
individual acts of building will together generate a town which is alive, and whole, 
and unpredictable, without control – this is the slow emergence of the quality 
without a name, as it from nothing.” (Alexander, 1979, p. 493). To analyze the 
emergence of a city from “the spontaneous interaction of the parts”, Alexander 
compares the city to the way an organism gets formed. He reaches to the conclusion 
that the structure of a town or a city, like most of the historic cities built in 
traditional societies, “ can be woven much more deeply, more intricately, from the 
interaction of its individual acts of building within a common language, than it can 
from a blueprint, or a master plan … by the interaction of the rules which govern the 
construction of the parts.” (1979, p. 499).   

Alexander claims that the process of interacting rules can work well to generate a 
complex town or city as a whole if “the town [or the city] be made up from a 
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hierarchy of groups and land, each one responsible for its own patterns.”  (1979, p. 
505). This comes in accordance with the Léon Krier’s theory of the City within the 
City, Les Quartiers, (Krier, 1984, pp. 70-71) which is discussed in this chapter. 

Alexander notes that the growth of a city during a long period of time must be 
guided by a pattern at different levels. However, “it is never certain just exactly 
where a given pattern will appear” (1979, p. 508). Thus, its detailed plans are 
unpredictable, “and it is not possible to make it grow according to some plan” (1979, 
p. 509). In this respect, while Edmund Bacon, the author of Design of Cities (1976) 
shares the same concept that the actual detailed form of a city cannot be planned, but 
he rejects the concepts of gradually evolving forms and the incremental growth of a 
city as well as the concept that a city is an accidental phenomenon which is beyond 
the control of the human will. Instead, he declares that “human will can be exercised 
effectively on our cities now, so that the form that they take will be a true expression 
of the highest aspirations of our civilization.” (Bacon, 1976, p. 13). Bacon continues 
that a good urban design can be the bedrock or “orientation point” for the ensuing 
developments even over centuries. According to him, “any really great work has 
within it seminal forces capable of influencing subsequent development around it, 
and often in ways unconceived of by its creator.” (Bacon, 1976, p. 108). 

Alexander argues that every building or town which emerges takes a certain 
“morphological character”, gradually and over a long period of time. As he writes, 
“it is the physical embodiment, in buildings, of the quality without a name.” (1979, 
p. 511). By comparing the historic buildings and towns to new ones, Alexander 
argues that the historic traditional buildings, notwithstanding a variety of 
differences, all have this timeless character in common. Stewart Brand, in his book, 
How Buildings Learn (1994), quotes from Alexander that “things that are good have 
a certain kind of structure, […] You can’t get that structure except dynamically. 
Period. In nature you’ve got continuous very-small-feedback-loop adaptation going 
on, which is why things get to be harmonious. That’s why they have the qualities 
that we value. If it wasn’t for the time dimension, it wouldn’t happen. Yet here we 
are playing the major role in creating the world, and we haven’t figured this out. 
That is a very serious matter.” (Brand, 1994, p. 22). Regarding the role of time 
dimension in the valorization of historic urban forms, it is of vital importance to 
analyze how the rapid transformations of the modern period would impact on the 
traditional towns and cities, which are remained from centuries or thousands of 
years. 

Although during the slum clearance projects of the mid-twentieth century some 
voices could be heard to stop the demolition of old areas of the cities, most of them 
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were focused on monumental buildings with architectural value.  (Larice & 
Macdonald, 2007). Dolores Hayden, in her book the Power of Place: Urban 
Landscapes as Public History (1995) shows how the vernacular ordinary areas of 
each city can be of importance to the local identity, and articulates how the socio-
cultural histories of public landscapes can help create urban places that have local 
identity for its residents. She is in the quest of what Relph calls it as the two levels 
of existential insideness or “the essence of a sense of place”, and the shallower level 
of “authentic and selfconscious insideness” (Relph, 1976, p. 142). According to 
Hayden, “place memory can be used to help trigger social memory through the 
urban landscape. […] Place memory encapsulates the human ability to connect with 
both the built and natural environments that are entwined in the cultural landscape. It 
is the key to the power of historic places to help citizens define their public pasts: 
places trigger memories for insiders, who have shared a common past, and at the 
same time places often can represent shared pasts to outsiders who might be 
interested in knowing about them in the present.” (Hayden, 1995, p. 46). By the 
same token, demolishing the physical entity of a place means ignoring all its place 
memory within the natural and built environment. Thus, considering the social 
communications as one of the main place memory aspects, any interference in the 
physical relations of a historic place could strongly affect it. 

Hayden criticizes the way urban professionals look at the architectural and built 
environmental preservation. In this regard she states that “the importance of ordinary 
buildings for public memory has largely been ignored, although, like monumental 
architecture, common urban places like union halls, schools, and residences have the 
power to evoke visual, social memory.” (Hayden, 1995, p. 47). To her, the local 
vernacular urban landscapes are of the great importance, too, to create public spaces 
with local identity as well as local meaning for the people who live in them. In this 
respect, she argues that one essential factor to make “resonant public work” is to 
study the meanings of historic urban landscapes (Hayden, 1995, p. 67). 

However, Dolores Hayden does declare to the complexity of defining the history of 
a city, and believes that “public history, architectural preservation, environmental 
protection, and public art can take on a special evocative role in helping to define a 
city’s history if, and only if, they are complemented by a strong community process 
that establishes the context of social memory.” (Hayden, 1995, p. 76). She notes that 
all the participants in the process of identifying and interpreting the historic meaning 
of a city such as planners, historians, artists and etc. need to be armed with 
“historical and spatial imagination”, and should “transcend their traditional roles.” 
(p. 76). 
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To Hayden, the preservation of the place memory of a city is of vital importance, 
comparing to the preservation of single monuments. The social memory of a large 
scale area such as a city, which includes the socio-physical communication of 
different public elements as well, can be achieved only in an inter-connected 
network of preserved historic spaces.  In other words, “while a single, preserved 
historic place may trigger potent memories, networks of such places begin to 
reconnect social memory on an urban scale.” (Hayden, 1995, p. 78). Therefore, there 
is no doubt that if the social communications of a city’s elements are interrupted, its 
social memory would be influenced as well.   
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2.2 Research Methodologies 

In this section, the methodological approaches which structure this inter-disciplinary 
research are outlined. By dividing two sections of theory and methodology, there is 
no intention of overlooking the fact of existing interwoven linkage between theories 
and applied methods of research.  

 

2.2.1 System of Inquiry 

Within architectural studies or other design discipline researches, research can be 
structured and presented in a great variety of systems of inquiry or paradigms. 
However, the particular choice of the researcher to frame his/her research depends 
on “the researcher’s own assumptions about both the nature of reality and how one 
can come to apprehend it” (Groat & Wang, 2002, p. 21). Finally, the research quality 
and its outcome will be assessed according to the system of inquiry which is chosen 
and employed among the possible range of paradigms. 

According to Groat and Wang’s tripartite model, a system of inquiry can be formed 
of three clusters of postpositivism, naturalism and emancipatory, while they have 
some ontological and epistemological assumptions in common. Postpositivism 
emanates from the traditions of positivism, however, with some differences. 
“Postpositivists also acknowledge that the experimental model often used in the 
natural science is often inappropriate for research involving people” (2002, p. 33). 
The second cluster, naturalism is often referred to with a variety of other terms such 
as “qualitative, phenomenological, hermeneutic, and interpretive/constructivist” (p. 
33). The emancipatory paradigm as the third cluster of Groat and Wang’s model has 
emerged very recently in response to “the unconscious dominance of racial, ethnic, 
gender, and Western-focused biases in the vast majority of research. […] this 
paradigmatic cluster includes research from several research streams across many 
disciplines, including: critical theory-based, feminist, race-specific, participatory, 
and transformative” (p. 33). Due to the emphasis that the emancipatory paradigm 
places on the social, cultural, political and ethnic issues as well as the historical-
cultural and “socially situated context in which the study respondents find 
themselves”, it has been the most appropriate cluster or the framework of the system 
of inquiry for this research topic (Groat & Wang, 2002, pp. 31-37).  
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To structure the case study research in accordance to the final goal and purpose of 
research, this research has benefitted from three structures of comparative, 
chronological and theory building. In a comparative structure, Isfahan’s urban 
structure, as the case of research, has been described and repeated “from different 
points of view or with different descriptive models to determine how the case might 
best be categorized for descriptive purposes” (Yin, 2003, p. 153). The research text, 
however, comprises a variety of exploratory arguments as well. In fact, as Yin 
(2003) discusses, in a case study with the comparative structure, the same case, 
which might be the single case of the research, would be repeated during the 
research, while in each time it compares “alternative descriptions or explanations of 
the same case”. From the very beginning, a chronological approach was dominant in 
shaping the contour of this research. That is, it is tried to portray the way socio-
spatial communication aspects has influenced the urban structure and fabric of 
Isfahan over the course of centuries. Finally, the theory-building structure forms the 
third framework of the project. As is mentioned earlier in the theoretical approach 
section, the actual goal of research has been to reach a frame of reference for the 
theoretical corpus of the field of urban design, and narrow the gap between the 
theories of urban design and the theories of new communication technologies in 
urban studies. Therefore, the theory making process has been always pursued as the 
red line of the research. Although the socio-spatial transformation of the different 
periods of the city history is discussed chronologically, the logic of theory-building 
is rigorously followed.  As Yin (2003) argues, this approach can be relevant to 
exploratory studies, which “will be debating the value of further investigating 
various hypotheses or propositions” (p. 153). In essence, the research was an attempt 
to analyze and assess the proposed hypothesis of the significant role of 
communication in shaping the city structure. The next step would be to determine 
how these effects may change, as the new communication technologies are so 
completely dissimilar to the previous ways of communication.  

If one refers to different methodological resources in the social science which have 
discussed the methods of case study, one would surely notice the varied 
connotations that different authors consider for the terms of paradigm or system of 
inquiry, method, methodology, strategy, technique, tactic, strategy, and research 
design. This makes the situation relatively confusing for the readers to grasp the 
exact denotation which the author means in his own research. To shape the method 
approach section of this research, it is mainly benefitted from the Groat and Wang’s 
book, Architectural Research Methods, 2002. According to their discussions, 
strategy, which has the same meaning as research design, especially in the field of 
architecture or other design disciplines, “is the overall research plan or the structure 
of the research study. In contrast, the tactics are the specific techniques used, such as 
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data collection devices, response formats, archival treatment, and analytical 
procedures” (Groat & Wang, 2002, p. 11). 

 

 

Figure  2.16   A conceptual model of the system of inquiry, adopted from (Groat & Wang, 
2002, p. 10). 
  

2.2.2 Research Design 

In this research, in order to reach a system of inquiry in a way that supports the vital 
connection between theory and methodology, a combination of quantitative and 
qualitative approaches is employed. Referring to Groat and Wang (2002), the term 
“combined strategy” is applied to refer to mixed-methodology design. Indeed, “the 
dichotomization between quantitative and qualitative methods [especially in the 
level of research system of inquiry] is a rough and oversimplified one” (Morgan & 
Smircich, 1980). Mixed-method strategies and interpretive-historical case studies 
would be a help to collect, interpret and benefit from varied information and 
evidence. “Mixed methods research has come of age. To include only quantitative 
and qualitative methods falls short of the major approaches being used today in the 
social and human sciences” (Creswell, 2003, p. 4). In other words, the distinction 
between the two research methods of qualitative and quantitative structures in the 
level of systems of inquiries will not be emphasized. Instead, as this research deals 
with the historical aspects of the urban form of a city, it inevitably would focus more 
on the qualitative tactics or techniques of research. But, the actual aim behind the 
employed methodology in the research has been to establish a continuous link 
between the methods and theories, without any concern to the paradigmatic frame of 
reference to which they belong. In this regard, Linda Groat argues that:  
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“On the one hand, there should be a coherence and consistency among these 
characteristics within any given research study. But, on the other hand, when a 
researcher adopts a particular system of inquiry, that decision does not automatically 
determine either the strategy or the tactics for the study. Rather, a variety of both 
strategies and tactics can be orchestrated in ways consistent with the chosen 
paradigm” (Groat & Wang, 2002, p. 31).  

 

2.2.3 Literature Review 

A significant portion of the research is based on literature review, not only in the 
very beginning of the research, but through all its processes. David Wang (Groat & 
Wang, 2002) believes that there should be a clear distinction between the literature 
review “with a ‘general’ sense of what exist in the literature of a field. A literature 
review exists only after the general material has been arranged into a coherent 
system, one that has been customized to fit the research question” (p. 46). When a 
mixed-method of approach is selected to structure the research design, it would be 
the first step a researcher takes to define and determine the scope of the literature 
he/she may work with. “In a mixed methods study, use the literature in way that is 
consistent with the major type of strategy and the approach – qualitative or 
quantitative – that is most prevalent in the design” (Creswell, 2003, p. 33). Literature 
review, however, is an integrated part of almost every research strategy that is 
selected in a specific system of inquiry.  

In the figure below, the main body of the research literature is diagrammatically 
portrayed. The case of study, or the urban fabric of Isfahan, is the bedrock of the 
diagram. Two bodies of theory literature and historical literature are the two integral 
parts of the research from the beginning to the end. The theory literature divides into 
two sections of urban design and communication theories, which are discussed in the 
theory section of the thesis. However, other relevant literature in architecture, urban 
planning and urban design which have focused on the case of research has built up a 
portion of the research literature. The researcher is placed between the facts and 
ideas which are arisen from the literature review, and the outcome which is the 
ultimate goal of the research. Methodological literature is also a help to the 
researcher to choose and implement the literature which are relevant to the topic of 
inquiry.   
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Figure  2.17   Diagrammatic structure of the literature review, adopted from (Groat & Wang, 
2002, p. 55). 
 

 

2.2.4 Interpretive- Historical Research and Descriptive Analysis Tactics  

The domain of researches which deal with the historical aspects of architecture and 
urban design can be rooted in the realm of interpretive research. Interpretive-
historical research, in two domains of strategy and tactic, arms the researcher with a 
framework for research to access the necessary evidence from the past phenomena. 
Wang defines interpretive research as “investigations into social-physical 
phenomena within complex contexts, with a view toward explaining those 
phenomena in narrative form and in a holistic fashion” (Groat & Wang, 2002, p. 
136). As a strategy to form the research, it attempts to epistemologically interpret the 
past, which may be “not empirically available for observation”. As tactics of 
research, it handles the research evidence and facts in three phases of identification, 
organization and evaluation. In other words, the tactic of archive study, 
archaeological studies, anthropological  studies, ethnography, observation and etc., 
are the different approaches can provide the researcher with “a means of ‘getting in’ 
to a context or event in time past” (pp. 135-171). 

Among different approaches to the inquiry, the focus is on narrative research which 
“can be both a method and the phenomenon of study” (Creswell, 2007, p. 54). 
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However, narratives can also be considered as data or evidentiary base for a case 
study research (Yin, 2003). In this regard, the research has benefitted from a few 
historical documents which have remained from different periods. During the recent 
years, some of them have been the main references to many scholarly researches on 
the city of Isfahan. Throughout the text, the consistency between the main research 
hypothesis and chronological flow of narrative is respected, while the author’s social 
and cultural background has played an undeniable role in framing the 
interconnectedness of the whole. 

From different points of view, this research has also benefited from the empirical 
phenomenological research approaches. In fact, the phenomenological approach can 
provide this research with strong bedrock to analysis and assemble “the textual and 
structural descriptions” of the case of study (Creswell, 2007). Groat and Wang have 
considered the interpretive research - as derived from the phenomenological works 
of the philosophers Martin Heidegger and Edmund Husserl - as one of the three 
strategies to a qualitative research, while they lay stress on the similarities of this 
approach to the interpretive-historical research (Groat & Wang, 2002, pp. 180-191).  
As the research deals with the architectural character of the place and space in many 
aspects, it could be a great help to the author to situate his own experiences of the 
relations among different city elements in an organized way of thinking.  

 

2.2.5 Case Study 

There are two holistic approaches towards research which include a case study. 
While one group consider case study as a specific methodology (Yin, 2003), the 
other group believes that case study can merely be a study of a specific case, which 
is defined by the interest in individual cases (Stake, 1995). In this research, case 
study and interpretive-historical strategies are the two main ones which frame the 
research system of inquiry.  

In Case study research: design and methods (2003), Yin defines the case study as 
“an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-
life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 
not clearly evident” (p. 13).  In Architectural research methods, Linda Groat and 
David Wang use this definition to make it more applicable in researches which deal 
with the physical forms of the built environment. That is, in their own definition of 
case study, they eliminate the word “contemporary”, while they add the word 
“setting” to include “both historic and contemporary settings as potential foci of case 
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studies”. Their definition of case study is: “an empirical inquiry that investigates a 
phenomenon or setting” (Groat & Wang, 2002, p. 346). Yin believes that case study 
is neither a data collection method nor a design future. He puts stress that a case 
study, indeed, is “a comprehensive research strategy”. However, in his definition of 
case study he points out that “the case study inquiry copes with the technically 
distinctive situation in which there will be many more variables of interest than data 
points, and as one result relies on multiple sources of evidence” (p. 14). 

In order to reach the objectives of a case study research the researchers usually 
should decide about the realms of their case in the very beginning. A single case 
study, multiple or collective cases can be a solution to their research problems. In 
this research, the city of Isfahan is purposefully chosen as a single case study, 
although in some aspects it is compared with other cities. Now a question might be 
arisen that why Isfahan is chosen. The author’s belief is that Isfahan can act as an 
instrumental case study to frame the research, and extent the outcomes to other 
Iranian cities –and partly other historic cities of the Middle East - with the same 
socio-spatial urban problems. This city, for the research questions and objectives, 
acts as one of the most “information-rich cases – cases from which one can learn a 
great deal about matters of importance and therefore worthy of in-depth study” 
(Patton, 2002, p. 242). The particular case of Isfahan provides breeding ground for 
analyzing the socio-physical dynamics which affect, at first, the urban life, and then, 
the form of a city. The research on how the communication aspects have been 
influencing the urban form of Isfahan provides an information-rich case as the base 
of research, which “manifest the phenomenon intensely” (p. 243). In addition, 
Isfahan and its contemporary urban problems all are a typical case among almost all 
the cities of Iran. All the problems, with which this research deals, are the typical 
examples among many other big cities of Iran as well. The further reasons why this 
city is chosen as the case of study is discussed in the later sections. 

“The case is a specific, a complex, functioning thing” (Stake, 1995, p. 2), while it 
can be defined in contexts of people, place and time. That is, while this research 
deals with the effects of social communication on the urban form of a city over 
centuries, it has to cope with three different social, spatial and temporal aspects. The 
project deals with the physical entity of a city, which has remained from centuries 
ago and has been evolving during this time. When the communication aspects are 
also taken into consideration that proves the case has transcend the physical and 
temporal limitations, and has extended its realm to the social variables. By and large, 
working on the urban form of a historic city is an inquiry topic, which deals with 
complex and multiple socio-physical factors, and must been looked at through an 
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interdisciplinary lens, which per se, makes the research depended on multiple 
sources of data and evidence.  

Although several important sources of evidence are often mentioned as the main 
data sources, it is an actual fact that “date for case studies can come from many 
sources of evidence” (Yin, 2003, p. 83), and indeed, “incorporation of multiple 
sources of evidence” is one of the key features of the case study (Groat & Wang, 
2002, p. 352). Relevant literature to the case of study such as textbooks, journals, 
articles, and etc., which can widely be searched and found nowadays with the help 
of the internet, could provide the theoretical/empirical bedrock of any case study.  
But, as the main sources of evidence for this research, archival records, direct 
observation, participant observation, documentation, and formal and physical 
analyses can be mentioned. To be more specific, archival records includes: maps, 
plans, engravings and photos which illustrate the chronicle of Isfahan’s 
transformation over centuries. Direct observation includes the field visits of Isfahan 
as the site of the case study. Focusing on the contemporary social and spatial urban 
problems of the city, direct observation is a way to recognize the socio-physical 
urban problems of some ongoing renewal urban plans. Having been a native and 
lifelong resident of Isfahan, provided certain information and data of the socio-
spatial characteristics of the built environment which could be categorized as the 
participant-observation data. “Except for studies of preliterate societies, 
documentary information is likely to be relevant to every case study topic. This type 
of information can take many forms and should be the object of explicit data 
collection plans” (Yin, 2003, p. 85). In this research, the documentary information 
mostly includes the formal studies of the case as well as primary documents for the 
historical parts of the research. Formal and physical analyses of urban 
transformations, which are conducted through comparison of maps and photos 
belonging to different periods of urban evolution, are of the most important sources 
of evidence for this research. However, as mentioned before, it is attempted to 
employ a variety of complementary sources of evidence, each of which can cover 
others’ weaknesses. 

 

2.2.6 Critiques of Case Study Research 

There have been always some critiques towards case study researches. Bent 
Flyvbjerg in his article, Five misunderstanding about case-study research (2006), 
discusses the most common critiques of contemporary case study researches. Here, it 
is not intended to argue the possible pitfalls of employing this particular research 
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methodology. However, as a large part of this research is structured to develop and 
summarize a various hypotheses and theories, and finally reach a new theory of 
urban design, it is necessary to discuss one of the five misunderstandings, which he 
has elucidated in his article, i.e. the difficulties of exploring and summarizing 
“general propositions and theories” only by a single case study research, which has 
targeted only one of the many possible cases. Flyvbjerg shows that “the problems in 
summarizing case studies, however, are due more often to the properties of the 
reality studied than to the case study as a research method” (Flyvbjerg, 2006, p. 
241). Moreover, Flyvbjerg notes that “one can often generalize on the basis of a 
single case, and the case study may be central to scientific development via 
generalization as supplement or alternative to other methods” (p. 228). It is an 
important issue for the researches that are based on a single case study and are aimed 
to generalize from the outcomes; this is, more or less, how this research is 
structured. The city of Isfahan has been selected as the individual case, through 
which it is tried to assess the accuracy of the hypothesis, and ultimately, to 
generalize the research findings to the cities with the similar urban problems in the 
region. 
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3 The Emergence of Isfahan 

Although the physical form as well as the historic urban structure of the city of 
Isfahan has been discussed in a varied number of researches thus far, herein, in this 
research it is attempted to chronologically outline chart research ideas on the socio-
spatial aspects of the city. It is described why Isfahan is chosen as the main unique 
case of the research. Then, the interaction between the physical form and the social 
communication over the influential periods of the Isfahan’s urban design history; 
from the emergence of the first urban cores to the Safavid Isfahan (1501-1722), are 
descriptively portrayed. 

 

3.1 Why Isfahan? 

Isfahan, as one of the largest cities of Iran, has been under seriously intrusive urban 
renewal programs during the recent decades. The rapidly growing population of this 
city has accelerated the growth of Isfahan’s fabric as well. Therefore, the city has 
been confronting a swift urbanization process from decades ago. This rapid 
urbanization, not only affects the social, economic and cultural aspects of the city, 
but also includes the physical transformations of the city structure. In many cases, 
the contemporary physical changes take place only within a very short period of 
time, while the remaining fabric of the city is the outcome of an urban evolution 
over centuries.  

The unique urban structure of Isfahan provides an especially compelling example of 
the cities of the Middle-East, with the foundation traceable back to thousands of 
years ago. The historic main structure of Isfahan, which is listed as one of the world 
heritages by UNESCO among other historic cities of the region like Damascus, 
Aleppo, Cairo, Istanbul and etc., has been served as one of the practical examples of 
some well-known theories, including Christopher Alexander’s theory in A New 
Theory of Urban Design (Alexander, Neis, Anninou, & Ingrid, 1987). Once the 
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timeless sense of socio-spatial unity and the integrated urban form of Isfahan were 
considered as a whole, they are now largely torn asunder in some districts by today’s 
urban renewal methodology. Precipitously, the local life and urban identity are being 
threatened by the modernization programs of the time. Here, we have an urban 
design masterpiece that is on the verge of being wiped out mainly for the sake of 
transportation. 

During the recent years, there have been researches with the main focus on the 
question that: can the historic structure of Isfahan survive from such rapidly urban 
renewal programs? (Cantacuzino, 1976). Can the old fabric of Isfahan be preserved 
from such harsh physical changes?  While there are many scholarly research projects 
on the historic fabric of Isfahan and some on its contemporary development strategy, 
what remains to be considered is an in-depth study of the socio-spatial relations 
between the main elements of the urban fabric.  

 

3.2 The First Core of the City 

The city of Isfahan is among oldest cities, not only of Iran, but all over the world. 
There is no much information available about the origins of this city and its early 
transition, but there are evidences that Isfahan has been one of the important cities of 
the Iranian Plateau even before the settlement of the Medes1 in this area, and 
probably it has been the most eastern part of Anzan2. Archeologists have always 
been engaged to find out the origin and location of the first cores of Isfahan in order 
to find out the history of its earliest urban life. There are different hypotheses 
arguing different places as being the very first cores. What all these scientists have 
commonly agreed on is that Isfahan consisted of two satellite villages of 
Yahudiyyah and Jayy in the first Islamic century, i.e. mainly from the sixth-century 

                                                           

1 . Medes entered the northeastern Iran at the end of the 2nd millennium BCE, and settled in the lands of 
the Iranian Plateau, where came to be known as Media. 
For more information on Medes see: 
Dandamayev, M., & Medvedskaya, I. (2006, August 15). Media, ancient population region and kingdom 
in northwestern Iran. Encyclopaedia Iranica, Online Edition, available at www.iranicaonline.org. 
 
2 . Anzan or Anshan is an Elamite region in western Fars, where by the middle of the first millennium 
B.C. became the homeland of the Achaemenid Persians. 
For more information on Anzan see: 
Hansman, J. (1985, December 15). Anshan. Encyclopaedia Iranica, Online Edition, available at 
www.iranicaonline.org. 
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onwards. It is believed that these two villages had been located in a small distance of 
approximately two miles (Honarfar, 1965). These two villages developed and 
became the first urban cores of Isfahan. However, there are different beliefs about 
the exact dates, location and number of urban cores of Isfahan (Mehryar, 2007). 

Yahudiyyah which nowadays is identified with the Jubarah district was originally a 
Jews settlement. The exact time of the emergence of this Jewish colony is unknown. 
Netzer states that “the exiled Jews of Babylonia chose to settle in that area, which 
probably would mean during the first phase of the Achaemenian Empire [(ca. 550-
330 B.C.)]” (Netzer, 2007). On the other hand, “Ebn al-Faqīh (p. 261) states that 
“the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar first brought Jews to Isfahan from Jerusalem; 
and Šahristānihā ī Ērān 53 (Markwart, Ērānšahr, p. 21) attributes the founding of 
the Jewish community there to Yazdegerd I (r. 399-421), who did so at the request 
of his Jewish wife Sōšanduxt” (Hansman & EIr, 2006). However, the formal 
founding of Yahudiyyah town returns to the early Abbasid period (750-1258). 
Moreover, the small Jewish settlement during the Sassanid period (224-642) was 
later described as the larger of the two towns of Jayy and Yahudiyyah by the Arab 
writers (Hansman & EIr, 2006).  

The second core, Jayy is today identified with the village Shahrestan, which is 
located east of the contemporary city and on the north side of the Zayande-Rud 
River. It is said that at first, Isfahan was called Anzan, and it changed to Gaban. 
Afterward, during the Achaemenid Empire (ca. 550–330 B.C), changed to Gayy, 
and then, to Jayy (Honarfar, 1965). There are stories about how Jayy (or Gaba in the 
old historical notes) was built by a royal fiat. The Sasanian king, Firouz, son of 
Yazdegerd, ordered a physician to find a location for his new capital, in quest of a 
healthy climate. About the city of Jayy, Glombek (1974) says that “it was a typically 
Sasanian round city enclosing an area of 200 jaribs. It had defensive outer walls and 
an inner fortification (quhandiz). The diameter of the outer circle was a little more 
than 1 ¼ kilometer. There were 104 towers, making a tower at intervals of every 40 
to 50 meters. The outer walls had four gates located so that the sun rose and fell in 
the two northern ones in the summer solstice and in the two southern ones in the 
winter solstice”.  

Moreover, this area was on the intersection of the main trade and communication 
routes of the ancient times. It was a commercial center of the region, and the silk 
textile productions of this area were exported far to other regions. The commercial 
communication of this area with other districts played a crucial role in the survival 
and growth of Isfahan. In fact, comparing Isfahan to other Persian cities leads to the 
conclusion that despite many undesirable changes in the form of this city, Isfahan 



THE EMERGENCE OF ISFAHAN                                                                      61 

 

has been one of the most successful urban areas among the historic cities of Iran, 
having evolved as a lively and livable city since many centuries ago in spite of many 
periods of urban stagnation over the course of its history. 

At the time of the Arab-Muslim invasions in the mid-seventh century, the two cities 
of Jayy and Yahudiyyah were conquered. Arabs set their first mosque, as the symbol 
of victory and Islam, within the Jayy’s walls. However, Jayy was not a true urban 
area, but only “an archive and administration center” built upon a royal fiat, and also 
a refuge for the villagers who had fled from Yahudiyyah during the Arab invasions. 
They probably did not realize that from those two cities, Yahudiyyah had the main 
urban civilization (Golombek, 1974).   

 

 
 
Figure  3.1   The amalgamation and circumvallation period of Isfahan region. Source: 
(Golombek, 1974). 
 

3.3 Development over Centuries 

The early period of the history of Isfahan before the Safavid era (1501-1722) 
consists of a number of remaining monuments or literature resources from the Buyid 
(932-1055), Seljuq (1038-1194), Mongol (ca. 1220-1335) and Timurid (fourteenth-
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fifteenth centuries) ones. The lack of resources from those periods keeps our 
knowledge of the city form relatively limited. On the other hand, the severe physical 
transformations which took place during the modernization programs of the previous 
century made the situation even worse. Many historic monuments and urban 
elements were demolished in order to make the new roads or other modern facilities 
within the old part of the city. To give an example, the partly remaining city walls 
from the Buyid Period were destroyed during the contemporary urban renewal plans 
in the 1990s (Lockhart, 1958).  

Golombek (1974) identifies three phases of urban development from the early 

history of Isfahan to the contemporary era: “ Ι) late Sasanian-early Islamic (to 772): 

the satellite villages; ΙΙ) early Abbasid to Safavid: the amalgamated and eventually 

walled town; and ΙΙΙ) Safavid [(1501-1722)] to Qajar [(1779-1924)]: the 
metropolis”. According to her, the invasion of Arabs and following Isfahan’s 
occupation had not such a notable physical impact on the urban and rural areas, until 
one and a half centuries later when Abbasid dynasty came to power in the mid-
eighth century. By that time, different governments were set up for the Isfahan 
region. The satellite villages started to grow, amalgamated into the Yahudiyyah, 
while the Jayy core witnessed an urban decline. Mehryar (2007) believes that the 
city of Isfahan was originally the result of the amalgamation of fifteen villages. 
Several of those villages are nowadays identified as the inner city neighborhoods, 
while they have even maintained their original names. The next major physical 
development happened during the Buyids when Isfahan was walled. The exact date 
of the construction of the defensive wall and its citadel is unknown. However, 
“Muqaddasi, writing in 985, describes Isfahan as a walled city with twelve gates”. 
As soon as the city was limited to its surrounding walls, it was socially and 
physically divided to several mahalles (neighborhoods or quarters). It is believed 
that Isfahan, at first, consisted of four mahalles of Jubarah, Karan, Dardash and 
Kushk (Golombek, 1974). 

Isfahan was designated as one of the city capitals of the lands of the Great Seljuq by 
sultan Malik Shah I (1072 - 1092 CE), (The Cambridge history of Iran. Vol. 5, p. 
66-69). The Seljuq dynasty (1038-1194) developed the capital city insofar as 
Isfahan’s Seljuq period was a golden age for its urban development, and the art and 
architecture of the time reached its zenith (ArchNet, 2010). There are many precious 
monuments left from this period in Isfahan. Masjid Jame-Isfahan (the Great Mosque 
of Isfahan), which is labeled as the museum of Persian-Islamic architecture, was 
repaired and extended notably in this era. Although the establishment of Masjid 
Jameh returns to the early Abbasid period (750-1258), most of the annexes to the 
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main building of this mosque are indeed built during the Seljuq period (Grabar, 
1990). 

The main streets of the old Islamic cities were usually placed between mahalle, 
making the communication possible for the residents between the different quarters 
within the city. In Isfahan, like some other cities of the Islamic world, this main 
artery was a bazaar, starting from one gate, culminating to another gate of the city. 
However, bazaar was not the only artery. Other main arteries and lanes, starting 
from the city center going through mahalle and ending to the gates of the city wall, 
would function as the communication and traffic network of the old Isfahan. 
Moreover, every bazaar and mahalle and secondary lanes (kuchah) had their own 
walls (darband) and gates (darvazeh). Not only was this separation physically 
notable, but also it was a reason to the social segregation of the people within one 
city. In this regard, Golombek (1974) notes that this system of urban accesses can be 
interpreted “in a number of ways, as, for example, the great concern of a commercial 
society for security. But it can also be viewed as a commentary on the unusual 
accessibility of commercial enterprises, the tremendous movement of people and 
goods throughout the city”. Indeed, the physical form of cities could have great 
influence on the public life of theirs inhabitants. Therefore, the social urban life of 
the people who had been living in various urban textures was expressed relatively in 
various ways. The other point is that, swift urban transformations, not only affect the 
physical fabric of cities, but also could be crucial on defining the possible social 
interactions of their inhabitants. 

  



64                                       VESTIGES OF URBAN SPIRIT 

Figure  3.2   Three crucial 
stages of Isfahan’s physical 
transformation. Source: 
(Ardalan & Bakhtiar, 1979). 
 

In these schematic maps, three 
notable stages of the 
transformation of the main 
physical structure of Isfahan 
are shown.  
 

Top: the two urban cores of 
Isfahan in the 7th century. 
 

Middle: the expansion of the 
city of Isfahan during the 
Seljuq Dynasty, 12th century. 
 

Bottom: the expansion of 
Isfahan during the Safavid 
Dynasty in the 16th century. 
 

The physical transformation 
of Isfahan around its first city 
cores can be traced during one 
thousand years. The first two 
distinct cores connected to 
each other and made the main 
communication artery of the 
emerged city. This main 
communication artery became 
the city spine over centuries 
of the city’s life.  
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Figure  3.3   Qale Tabarak, the pre-
Safavid citadel, which was demolished in 
the previous century in order to make 
open spaces for modern streets and urban 
renewal plans. The photo shows the wall 
and the channel around the citadel. 
Source: (Lockhart, 1958).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure  3.4   The Google image shows the 
location of Qale Tabarak, as well as the 
Safavid main public square, Naqsh-e 
Jahan. The modern streets have deeply 
changed the socio-physical relations 
within the Isfahan’s old structure. 
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4 Safavid Structure of Isfahan: Communicative Urban 
Form 

 

4.1 Introduction  

This part of the research deals with the socio-physical communication of the main 
elements of the Isfahan’s urban structure during the Safavid era (1501-1722). 
Samples from the historical urban fabric of Isfahan illustrating the socio-physical 
interactions are discussed. The general characters of the urban fabric and urban form 
of this city are discussed through the prism of social relations as a basic architectural 
design concept.  

The salient purpose of this section is to explore how socio-spatial relations help to 
sustain and support the main structure of Isfahan, and whether the physical and 
social relations of the urban texture are actually of vital importance to revitalize the 
historic city of Isfahan and should be taken into account whenever a future urban 
design and planning program would be conceived for this city. 

 

4.2 Integrating Safavid Isfahan into the Old City 

Some believe that Isfahan had been one of the first settlements in the Iranian Plateau 
where the Aryans had chosen (Honarfar, 1965). Although there are various opinions 
about the genesis and evolution of this city in its earliest periods of formation, there 
is a consensus among scholars that Isfahan is formed by conjoining of the two 
primitive nuclei of Yahudiyyah and Jayy. Notwithstanding the historical background 
stated earlier, this section lays stress on the significant urban developments during a 
particular period of the city’s history. It discusses the urban planning and design 
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process of Isfahan during the Safavid era (1501-1722) through the lens of socio-
physical relations. 

Isfahan underwent a fundamental transformation in the Safavid era, nearly four 
hundred years ago, which granted the principal patterns of its later developments up 
to this time. It was, indeed, under the Safavids that Isfahan was transformed into one 
of the greatest capitals in the world of that time. The new developments happened in 
the south of the old city, extending the city towards the northern bank of the 
Zayande-Rud River. Chahar Bagh (four gardens) promenade, from north to south 
was established as one of the main axes for the city extension program. This north-
south artery has had a great influence on the city extension during the past centuries. 
Most the newly-constructed streets during the modern development of the city have 
been designed parallel or perpendicular to this artery. On the other hand, the 
Zayande-Rud River can be considered as the other main axis for the city, from west 
to east.  These two axes can be interpreted as the spine of growth of Isfahan over 
centuries. As Golombek claims “the landmarks that come to mind – the great 
Maydan-i Shah with its stage perpetually set, the elegant Chahar Bagh avenue, the 
graceful bridges slung across the Zayandah Rud – would make it appear as though 
the topography of Isfahan today […] is a Safavid one” (Golombek, 1974, p. 18).   

It was in 1598 that Shah Abbas I (1587-1629) officially shifted the capital of Safavid 
dynasty from the city of Qazvin to Isfahan. The previous capital cities of this 
dynasty were Tabriz (1501-1555/6) and Qazvin (1555/6-1598). The commencement 
of construction in Isfahan to make the city ready for the official transfer of the 
capital returns to several years beforehand, i.e. the years 1590/1. The construction 
includes Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan (Naqsh-e Jahan Square), the Qaysariyye Bazaar, 
the Ali Qapu Palace as a two-story gateway into gardens, and beginning of the 
Chahar Bagh Promenade and the Hezar Jarib (Thousand Acres) royal pleasance 
(Babaie, 2008). All the changes happened in such a short planned time that it is not 
vain to claim that Isfahan is one of the first cities which has been planned and 
extended based on a conscious urban design.  

Shah Abbas the Great (1587-1629) established the new city complex in the west and 
south-west of the old city. The new city was not designed to become a substitute for 
the old one, but instead, it was planned to join it, and extend the old fabric of the 
city. The new areas were completely in connection with the old fabric; and its life, 
especially in the first stages, was completely dependent on the old-established city. 
Although the premier purpose behind this urban development was to shift the capital 
to a new-built city, the brilliant planning consideration for this new capital prevents 
the old one from being pushed into oblivion. They were designed to benefit a mutual 
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support which led to the integrity of the old and new parts. About the urban 
development process of Isfahan, Babaie (2008) writes: 

“Although Isfahan was already well developed and quite prominent on the 
map of the medieval cities of Asia, the early modern Safavid refashioning of 
the city as the capital was not shaped by the same gradual integration of the 
new urban elements into the old fabric of the city as were, for example, 
Istanbul, Madrid, Paris, and London. Safavid Urban development was largely 
a matter of annexing medieval Isfahan to an entirely new city consisting of a 
freshly conceived assemblage of forms, functions, and meanings and 
absorbing and accommodating the city’s established resources, both human 
and material. Whereas in Istanbul or Paris the new, centralized imperial skin 
was grafted onto the old through the strategic positing of the monumental 
structures and the establishment of spatial or ceremonial linkages between the 
old and new functions and symbols, in Isfahan the integrity of the old city was 
left intact, while an entirely new city was partnered with it internally through 
the grand bazaar artery. Externally, the new Safavid city became the filter 
through which trade and diplomatic missions had to pass if they were to reach 
the marketplaces, caravanserais, mosques, and other points on interest in the 
old city. […] In Isfahan, the urban and palatine schemes issued forth as 
correlatives of a single, hegemonic conceptual and political agenda. Freshly 
conceived, on an unprecedented scale, the city of Isfahan grew according to a 
design wholly different from its medieval predecessor but still closely tied in 
to its urban roots. And in this grand scheme, the proximity of a city dweller to 
the royal household pivoted on the quotidian and perambulatory experience of 
the capital city in the way the urban design anticipated the social positioning 
of the noble owners of the mansions in the city” (pp. 99-101). 

 
Ardalan and Bakhtiar in their book, The Sense of Unity (1979), write that Shah 
Abbas the Great achieved his intention by the proper relations that he considered 
between the new and old parts of the city. They assert that these relations become 
feasible by the spatial considerations, and through the linear bazaar system. They 
argue: 

In the historic development of Isfahan, space is also conceptually 
noteworthy, as the city is the supreme example of positive space 
continuity. It had been created by Shah Abbas I a full five hundred 
years after the Seljuq Masjid-e Jami. It was built on upon land about 
two miles south of the old city. The square attracted growth towards it 
by tension and growth from it by extension. Through the spatial 
system of the bazaar, the old Seljuq square was linearly connected to 
this Safavid nodal space. Subsequent to the construction of the 
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Khawju Bridge by Shah Abbas II, the bazaar was extended from the 
new square to the Zayandah River, and this river-crossing created an 
important urban encounter point. The growth and change of the city 
was accomplished by linear extension of the city spine through the 
ordered system of positive space continuity (Ardalan & Bakhtiar, 
1979, p. 123).  

 

Although connecting the new city to the old one was accomplished by the physical 
form of bazaar, one must be aware of the social relations that were taking place 
through the bazaar. That is, it was not merely the physical entity of bazaar that could 
profoundly connect two parts of the city, but the social interactions within the bazaar 
were also a consequential basis for its success. In fact, the physical form of bazaar 
provided an unrivaled place where urban social interactions found their reasonable 
space to happen.  

 

4.3 Principal Elements of Isfahan’s Urban Structure 

While the urban integrity of the different elements of urban form comprises a unified 
totality, it is still possible to discuss its components separately. Approaching the 
research questions in this way will buttress our ensuing concerns about the internal 
socio-spatial communications between the different urban constructions.  

Below are the four principal elements of the urban form which can be considered as 
the “central design structure” 1 of the city form. That is, these together shape that 
part of the city which presents the city’s identity. This is the part which leads the 
topography of the city over time while it preserves the main initial characters. 

Those are: 

• Bazaar 
• Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan (the main public square of the city) 
• Chahar Bagh Promenade 
• Zayande-Rud River 

 

                                                           

1  - This concept is applied by Edmund Bacon in the book, Design of Cities (1976, pp. 33, 
249). Also, other pioneers in urban design such as Christopher Alexander have applied 
relevant designations. For more information see Theoretical Approach Section of the thesis.  
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This research is an attempt to describe why these four elements can be considered as 
the defining elements of the main urban structure. The socio-physical relation 
between these elements as well as other urban fabric components is the primary 
focus of the research. Notwithstanding difficulties, the author has tried to represent 
the significant effects of urban form on social communications and vice versa. In 
essence, the crux of the argument is how the urban form of a city can embody the 
social relations of people and their activities. 
 

4.4 Main Communication Artery 

In most of the historic cities of Iran, the bazaar axis enacts as the spine of the city 
fabric, and all the other complexes are in social and physical relation to this route. 
Most often, the bazaar begins from one of the city gates, and culminates in one of 
the other gates in another side of the city. Different public buildings such as 
mosques, inner-city caravanserai, madrasahs (schools), and hammams (bath houses) 
as well as the residential neighborhoods form along this axis. In fact, the complex of 
bazaar route and its adjoining elements is the main design structure of the historic 
Iranian cities in many cases. It spreads inside the city, extends its branches, each of 
which forms a separate neighborhood, and usually leads to the main mosque of the 
city, Masjid Jame (Friday Mosque). Most the social communications and public 
activities of the city take place along the bazaar and its branches. It is the main 
communication route while all the economic transactions as well as other social 
activities could take place there, too (Gaube & Wirth, Der Bazar von Isfahan, 1978). 
It provides the accessibility to most part of the city. It is a place for shopping and 
making social interactions. A major portion of the social and public life take place in 
this space. Meanwhile, according to the assumed functions, the physical form of 
bazaar undergoes different shapes, and incrementally adopts itself to the new 
demands (Floor, 2007). As Ardalan and Bakhtiar (1979, p. 97), write about the 
bazaar of Isfahan: “a strong movement under shade was created that stretched from 
the Khawju Bridge on the southeast to the northern gateway, encompassing, in its 
course, the primary commercial, religious, and governmental activities of the city.” 
All the different senses of hierarchy, unity, concentration, privacy and publicity, 
solitude and togetherness, mobility and immobility, connection and proportion, 
simplicity and complexity, and dimension and domain are implied in the complex of 
bazaar and its public spaces. According to them, bazaar is the primary movement 



THE EMERGENCE OF ISFAHAN                                                                     73 

 

 

system in the fabric of the city, while the residential pathways are the secondary and 
the Madi1 are the tertiary one.  

The crux of the argument is that Shah Abbas I planned a completely new core for his 
new capital not far away from the old city, but in a close functional connection to it. 
The mostly dome-roofed bazaar was the main artery from Jame Mosque of the old 
city to the new-established square of the new city for a distance of 2.5 km. This 
point best shows that the connection between the new city with the old one had been 
a major concern in planning the new areas. Many of the main functional facilities of 
the city are located along this bazaar. Although the first function of the bazaar is 
counted as a place for commercial events, the other social activities that happen 
along it should also absorb the city life to the new parts. One of the main aims of 
this planning was to manifest the great Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan, which is an 
outstanding example of a place with many highly complex and integrated functions. 
Hillenbrand (1999, p. 230) in, Islamic Art and Architecture, says “it [the expansion 
of Isfahan masterplan] is one of the most ambitious and novel schemes of town 
planning in Islamic history. This resulted in the famous maidan [public square], 
which, with its measurements of 512 * 159 m (1680 * 523 ft), is perhaps the largest 
piazza in the world.”  

Isfahan’s bazaar connected the old Seljuq city center to the new Safavid center. In 
the one end was the Seljuq Jame Mosque, the heart of the old city. In the other end 
of bazaar, Maydan-e Naqsh Jahan, as the new city center and the main public space 
of the Safavid Empire was built. Bazaar, not only physically, but also socially 
connected the newborn Safavid city to the old Seljuq city. Bazaar was not only a 
way for moving, but also a place for public social life, action and interaction 
between the two city centers. During the contemporary urban renewal plans, this 
character of bazaar was mainly ignored and a new-build street, Abd-Alrrazzaq, cut 
through the bazaar of Isfahan. This fact, not only physically, but also socially 
damaged the bazaar structure of the city.  

Bazaar in Isfahan, similar to those of other cities, was not a place only for 
commercial activities, but it also had a significant social-political role (Tavassoli, 
2002). In addition, most of the commercial laws applied for the bazaar activities 
were related to religious commands. From the physical point of view, a typical 
                                                           

1 - Water channels in Isfahan are called “Madi”. Those Madi have had great social and 
physical influence on the urban fabric of of Isfahan during the course of its evolution. 
However, their effect must be shrunk due to the modern water systems employed in the city. 
To address the historical and current socio-spatial effects of Madi on today’s Isfahan fabric, 
an in-depth research is necessary. 
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design of bazaar included one main thoroughfare in addition to several passageways. 
These passageways, passing through the city and locating neighborhood centers at 
their intersections, were the most notable communication routes within the 
integrated fabric of cities. People used to experience most of their social life in the 
bazaar as the main access route to all the public facilities such as mosques, hammam 
(bath house), madrasah (school), ab-anbar (cistern or water storage), and etc. 
(Tavassoli, 1983, p. 122). Indeed, in the complex of bazaar, including the public 
amenities, we witness a “spatial relationship between different interconnected 
elements with the bazaar lane” (Tavassoli, 2002, p. 59), and it is the main reason 
why bazaar is the spine of city fabric in the historic cities of Persia. In this respect, 
bazaar acts as a physical connection through which the social relation flows. From 
the physical form of bazaar one may posit that it is built only to be a physical 
connection between two parts of the city, while the social communications that take 
place in this vaulted artery portrays it not only as a “space of flows” but also as a 
“space of place” 1. Herein, a mutual support incrementally reaches its crescendo. 
That is, the physical form bolsters the social goals of a society. Meanwhile, the 
social communications happening through the place buttress the physical function of 
the bazaar. 

                                                           

1 - The concepts of “space of flows” and “space of place” are borrowed from Manuel Castells, in:  

Castells, M. (1989). The informational city: information technology, economic restructuring, and the 
urban-regional process. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. 
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Figure  4.1  
Map of Isfahan’s bazaar, as 
the main communication 
artery of the city in the 17th 
century.  
Source: (Gaube & Wirth, Der 
Bazar von Isfahan, 1978) 
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A- Isfahan Bazaar in the 11th century

 
B- Isfahan Bazaar in the late 14th 
century

 

C-  Isfahan Bazaar in the middle of 
17th century 
 

 
 

City center 

         :  City gate 
Proposed Gates 
 
Main artery 
Proposed artery 

             = = = =   City wall 
 

A proposed urban 
wall and a gateway 
onto the Chahar 
Bagh Promenade 

 
 
Figure  4.2   Growth of Isfahan Bazaar over ages from the eleventh century to the middle of 
the seventeenth century. Source: (Gaube & Wirth, Der Bazar von Isfahan, 1978, pp. 42,44,46) 
A gateway onto the Chahar Bagh Promenade from the southwestern corner of the harem at the 
end of a proposed urban wall is suggested by Babaie in: (Babaie, Isfahan and its palaces, 
2008, p. 75). 
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Figure  4.3   Isfahan, the proposed ancient city gates, and the main communication arteries of 
different periods. Source: (Gaube, 1979).  
 
 
 

 

4.5 Naqsh-e Jahan, Juxtaposition of Contradictions 

Maydan-e (piazza) Naqsh-e Jahan was designed as the heart of the new city. Four 
main buildings located on the four sides of this square present the essential concerns 
of the society in that time. The Shah Mosque (Masjed-e Shah) which is the new 
Friday Mosque of the city is the best evidence of Shah Abbas’s decision to move the 
city life to the new planned areas. In fact, Friday mosques count as the most 
important building in the Islamic cities. Any decision or proposed suggestion about 
this building should be made by the caliph, king or the delegated powers. Placing the 
new Friday mosque on the south side of the new square proves Shah Abbas’s desire 

   . “Ancient gates of Isfahan 
Bazar-i Majlisi 
Bazar-i Dasht 
West gate road 
South gate road 
 
 
Old bazaar 
Qal’ah citadel 
Friday mosque of Khushinan” 
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to attract the people of the city to the new zone. On the other hand, situating Shaykh 
Lotf-Allah1 Chapel-Mosque on the west side of Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan and 
directly opposite to Ali Qapu palace could imply the religious ideology of this 
dynasty for planning a new capital.  

Babaie (2008) in Isfahan and its Palaces, states that the Ali Qapu palace, which is 
extended in different stages, responds “to its function: from the public, 
martial/judiciary, to ceremonial, to private court leisure […] This multi-functional 
palace-gateway is most extraordinary for its location on the threshold between the 
public and royal domains of the city”. Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan, located in front of 
this palace, functions as the most important public space of the city, while 
Daulatkhane, the royal precinct of that time is separated from this public area of city 
with Ali Qapu palace. The most private zone, the royal abode lies just beyond the 
Ali Qapu, and it best exhibits the function of Ali Qapu as a gateway from the public 
zone to the private restricted royal zones. The juxtaposition of buildings with 
dissimilar functions across the width of Naqsh-e Jahan is an evidence for the Safavid 
attempts to expand the interactive social relations among the different social groups 
of the society, from the ordinary people of the city to the royal family. Also, two 
buildings of the Shaykh Lotf-Allah Mosque and the Ali Qapu Palace, on either side 
of Maydan and exactly in front of each other, clearly manifest the Safavid dynasty’s 
attachment to the religious affairs to show off their “otherworldly legitimacy” 
(Babaie, 2008, p. 90).  

                                                           

1 - Shaykh Lotf-Allah was the great religious leader of Isfahan. He was also the father-in-law 
of Shah Abbas the Great. This can best prove the religious base of this dynasty, and their 
attempt to tie their system of authority with Islam and Shi`ism. For more information about 
Shi’ism in Isfahan see: Jafarian, R. (1376). Pishine-ye Tashayyo Dar Isfahan (the Background 
of Shi`ism in Isfahan). Vaghf Miras Javidan , 19, 20, 18-31. 

 



 
 

 THE EMERGENCE OF ISFAHAN                                                                     79 

 

  

Figure  4.4   Isfahan, inside Shaykh Lotf-Allah Mosque, early 17th century (Photograph by 
Mia Bartulica, Printed by permission). 
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Figure  4.5    Isfahan, Royal Mosque, built in (1611-1638). Photograph from author’s 
collection. 

 
Figure  4.6  Isfahan, Shaykh Lotf-Allah Chapel-Mosque, built in (1602-1619). Photograph 
from author’s collection. 
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The fourth monument on the north side of the Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan is the 
Qaysariyye (Royal) Bazaar. This bazaar connects the new maydan to the older parts 
of the city and the old Friday Mosque. This bazaar acts as an important element for 
the life of the newly-established maydan, and facilitates the flow of not only the 
economic but also the social activities between the older Seljuq core of the city and 
the newly constructed Safavid maydan. The Qaysariyye bazaar is a communication 
artery of vital importance to the lives of both the old and new cores of the city. 
While it attracts the people and their social life to the new parts of the city, it 
prevents the old part from being left behind in the city’s fabric.  

As the city grew during the Safavid era, the Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan became the 
second main center of Isfahan, in addition to the first old center of the city. The 
spatial relations between the surrounding monuments of the Maydan-e Naqsh-e 
Jahan as well as their functional relations set this big square as a shining example of 
a public open space in the major cities. In fact, the social and political relations of 
that time were spatially and architecturally embodied around the Maydan-e Naqsh-e 
Jahan. Although the people’s public life style has changed completely, after four 
centuries, this square is still the main public space of Isfahan.  

 

4.6 Emergence of a Unique Urban Fabric  

The socio-spatial effect of bazaar on the holistic urban form of the cities of the 
Islamic world is such intensive that many scholars have employed the designation 
the city spine to refer the bazaar. Therefore, one way to exert considerable influence 
over the city fabric was to make the physical or social changes in the bazaar and the 
assemblage of its inter-connected buildings. This was the very approach that Safavid 
dynasty benefitted from to achieve their socio-spatial goals during the process of 
urban planning.  

Another solution from which the Safavids benefitted during the construction 
programs of the new capital was to establish the Chahar Bagh promenade, i.e. to 
define a main artery within the city except bazaar route. This act led to a kind of 
urban extension, and also a new kind of city texture, totally different from the 
integrated fabric of the Islamic cities of that time. In this way, no more did the 
Safavid Isfahan rely on the bazaar route to develop and extent the city, but on the 
Chahar Bagh Promenade. This avenue was also a link between the old city and the 
new parts of the city, which were mostly the royal precincts, as well as a planned 
housing project to settle the Armenian people of Julfa, in the south-west of the old 
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city. Regarding the considerable role of Chahar Bagh Promenade on the Safavid 
extensions of Isfahan, Babaie (2008) notes: “the new construction was anchored on a 
great public square and a boulevard. […] The Chahar Bagh avenue, a 4-kilometer-
long, verdant public promenade, served principally as an arterial link between the 
older northwestern neighborhoods of the city and its new residential quarters, 
developed north and south of the Zayande-Rud River and between the palaces 
located inside and outside the city” (p. 66). In addition, it connected the city to the 
Hezar Jarib (Thousand Acres) palace-garden on the foot of Sofeh Mountains.  The 
great number of these palace-garden areas in Isfahan’s suburbs leads to the point that 
some researchers consider this city as a predecessor of the “Garden Cities”1, 
originated as early as the 13th century (Haneda, 1996).  

While the bazaar had been always considered as the main artery in the fabric of 
cities in the Islamic World, here, the Chahar Bagh Promenade emerged not only as a 
main rival for the bazaar as the primary movement system of the city, but also as the 
spine of the new constructed fabric of the city. Ardalam and Bakhtiar (1979) 
describe that “the Chahar Bagh of Shah Abbas, commencing at the Allah Wardi 
Khan bridge on the south, may be viewed as a super pathway, lined with trees and 
containing water channels interspersed with fountains” (p. 100). In other words, 
while the bazaar was the spine of the integrated old city of the time, the Chahar 
Bagh promenade was the spine of the new urban extension of the Safavid era. 

  

                                                           

1 - Garden City is a term coined by Ebenezer Howard through his conceptual diagrams which 
later became the core of many new-town movements. His ideas were physically visualized by 
Raymond Unwin and Barry Parker in planning a new town in England in the early 20th 
century. For more information on Garden Cities see: 
Howard, Ebenezer (2003[1898]). To-morrow: a peaceful path to real reform. London: 
Routledge. 
Howard, Ebenezer (2010[1902]). Garden cities of to-morrow. New York: Classic Books 
International. 
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Figure  4.7   The central design structure of Isfahan’s urban fabric; axes of Bazaar, Chahar 
Bagh and the Zayande-Rud River. This structure should be considered as the core of any 
program which may influence the socio-spatial urban relations of Isfahan. 
Source: (Ardalan & Bakhtiar, 1979). 
  



84                                       VESTIGES OF URBAN SPIRIT 
 
 

4.7 Second Axis of Urban Structure 

Accessibility to the water has been always one of the most crucial concerns of cities. 
Providing water recourses, as well as water for daily consumption and agriculture, 
have been of vital importance to the history of civilization. This importance is more 
tangible and undeniable in the hot arid zones, where the complete dependence of the 
people on water resources is undeniable. 

The life of Isfahan, situated in the middle of the Iranian Plateau, is completely tied to 
the Zayande-Rud River, as a main source of water. Certainly, one of the main factors 
for the growth of this city, comparing to its neighbor cities, is the existence of this 
river (Gaube, 2008). It springs from the Zagros Mountains, goes to the east, 
traverses the city of Isfahan, and ends at the Gav-Khuni swamp. 

The significant point is the way that the water of this river is directed to the locations 
where it is needed. Several water channels in Isfahan traverse the city in different 
directions, bringing water to all the districts of the city (Montalbano, 2008, p. 708). 
Each of these channels, which are called Madi in Isfahan, branches off from the 
main stream of the Zayandah-Rud in its way before reaching to the city, and it will 
again join the river after traversing the city. There are many accounts of who and 
how has established these channels1. Whatever it may be, the influence of these 
channels on the patterns of human settlement in the city should be taken into 
consideration. In the hot, arid zones of Iran, water always has been one of the cores 
of the urban structure. Not only does it affect the city location as a whole, but also 
exerts influence on the way different residential zones take shape and create inter-
connections within the city. Comparing the city with an organic entity, or even with 
a human body, the residential system in addition to the channel system can be 
recognized as veins and nerves systems. In the same way, Ardalan & Bakhtiar 
(1979, p. 100) discuss: “Analogous to a leaf blade, the residential quarter is served 
by a disposition of ‘veins’ that sustain its tissue which, in return, regenerates the 
whole body”2.  

                                                           

1 - To read about the Madi in Isfahan see: 
Jaberi Ansari, M. H. (1942). Tarikh-e Isfahan va Rei va Hame-ye Jahan. Isfahan: Hossein Emadzadeh. 

2 - What should be mentioned here is that although it is possible to compare the “natural city” of Isfahan 
with the human body or any other organic entity, I do not intend to restrict the way one may think about 
the highly sophisticated socio-physical relations of a city to those examples. For more information, see: 
Alexander, C. (1965). A City is Not a Tree. Architectural Forum , 122 (1), 58-62. 
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Figure  4.8   Schematic map of Isfahan’s water channel (Madi) system. Source: (Ardalan & 
Bakhtiar, 1979).  
The river is supplemented with all those water channels, which have had great influence on 
the physical extension and transformation of the city during the course of its long history.  

 
On the other hand, it is the river that acts as an effective axis on the growth of 
Isfahan. As mentioned before, Isfahan extended its limits towards the north bank of 
the Zayande-Rud River as well as the other side of the river. The significant axis of 
Chahar Bagh, built in the Safavid era, intersected with the river, over the marvelous 
Si-o-Se Pol Bridge. In fact, the intersection of these two axes of expansion creates “a 
chahar bagh on the macro level of the city, dividing it into quadrants and in effect 
transporting the garden’s paradisiacal associations onto Isfahan, the city of paradise” 
(Babaie, 2008, p. 67). This “combined historic-natural axis” is the main structure 
that has led the urban growth of Isfahan during its past four centuries. The first axis 
consists of the Bazaar, Naqsh-e Jahan Square, Chahar Bagh Promenade, Si-o-se-pol 
Bridge, and Chahar Bagh Bala - which is the contemporary extension of the historic 
Chahar Bagh towards the south of Isfahan. The second yet natural axis is the 
Zayande-Rud River, which traverse Isfahan (with the length of about 10 km inside 
the city). Several historic bridges belong to different periods of history as well as 
several new ones cross this river inside the city zone. “The historic site (result of two 
historic and natural axes in perpendicular shape) is the only remaining work of an 
integrated planning and design scheme in the country's history that, in spite of 
mentioned negligence during the past three centuries, still possesses the potential of 
self-demonstration in the contemporary city! Monuments, buildings and spaces that 
constitute this complex might individually be losers in a competition with unique 
world Heritage properties, but are unrivaled in the world as an ensemble!” 
(UNESCO, 2009). 
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4.8 Physical Communication Denotes Social Relations  

At the turn of the seventeenth century, Shah Abbas the Great (1587-1629) 
transplanted the whole population of the city Julfa on the Araxes to the south west 
area of Isfahan. There are some hypotheses about the political and commercial 
reasons why Shah Abbas shifted these several thousand families from their 
hometown to his capital1. After a royal command, Shah Abbas granted a vast piece 
of land from the royal domains to this Christian Armenian community on the south 
bank of the Zayande-Rud River as well as the right to construct and rule their own 
town (Honarfar, 1965).  

The situation of the land that was chosen to settle this community needs 
consideration. Although the main purpose behind this selection returns to the royal 
decision based on proximity of the Armenians to the capital, the probable conflicts 
between them and the Muslim people of the city was not disregarded either. By 
casting a glance to the city map, it can be comprehended that this new town, 
populated by the immigrants, was not directly connected to the old city, but it had 
the royal gardens and palaces between. The Chahar Bagh Promenade, passing 
through royal precinct, was the main link between this area and the old city. 

The process of preparing this vast piece of agricultural land in order to forcibly 
transplant the population of several thousand families needs some pre-planned 
preparation. In his royal command, Shah Abbas ordered to build a great church as 
well as the other facilities within this district. This area can be considered as a small 
town connected to the capital city that was planned and built based on a 
governmental decision.   

 

4.9 Safavid World Outlook Transcends Urban Form Limitations  

One of the main elements of cities during the history of civilization, from the ancient 
Greek cities to the medieval and Renaissance cities, had been great walls around 
cities. The walls were erected to defend the city against the potential invasion of 
strangers not only in Asian regions but also in Europe (Morris, 1994). In the 
Renaissance era the city walls were the most influential element of the city form of 

                                                           

1 . For more information on the establishment of the New Julfa on the southwestern edge of Isfahan, see: 
Ghougassian, V. S. (1998). The emergence of the Armenian Diocese of New Julfa in the seventeenth 
century. Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press.  
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the time. The more the importance of a city, the more it had the defensive walls and 
castles. In Isfahan, we witness one outstanding exception of this rule that 
notwithstanding being a capital city, it was to some extent free from the city walls.  

Mostly the reason why the Safavid king refrained from constructing a wall around 
the city tied to his new ideologies based on the relation of the government with the 
society. The Maydan-e Naqsh-e Jahan, the best sample of their urban construction 
was defined through the close relation between the royal buildings of Ali Qapu and 
Shaykh Lotf-Allah Chapel-Mosque, and public places of Masjid-e Shah and the 
Qaysariyye Bazaar. It is obvious that in the capital city of a governor with such view 
towards the relation between the king and people, the city walls around the royal 
precinct or whole the city cannot be a matter of urban concern. Here, the urban form 
and physical emergence of the city were under the influence of the Safavid kings’ 
ideology, which was, in turn, based on their “Perso-Shi`i charisma” as well as their 
strong belief in divinely authority (Babaie, 2008, p. 82; Matthee, 1996). While many 
cities of not only this time, but also the next periods, limited themselves within the 
heavy walls, the Safavid city of Isfahan emerged as the city of rule without any 
periphery walls. As a whole, although Isfahan was a walled in city during the 
previous times1, no new periphery wall was constructed during Safavid dynasty, 
“though they made Isfahan their capital, for they did not need a wall as a symbol of 
their authority” (Haneda, 1996, p. 372). Babaie (2008) about the reasons why Shah 
Abbas did not construct a wall around the city of Isfahan notes: “that enclosing the 
city with walls was less than desirable, even inadvisable, in Safavid Isfahan is 
clearly indicated by the fact that of all the building works commenced by Shah 
Abbas and continued by his successors over the span of seventeenth century, not a 
single stretch of any defensive wall was freshly built, nor were any of the old ones 
repaired. […] An integrated urban design, in which the two pivotal spaces, the 
Maydan and the Chahar Bagh, were at once public and royal, accessible and 
restricted, demanded transcending the walled limitations of the Old City” (p. 82). 
The other point is that, while most of the great cities of the late medieval and early 
Renaissance, intensively bordered by the heavy periphery walls, had a compact and 
integrated fabric, the capital city of Isfahan had no difficulty to expand its realm to 
further areas. This aspect let the city develop with a different kind of fabric 

                                                           

1 - The Persian traveler Naser Khosrau, who visited Isfahan in 1052 (444 AH), described it as “a city 
located on a flat plain and with a delightful climate.” Furthermore, he says: “The city has a high, strong 
wall with gates, embrasures, and battlements all around. Inside the city are courses for running water, fine 
tall buildings, and a beautiful and large Friday mosque.” Cited from: Babaie, Sussan (2008). Isfahan and 
its palaces: statecraft, Shi”ism and the architecture of conviviality in early modern Iran. Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press. 
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comparing to the other cities of the Islamic world as well as European cities of that 
period. 

 

4.10 In Quest of Socio-spatial Communication 

According to some resources1 about the reasons why Shah Abbas I (1587-1629) 
shifted his capital to the city of Isfahan (official transfer in 1598), four main reasons 
can be discussed here. 

For the first reason, the strategic location of Isfahan in the center of Persia can be 
discussed. Shah Abbas’s will to have rapid access to different part of his realm, 
made him change the place of his capital to a more centered city.  Easy access to two 
rival Sunny empires of the ottomans in the west and the Uzbeks in the east as well as 
to the shores of Persian Gulf in the south of Iran was from the privileges of the 
strategic location of Isfahan. Not surprisingly, the appropriate distance of the capital 
to the mentioned neighbors could lead to a more secure region as well as better trade 
communications. 

As an obvious natural motive, Isfahan was chosen as the place of new capital due to 
its tempered climate. The Zayande-Rud River has had great influence on the city 
region of Isfahan, made it a fertile land in the middle of the desert. The potentiality 
of this fertile land to feed a huge population of the future capital was a very point in 
the core of attention. 

The third main reason that stirred Shah Abbas the Great to select Isfahan as the 
Safavid Capital traces back to the history of this city. This city had already 
experienced being the capital of Persia, inasmuch as it was designated “Dar Al-
Saltaneh” which means the king’s house (or royal residential town) during the pre-
Safavid era. Indeed, it was the very location where Shah Abbas could build his 
fabulous monuments to form his imaginary capital, which was given the sobriquet 
“oriental Versailles” (Gaube, 2008, p. 163). 

                                                           

1 - For more information see: 
Monshi, E.-B. (1350). Tarikh-e Alam Aray-e Abbasi. (I. Afshar, Ed.) Tehran: Amir Kabir. 
Olearius, A. (1669). The voyages & travels of the ambassadors sent by Frederick Duke of 
Holstein, to the great Duke of Muscovy, and the King of Persia (2nd ed.). (J. Davis, Trans.) 
London: John Starkey and Thomas Basset. 
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For the last and probably the most crucial reason, we should point to the political 
and religious structure of the Safavid dynasty on that period of time. As cited earlier, 
Safavid dynasty was the first Shi’i Empire not only in Persia, but also in the 
extensive realm of Islam. The will of Safavid dynasty to spread and replace the 
Shi’ism instead of Sunni beliefs did need appropriate bedrock to be successful. From 
the time of Mongol invasions in the thirteen century, there are the shi’ism as well as 
Sufi’ism tendencies in all over the Persia which provided a good ground for success 
of the Safavid dynasty to reach their aim. While the city of Qazvin, the previous 
Safavid capital, was fallen prey to a radical diversity in religious groups, Isfahan was 
benefiting from an integrated community with almost similar believes. That is, while 
all the mentioned compelling reasons can be significant on Shah Abbas’s decision to 
transfer his capital to a new city, his long quest for a land with the minimum social, 
political and religious discrepancies was of importance. In addition to all the other 
advantages, Isfahan was the best place for the Safavid king where he could reveal 
many new political and religious changes. All the physical changes which Isfahan’s 
fabric underwent during Safavids’ reign were the prerequisites to reach their 
ideological goals. 

The Safavid dynasty based the urban design of their new capital on s “Perso-Shi`i” 
thoughts (Babaie, 2008). The urban structure of the Safavid capital was a way of 
manifesting the legitimacy of their authority. In other words, they addressed the 
arduous task of transferring the capital city only to construct a new city which can be 
governed in accordance with their ideology. The physical form of this city was 
designed and built in order to carry out the ambitious of its founder. For planning 
and designing the new capital, the Safavid king laid stress on the crucial point that 
the social and physical relations are bound up together. In fact, the process of 
designing a new capital commenced, on the grounds that it can be culminated in the 
emergence of a unique urban fabric in conformity with social communications. 
Notwithstanding many difficulties of an interdisciplinary research, the first stage to 
conduct an urban research on Isfahan is to understand the socio-spatial relations 
within the city fabric which has been the first concept behind the urban design 
process of this city in the Safavid era.   

Today, by the same token, the socio-physical relations between the different urban 
components of the city are of vital importance to revitalize the historic fabric of this 
city. Not only the isolated remaining buildings of that time, but also the physical 
relations between them need particular attention when a future urban planning and 
design strategy would be conceived for Isfahan. 

 



90                                       VESTIGES OF URBAN SPIRIT 
 
 

4.11 Years of Isfahan’s Stagnation 

With the invasion of Afghan hordes in 1722, the Safavid dynasty collapsed and 
Isfahan experienced years of urban stagnation over the course of its history under the 
Afghan occupation. Isfahan lost its significant role, and was never again chosen as 
the capital city of Iran. In fact, from the fall of the Safavids in 1722 to the Qajar era 
(1779-1924), little physical changes occurred in the Isfahan’s urban fabric, and the 
city, by and large, encountered a period of decline. Isfahan lost most of its 
population, and its urban life faded away from many districts, particularly from the 
new neighborhoods which were built during the Safavid era (Jaberi Ansari, 1942).  

By the late eighteenth century, the Qajars came to power and gained control over 
Iran. During the Qajar period, the traditional architecture styles of Iran became 
further acquainted with Western styles. As a consequence, a new architecture style 
was born, which was a complex of the traditional architecture styles of Iran with 
Western styles of that time1. Many of the remaining buildings from the late Qajar are 
built in this mixed style of architecture. Unfortunately, in the later decades, this new-
born style of architecture, which was the integration of the different traditional 
vernacular as well as Western architectural styles, faded away in favor of the latter. 
In other words, while the first attempts were taken to nationalize the new-imported 
foreign styles of architecture, in the late Qajar and more rigorously in the Pahlavi 
period, the predominant style of Iranian architecture was a kind of weak imitation of 
Western styles, without any respect to the vernacular and traditional values.  

Therefore, Isfahan as an especially important provincial center witnessed the very 
first steps towards modernization programs of Iran during the Qajar era, and later in 
the Pahlavi period (1925-1979). Notwithstanding many changes in the urban fabric 
of Isfahan in the Qajar period, the main urban structure of the city did not undergo 
any significant transformation. 

                                                           

1 . The emerged architecture style of this period is named “Tehran Style” by some researchers. See: 
Habibi, M. (2004). Az shar ta shahr (De la cité à la ville). Tehran: University of Tehran. 
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Figure  4.9   Isfahan old fabric. This map shows the city of Isfahan in 1919, before 
being cut through by new straight streets during modernization plans. The old fabric 
of different neighborhoods, as well as Chahar Bagh structure, which was flanked by 
the royal gardens, were completely changed after the implementation of renewal 
plans. Source: (Cantacuzino, 1976). 
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5 Making Isfahan Modern 

In the beginning of the twentieth century and during the Pahlavi period (1925-79), 
the cities of Iran encountered significant transformations. Population growth and 
rapid urbanization as well as new programs for modernization and industrialization 
of the country were of the most influential factors on the city forms during that era. 
Also, the rapid social and economic changes of this period had their impact on the 
Iranian societies as well. In addition, some of the large cities of Iran underwent 
major bureaucratic reforms during the modernization programs of the 1930s 
(Borjian, 2007). 

 

5.1 The Pahlavi Period (1925-79) 

With the emergence of cars and motorized transportation in the urban life of cities 
on the one hand, and the rapid growth of population on the other hand, the cities of 
Iran were faced with many social and physical problems. The integrated old fabric 
of cities could not cope with the new means of communication.  At that time, the 
historic structures of cities were in stark contrast with the modern physical needs of 
their society. The ubiquitous crossed streets turned out to be the salvation of the 
emerged urban problems of that era. Therefore, the historic urban fabrics of cities 
were torn asunder by wide streets which were planned in order to respond to the 
increasing car usage. Similar urban renewal strategies were experienced by most of 
the cities of Iran.   

Isfahan underwent one of its most significant socio-spatial transformations during 
the Pahlavi Period. While the Safavid urban transformation is considered as a 
successful urban development process in the history of Isfahan, there are strong 
criticisms on the urban renewal programs of the Pahlavi period. 
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The urban growth of Isfahan, akin to many historic cities, was the outcome of a 
process over centuries. In the beginning of the 20th century, many road building 
plans in addition to the Comprehensive Master Plans of the mid-century, 
transformed the city form of Isfahan. Although these plans were executed as a 
temporal cure for the illness of the city at that time, they caused many future 
problems within the physical as well as the social context of the city (Karimi & 
Motamed, 2003). In fact, the new network of streets established a new way of 
communication especially in order to respond to the needs of vehicular traffic. 
However, it forgot the urban fabric’s integrity which was developed during the 
centuries of evolution. The new imposed network devastated the main historic urban 
structure and established a completely different fabric in which many historic values 
were ignored. By comparing Isfahan’s maps of before and after the contemporary 
urban renewal programs, one can easily notice the physical differences between 
those two periods. The important point is that these transformations occurred only in 
space of a few decades. In other words, while the physical form of the city 
encountered dramatic changes, the social context of the city had not enough time to 
adapt itself to the implemented physical transformations. Here is the very beginning 
point of conflicts between the physical and social changes. On the other hand, not 
only did the new roads devastate the physical integrity of different city 
neighborhoods or mahalles, but also they damaged the social communications that 
were embedded in this fabric.  

There is no doubt that these new networks established a new kind of communication 
within the urban fabric of cities. What can be criticized is the fact that how much 
this new-established communication, from the socio-spatial point of view, was in 
harmony with the main urban structure of the city, which has been the result of its 
evolution during many centuries. What this research wants to put stress on is that the 
contemporary physical changes could take place in other fashions as well. That is, 
they could support the historic structure of the city meanwhile. In actual fact, it was 
the very lesson that could be achieved from the previous main urban development 
plan of Isfahan. As mentioned before, during the Safavid period, Isfahan witnessed a 
great physical transformation in order to make the city ready as the capital. New 
parts were built and connected to the old city. However, the new constructions were 
in complete accordance with the historic main structure of the city. They did support 
each other and accelerated the growth and livability of the city.  
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Figure  5.1   The Master Plan of 1968. Source: (Carruthers, 1984). 
A new pattern of rectangular streets is superimposed on the old fabric of the city, regardless to 
the physical wholeness of the urban structure. Although this plan is not completely 
implemented yet, it seems that this rectangular network of streets is the actual goal of urban 
planners. Is it not, indeed, an aim to replace the “space of places” with merely conduits for 
traffic? Also, not only did the new grid damage the integrity of the physical structure, it also 
demolished the social communication which was supplemented by the physical form. But, can 
the social relations be transformed as fast as the physical form within merely a few years?  
 

 

5.2 The Socio-spatial Impact of Road Building Programs 

The first signs of rapid modernization in the cities of Iran emerged with the modern 
road building plans in the beginning of the 1920s. This urban planning movement 
was put into agenda in order to make the traditional cities of Iran ready for the 
modern changes which were happening in the world. Integrating the motorized 
transportation into the urban life of people called for a physical and spatial change in 
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the urban fabric of cities. These transformations were being continued by the 
implementation of the new master plans, beginning from between the 1950s-60s. 
The final result of most urban renewal strategies in Iran was the superimposition of a 
rectangular network of avenues on the historic textures. (Karimi & Motamed, 2003) 
The new network not only changed the physical shape of the cities, but also 
manipulated the social communications of the older patterns. The social 
communications of the historic neighborhood structure was replaced with the new 
social interactions that could never perform well in the previous fabric, especially in 
the first decades after the implementation of the modern urban renewal programs.  

The Haussmann’s (1809-1891) Paris and the boulevards that carved the visage of 
historic Paris in the second half of the nineteenth century can be considered as one 
of the first models of urban modernization in the history of urban design. His work 
was praised by planners all over the world and many cities, in the west and north of 
Europe, North America and many cities of Asia and the Middle East met the same 
fate in way of modernization. It was only after a century, when the voice of criticism 
against the Modern architecture and urbanism came up, that the undesirable effects 
of his plans on the social life of people were discussed. The main purpose behind the 
establishment of those boulevards was to provide Napoleon’s troops with rapid and 
easy access to the areas of potential unrest activities in Paris. However, there are 
other opinions about other potential effects of those boulevards on the urban life of 
Paris. It is believed that they opened up a new form of public space in which many 
new urban activities could happen. Indeed, the city of Paris witnessed a new kind of 
social communication between the different people of society. Most the boulevards 
crossed the very dense neighborhoods of the city, and faced the middle and upper 
classes with the reality and difficulty of working class lives (Berman, 1982). But, in 
reality, how can these probable advantages be evaluated comparing to the 
disadvantages of those urban strategies? 

Iran was also one of the countries of the Middle East which followed the 
Haussmann’s pattern to modernize its urban fabrics in the early twentieth century. 
Almost the same map was executed on all the large cities of Iran. The wide streets 
which cut through the cities without any regard to the historic texture of the context 
became a prologue to the strict urban renewal programs of the time. These 
transformations made the cities ready for the entrance of the automobile into the 
urban life of people. But the socio-spatial integrity of the historic cities, which was 
taken form over centuries of evolution, was mostly neglected by those urban 
programs. However, it was not a mistake merely happening in the historic cities of 
Iran, but it was almost a universal problem for many urban renewal programs. 
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Figure  5.2   Top: Isfahan, surrounding old fabric of Masjid Jame (Friday Mosque), the photo 
shows one of the first straight streets that cut through the historic texture. Source: (Schmidt, 
1940). Bottom: the Google image, retrieved in 2010, shows that after more than half-century, 
not only has this urban renewal strategy not changed, but also new streets are established in 
the same area. 
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Figure  5.3   Top: Isfahan, 1966, an uncompleted new street in the historic zone, it shows how 
the old constructions were demolished to make open space for a new road. 
Bottom: Isfahan, the Google Image, retrieved in 2010. 
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Figure  5.4   Isfahan, 1966, and the Google image, retrieved in 2010. Samples of new streets 
in the old fabric. The north-south street in the middle is Lower-Chahar Bagh (Chahar Bagh-
Paein).  
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Figure  5.5   Isfahan, 1966, and the Google image retrieved in 2010, Qale Tabarak, the old 
core of the city, which is not remained anymore. By comparison of these two maps, one can 
see how new streets have superimposed onto the old fabric 
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Figure  5.6   Isfahan, 1966, and the Google image retrieved in 2010. A very new highway, 
which is established in the previous recent years. Following the same urban strategies of the 
1930s and later for making new streets. 
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Figure  5.7   Isfahan, 1956, and the Google image retrieved in 2010.
the physical transformation of a historic 
Khawju bridge. 
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Google image retrieved in 2010. These two images show 
a historic area of the city during a few decades, around the 
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Figure  5.8   Isfahan, 1956, and the Google image retrieved in 2010. Still the same urban 
strategy within one of the historic zones of the city, near the Si-o-Se-Pol bridge. The new 
image shows how people’s houses and other buildings are demolished to make open space for 
a new street. 
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Figure  5.9   Isfahan, east of the city, 1956, and the Google image retrieved in 2010. Within a 
few decades, the physical characters of this area are completely changed. 
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Figure  5.10  Top: Isfahan, 1971, the Comprehensive Master Plan, by Organic Consulting 
Engineers. A proposed highway through the compact residential areas. 
Bottom: Isfahan, Google image retrieved in 2010.  
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Figure  5.11   Top: Isfahan, 1971, the Comprehensive Master Plan, by Organic Consulting 
Engineers  
Bottom, Isfahan, the Google image retrieved in 2010. The east-west street, above the map, 
was constructed during the first urban renewal programs decades ago, and still, the city 
texture witnesses the demolition of people’s houses to make a new street, following the same 
strategy. 
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5.3 Haussmanization of Isfahan  

With constructing wide straight boulevards, Baron Haussmann (1809-1891) 
completely transformed the old fabric of Paris to a new city form. Those long 
boulevards were mostly drawn with the intention to connect the crucial socio-spatial 
nodes of the city to each other. Interestingly, more than two centuries earlier than 
Haussmann’s urban programs in Paris, Safavid Isfahan (1501-1722) had witnessed 
the implementation of almost the same urban design strategy to achieve its pre-
planned political-social goals. Bazaar as a long vaulted artery and Chahar Bagh 
promenade as a wide boulevard flanked by the royal gardens were two main 
communication arteries that physically and socially connected the urban life of the 
old city to the new one. As a comparison, in both the cities of Isfahan and Paris, the 
major urban transformations were following the political aims. In Isfahan the city 
was being prepared to serve as the new capital of Safavid lands, and Paris was 
transformed to function as a more tractable capital. However, while Isfahan’s 
transformation led to the emergence of an urban structure from which the city 
continued its socio-spatial growth over centuries, there have been criticisms of the 
Haussmann’s strategy for the old fabric of Paris.   

Given the social functions, the bazaar and Chahar Bagh promenade would play a 
more significant role in the urban pattern of the Isfahan’s Safavid fabric. Their 
importance was also stressed by the physical characters. In the first map of Isfahan 
by Sultan Seyyed Reza-Khan in the 1920s, one can easily trace the outstanding 
physical importance of some urban elements comparing to the rest of the city. 
Therein, the axes of bazaar and Chahar Bagh as well as the natural axis of the 
Zayande-Rud River define the main structure of the city. This structure was the 
“orientation point for much of the later work” during four centuries and could have 
been kept and buttressed even in the contemporary era (Bacon, 1976, p. 107). 
Considering the characteristics of the historic fabric of Isfahan, the contemporary 
transformations could follow the historic pattern. In other words, it was possible to 
pursue and reach great urban renewal goals without destroying the existing fabric. 
Indeed, the historic pattern of the city and its integrity and wholeness could be a 
lesson for the modern urban planners.  

After the first road building programs in Isfahan, the implementation of the urban 
renewal plans continued with the Master Plans, under the country’s Third National 
Development Plan (1962-68). At that time, the new rectangular pattern of Isfahan 
emerged, and made this era as the first wave of nostalgia for the Isfahan’s evolution 
history. 
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In the modern urban plans of Isfahan, all the proposed streets had relatively the same 
socio-spatial value in the fabric. The new roads, ignoring the integrity of urban 
fabric in many districts, have cut through the old parts and have extended the city 
area into suburbs. The centrality of maydan and bazaar, as the heart of the historic 
city, has faded away and replaced with a pattern of straight streets directing outward 
the city core. The modern shape of the city was drawn as a rectangular grid of the 
similar streets.  

The city structure of Isfahan, by and large, in the Safavid era was shaped in a linear 
form. The spine of the city, bazaar, had connected the old parts of the city to the new 
parts while most of the urban facilities and public places were located along this 
communication artery. Bazaar not only had the communication task within the city 
fabric, but it also would provide enough space for private and public urban activities. 

The most important holistic change in the Isfahan’s texture was the transformation 
of the linear form of the main structure to a rectangular network of streets with 
almost the same physical emphasis. However, although almost the same amount of 
stress had been put on most of the new-established streets, some of them found more 
important urban roles during the ongoing physical transformations. 

Herein, several notable physical changes which took place during the contemporary 
urban transformations of Isfahan, comparing to the Safavid Isfahan, are discussed.  
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Figure  5.12   Isfahan map, 1923, by Sultan Seyyed Reza-Khan, the first modern map of 
Isfahan. In this map, the city has still kept its historic fabric. The main historic structure can 
be noticed, and the modern streets have not invaded the city structure yet. 
 

 

5.4 Swift Transformation of the Main Structure  

People’s ordinary social communication within the historic fabric of Isfahan used to 
occur through the bazaar artery and its branches, main thoroughfares and narrow 
lanes. Bazaar was the main communication artery in which other social activities 
could occur. Different secondary passages branch off from bazaar each of which 
usually defines a neighborhood. The physical hierarchy communication pattern of 
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old fabrics is the significant character of the urban structure of most cities in Iran. 
The physical width and shape of the passages are in complete accordance with the 
social function they carry. Not only from the physical point of view, but also the 
different social and urban activities were situated in the accurate place within the 
fabric; a continuous communication between the form and the function. One could 
easily feel the integrity of urban fabric passing through this communicative pattern.   

Herein, the main artery of bazaar can be considered as the spine of the city fabric. 
This spine acted as the main line of growth for the city which led the further and 
future additional constructions. All the development of the city happened along and 
connected to this spine. In this respect, it is possible to declare that the urban growth 
of Isfahan was following a kind of linear growth along bazaar axis, while the 
modern straight streets superimposed a grid pattern onto the urban fabric. 

One of the ghastly mistakes of the contemporary urban renewal programs of Isfahan, 
similar to other cities of Iran, was the devastation of the historic patterns. It was an 
urban structure, left from centuries of evolution, which turned asunder merely during 
the course of a few decades. It was during those urban programs that the physical 
hierarchical communication structure of cities was replaced with a wide-spread grid 
of similar streets, and became the departure point for many future socio-spatial 
discrepancies between the old and the new. 

There is much written about the physical transformations of Pahlavi period, but what 
is sunk into oblivion is to investigate the social impact resulted from those physical 
changes. In fact, the social transformations which followed the spatial changes, 
exerted considerable influence on the urban life of cities, since the people’s life is to 
a large extent hinged upon the spatial characters of the built environment. 

The boulevard building plans and its superimposition onto the medieval cities were 
influential urban strategies of the nineteen century. Mostly, those boulevards were 
constructed through the dense residential areas and made the inhabitants leave their 
homes. This urban strategy was continued even to the 1950s in many cities of the 
world. Apart from the physical transformation of cities, boulevards open up new 
urban public spaces in the cities. Not only did those spaces make the cities ready for 
the vehicular traffic, but also caused many new social encounters among different 
classes of people in the city.  

Making straight boulevards within the old fabric of Isfahan was defined as one of 
the integrated components of the modern urban renewal programs. On the one hand, 
those renewal programs destroyed the neighborhood pattern of the city, which had 
been surviving for centuries, as well as demolishing the socio-spatial 
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communications of the urban form. On the other hand, and from a completely 
different standpoint, they made the access of the city’s population possible to the 
whole city and all the neighborhoods. The cluster of isolated neighborhoods was 
replaced with “a unified physical and human space” (Berman, p. 151). Berman states 
that “Haussmann’s boulevards [in Paris] transform the exotic into the immediate; the 
misery that was once a mystery is now a fact…. [and] the physical and social 
transformations that drove the poor out of sight now bring them back directly into 
everyone’s line of vision. […] The boulevards, blasting great holes thought the 
poorest neighborhoods, enable the poor to walk through the holes and out of their 
ravaged neighborhoods, to discover for the first time what the rest of their city and 
the rest of life is like” (p. 153). However, there has been criticism of the 
Haussmann’s boulevards by some urban planners who consider other aspects of 
urban life than merely the physical concerns. Given the similarities and differences 
of eastern and western cities, one could also add the fact that after imposing the 
modern communication pattern on the historic cities of Iran, the urban privacy, 
which was the result of the socio-physical hierarchy in the urban form of cities, was 
displaced by urban openness for all people. In the historic fabric, there were spatial 
characters as prevention signs to strangers to enter a semi-private urban area, while 
the contemporary streets let anyone wander anywhere within the city. For a society 
with a great regard to the privacy of life, this modern pattern of streets made many 
social problems.  

To sum up, the function of bazaar and maydan as the main public spaces of the city 
faded away. The grid of modern streets attracted most of the urban activities, while a 
new pattern of urban growth stood in marked contrast to the gradual process of 
urban growth.  

 

5.5 Industrialization and Isfahan’s Fabric 

Isfahan, like many other cities of the Middle East such as Istanbul, Cairo and 
Damascus, has been associated as the center of manufacturing, service industries and 
commerce during the history. However, in the contemporary era, industry and 
manufacturing could not keep up the pace in those cities and remained undeveloped 
(Bowen-Jones, 1981). That it, the industrial city, which has been one of the 
characteristics of the new Western cities, never emerged in the Eastern countries 
during the Industrial Revolution period.   
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In the beginning of the Pahlavi Period, apart from the social and economic 
modernization programs, a number of physical plans were performed to transform 
the old-looking layout of the main cities of Iran. In this respect, the south part of the 
Zayande-Rud River was designated as the industrial suburb for the textile factories 
in Isfahan. Indeed, this area was the location of the royal gardens during the Safavid 
period. By the end of the Reza Shah’s reign in 1941, there were more than ten big 
textile factories in this district of Isfahan which were established with the help of 
German experts. The notable number of their employees, considering the total 
number of Isfahan’s inhabitants, can show their significant social role in the urban 
life. 

Here, it is well worth pointing to the fate of those textile factories in the south part of 
the Zayande-Rud River. Most of those factories, due to the different reasons such as 
being so old, had been left empty for many years. A few years ago, there were some 
debates on what should be done with them. There were some proposals to preserve 
the buildings of those factories as the symbols of industrialization programs of the 
country. Also, it was proposed to preserve the valuable factory sites and use their 
extra lands to establish a new cultural city center. The point is that the site of those 
factories had been located in an area of the city that had potentiality for such kind of 
public facilities. However, the economic potentiality of the factories’ sites finally 
conceived the land owners to demolish the precious buildings of those historic 
factories, and instead, construct residential and commercial buildings which have no 
architectural value within the urban structure of Isfahan (Karimi & Motamed, 2003). 
The dramatic transformation of this area happened just in a few years, while the 
chance to transform this site to a valuable urban element was missed. 
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Figure  5.13    Isfahan, the sites of the first textile factories. Photographs from author’s 
collection, 2010. 
 

 

Figure  5.14   Isfahan, the sites of the first textile factories. The outstanding location of the 
textile factories was an ideal opportunity to transform it to an urban facility to support the 
historic urban structure of Isfahan. Unfortunately, the economic profit of the lands, made 
another fate for them. All the area, changed to the residential/commercial buildings which are 
of no architectural or cultural values. Photographs from author’s collection, 2010. 
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During the 1950s, the oil-dependent economic boom triggered many socio-physical 
transformations within the large cities of Iran. Isfahan witnessed a rapid expansion 
of its industrial potentialities. This made Isfahan one of the industrial centers of the 
country, and caused by itself a rapid physical and social transformation of the city, 
comparing to other cities of Iran in this period. Extension of the textile industry, 
establishment of other industrial major companies such as Isfahan Steel Co. and 
Sepahan Cement Co., construction of pipeline water and sewage system and being 
connected to the national gas network were the major steps towards making Isfahan 
the industrial center of the country. Growth of the city borders towards its previous 
suburbs was accompanied with constructing several new bridges over the river to 
connect the old north side of the city to the south part, more than before. A large 
population was absorbed as the workers of those factories, mostly from small 
deprived villages of Isfahan province as well as other districts of the country 
(Borjian, 2007). Several satellite towns were planned and established to house the 
surplus population of the city of Isfahan, some of which still suffer from social and 
urban problems. 

The sudden industrial growth of Isfahan, like a few more large cities of Iran, 
dramatically changed the relation of those cities to their neighbor cities and towns. 
The city became an attractive place to find a job and make more money. Many 
people left their own homes in villages and small cities, and adventured towards 
living in big cities. However, the cities could not respond to the urban needs of 
arrivals. Many of them could not find a proper job and had to do very low-paid jobs 
in order to survive in the city. Finally, the high costs of cities made them move from 
cities to the suburban areas, where they could make their homes with cheap 
materials on illegal grounds and without any principle or regulation. Just in a few 
years, a large number of slum areas were emerged around the large cities of Iran and 
faced them with social, economic and spatial problems for many years. 

  

5.6 Newborn Public Places 

Once every single public activity had its particular place, nowadays, most urban 
activities of today’s cities can occur on the streets. The inextricable connection 
between streets and the city life has given a new character to the contemporary 
streets.  

To give an example, the function of urban public elements of the historic Isfahan 
such as maydans, mosques, hosseiniehs and takiehs faded away to today’s 
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predominant urban element of streets. Thus, the social function of the street in 
harmony with its new physical emergence bolsters its eminent role in the city life. 
Today, it is completely close to mind if one considers the city streets as the skeleton 
of urban fabric; while it was bazaar’s role in the cities of Iran over many centuries. 
Therefore, it is not merely a physical transformation, but a deep social 
transformation which is implanted in the physical form. By the shift of bazaar, 
maydan and other old urban public places’ function to the new streets, the social 
communications between the bazaar and other urban elements replaced with new 
communications between streets and city components. While the physical 
transformation of bazaar and streets took place only in a few decades, the 
transformation of their social communications which had roots in the long-standing 
cultural history of people could not catch up. It was one of the first conflicts between 
the physical and social relations of the city elements which mainly emerged after the 
urban renewal plans of 1930s.  

  

5.7 New Body, New Spine 

During the Safavid era (1501-1722) and mostly over its ensuing centuries, the urban 
growth of Isfahan was mainly directed to the south and south-west of the historic 
core. The surrounding areas of Chahar Bagh promenade, which were planned and 
constructed during the Safavid era so as to be an access-way to the royal palaces and 
gardens, had the potential for the future growth of Isfahan.  

By the modernization programs of Isfahan during the Pahlavi era (1925-1979), the 
swift road-building plans commenced and were followed up with few 
Comprehensive Master Plans. During those transformations, the Safavid role of 
Chahar Bagh as a royal promenade to access the royal palaces and gardens 
completely changed to a new commercial center for the new city. The surrounding 
open fabric of Chahar Bagh was replaced with a dense commercial and residential 
texture. The Chahar Bagh axis was emphasized with its linear growth towards south 
of the city, on the other side of the Zayande-Rud River. As the historic commercial 
city center, the bazaar gradually gave its place to the modern street of Chahar Bagh. 
In fact, it was a prologue to the further socio-spatial isolation of the old city center. 
The ensuing urban plans portrayed the culmination of the bazaar’s central role in the 
people’s life over centuries. 

Chahar Bagh could not maintain its predominant role as the new city center while 
the burgeoning city started to expand its branches along its new streets towards all 
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the directions. Thus, the modern Isfahan, different from its ancestor, had no distinct 
city center. The emerged urban structure was not formed of a single linear bazaar 
axis, but of a network of streets. 

The bazaar as the spine of the city fabric was supported by many public urban 
facilities of the day, such as caravanserais, mosques, madrasahs, takiehs, baths and 
etc. Those public activities, which used to take place along the bazaar, has 
significant role in supporting the bazaar’s function, not only as the main city artery, 
but as the main public space of the city. If the social activities of bazaar are 
eliminated from it, its physical entity cannot any longer survive as the city’s spine. It 
was mainly what happened to bazaars and the historic city centers in Iran, during the 
urban renewal programs of the early twentieth century. 

The physical division of many cities of Iran was based on the neighborhood system. 
For instance, the old city of Isfahan had been divided into a number of mahalles, 
many of which have remained thus far. In some cases, mahalles had been villages 
near the city core, and after a period of time, they amalgamated to the city and 
formed the city neighborhoods, while they have kept their ancient names (Mehryar, 
2007). Depending on the social, economic and natural circumstances, this physical 
pattern of urban division was different from one city to another. Usually the city was 
divided into several neighborhoods or mahalle, each of which had its own public 
amenities responding to the needs of its citizens.  The situation of the public 
amenities of each residential quarter (mahalle) was mainly depended on the 
population and the physical extent of that neighborhood. Those urban amenities 
were usually financially supported as waqf 1 endowments by the social, political and 
economic elite who used to live in the same neighborhood. Those monuments and 
buildings were often named after their sponsors.  

The division of the city into different neighborhoods was not merely a physical 
aspect, but the social communication of the people of the city was intensely under 
the influence of the physical separation. Different mahalles belong to different social 
classes which could encourage a system of social stratification. However, each 
mahalle could be further subdivided into smaller groups. Mahalles were acting as a 
kind of identity within the city for its citizens. In some cities, neighborhoods had 
been enclosed by the city walls, while each of them had its own entrance. In the old 
Isfahan “a wall comprising several gates encircled the city in such a way that the 

                                                           

1 - For more information on waqf during the Safavid era, see: 
Ahmadi, N. (2002). Nahad-e Waqf:degargouni-ha va karkard-haye farhangi-mazhabi-e an dar asr-e 
Safavi. Tehran: PhD dissertation, Alzahra University. 
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Maydan-e Kohne fell approximately as its center. Between the urban center and the 
peripheral walls lay the residential quarters, or mahalles, that subdivided the city 
into self-contained urban collectivities, each with its own neighborhood mosque and 
public amenities, as was the norm in cities throughout the Islamic world” (Babaie, 
2008, p. 72). Although each mahalle could mainly respond to the urban needs of its 
citizens, it was socio-spatially connected to the city as a whole, and indeed, each 
mahalle was a component of a whole. The socio-spatial interconnectivity of the old 
neighborhoods in the city fabric was best bolstered by the polycentric character of 
the urban structure. 

The superimposition of new streets onto the Isfahan’s fabric damaged the socio-
spatial relation of the neighborhood structure. While those socio-spatial relations had 
incrementally taken form through a long complex process of urban growth, the 
modern streets, which were built to provide the vehicular access to the old parts of 
the city, cut through the urban fabric and connected different areas of the city 
without enough attention to the context. Not only did the new roads split asunder the 
physical integration of the city as a whole, they also dismantled the social 
communications which were embedded in that physical fabric. There is no doubt 
that the new pattern of streets and their physical changes in the urban texture 
established a new set of socio-spatial relations. But, as discussed earlier, those 
physical transformations could take place in accordance with Isfahan’s natural urban 
growth. In that case, they could better buttress the city main structure, which was the 
outcome of an urban development process over centuries. 

 

5.8 Physical characteristics of the South Isfahan 

As is mentioned earlier, the south part of Isfahan was an open wide area of royal 
gardens during the Safavid era. In the first stages of Isfahan’s modernization 
process, while the Chahar Bagh street had been continued in the south part, many 
textile companies were established on the ground of previous Safavid gardens. In 
addition to these companies, several commercial-residential units as well as a high-
rise five-star hotel were established along the new part of Chahar Bagh which was 
called Chahar Bagh Bala. By and large, those changes made the way to transform 
the low density area of the southern Isfahan to a densely populated area of the next 
decades. However, the vast area of the University of Isfahan’s campus on the 
foothills of Sofeh Mountain has prevented that area of the city well beyond the reach 
of high dense residential constructions.  But, on the other hand, it became a focal 
point for further developments towards the southern parts.  
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The University of Isfahan was established in the midst of the twentieth century on 
the slopes of Sofeh Mountain. At that time, this area was indeed located on the last 
southern part of the city. However, there are some planned or constructed urban 
projects around the university campus nowadays.   

The vast area of the university campus, which is one of the largest university 
campuses in Iran, has generated a completely different urban texture comparing to 
its surroundings. For example, the residential area next to the east side of the campus 
is a densely populated area of the city, where was planned and developed during the 
recent decades.  

Comparing the pre-modernization map of Isfahan to its current situation, it is easily 
noticeable that the spatial form of the south part has encountered significant 
transformations during the recent decades. 



MAKING ISFAHAN MODERN                                                                      120 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 
Figure  5.15   Isfahan, south of the city, 1956, and the Google image retrieved in 2010. During 
the contemporary era, most of the city expansion was directed to the south parts. 
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Figure  5.16   Isfahan, Mosalla (a new Friday mosque under construction in the south part of 
the city), photograph from author’s collection, 2010. The Friday mosque had been of great 
importance within the urban fabric of the Islamic world cities, insofar as the title of “city” was 
given just in case there had been a Friday mosque in the area. Also, during the Safavid era, a 
new Friday mosque was among the first urban elements which were built so as to attract the 
urban life towards the new-build parts. Here, a question arises that: is the importance of a 
Friday mosque as notable as before? Could a new Friday mosque play such important role in 
the socio-physical relations of the city fabric as before? 
 

5.9 Urban Public Spaces 

The spine of bazaar and maydan has been one of the two main axes of the Isfahan’s 
structure. However, the function of this axis as the main public space of the city has 
recently deeply transformed. Once most of the public activities of the city could 
occur in the bazaar and maydan line, nowadays, the different pubic activities of the 
city take place in different public spaces of the city. In other words, in the 
contemporary city “no single public space can become the container of all public 
sphere activities” (Madanipour A. , 2003, p. 199). As Madanipour argues, the urban 
public spaces of old cities had greater effects on the social movements of cities 
insofar as “whoever controlled these urban spaces, controlled the city and society” 
(p. 183). In this sense, he declares that the change in the nature of public space in the 
contemporary society “is at once a decline and an advancement. The decline lies in 



122                                       VESTIGES OF URBAN SPIRIT 
 
 

the fact that the fragmented large society is not able physically to be present in a 
single place and contribute to political processes, participate in ceremonies, and 
engage in economic exchange. The advancement lies in that the potential tyranny of 
a single place and a single event cannot rule the city, and as such allows more 
freedom for citizens” (p. 200). By and large, the urban public spaces of old cities 
had  more crucial roles in affecting the social activities of their citizens.  

Today’s urban public spaces in Iran have socio-spatially transformed comparing to 
the previous centuries. Indeed, the urban social activities, which could take place in 
the public spaces of cities, have encountered fundamental changes too. If the new 
communication technologies could be considered as an influential factor in the urban 
life of today’s societies, here, a question is arisen that: is it possible to reclaim once 
significant role of urban public spaces today and in the new realm of virtual public 
spaces? In other words, is it logical to believe that the public spaces of cities would 
never regain their previous outstanding role in the social life of cities, while that 
central role can be found in new public spaces which do not possess physical 
aspects?  

Comparing by nowadays, the integrated compact urban form of the old cities of Iran, 
notwithstanding many physical differences, had a similarity of lacking open spaces 
as public spaces of the city. The historic cities of Iran often had fortifications around 
and were walled in. This was one of the main reasons which prevented the old cities 
to sprawl, and in contrast, made their physical forms as small integrated towns. The 
Safavid Isfahan, as an exception, was one of the only capital cities which was not 
completely walled in. Therefore, it made the potentiality to have areas of low density 
and green areas, as semi-public spaces in addition to the bazaar and maydan line. 
Those green open spaces, in some senses, can be considered as some parts of the 
Safavid city. In fact, they were either private or public gardens in the south of the 
Zayande-Rud River and between the central city and New Julfa. 

By the expansion of the city towards the south parts, most of the Safavid royal 
gardens transformed to dense residential and commercial areas with a compact 
physical fabric. The role of Chahar Bagh-Bala as a new axis for the southern part of 
the city was supplemented. Therefore, there has a great transformation in the 
physical form as well as the social function of one of the main city axes. 

Today, the Zayande-Rud River, the second axis of the city structure can be 
considered as a linear public space for Isfahan. The public city parks along the 
Zayande-Rud River attract a great number of people, not only from inside the city 
but also from the close villages, every night, especially during the weekends and 
holidays. It is not too far from reality if one sees the Zayande-Rud River’s parks as 
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the main recreation public space of the city, which is the focal point of social 
communication between different groups of people. Throughout the history of 
Isfahan, not only have the spatial characters of public spaces transformed, but the 
social activities which could take place in those public spaces have also changed. 
Public space is the container of people’s social communication, which may be 
manifested in a variety of ways. But, if the social communications of people have 
found completely new aspects, then, extensively different public spaces would be 
expected as well.  

 

5.10 Natural Elements of Urban Structure  

From the early periods of its history, when Isfahan was forming from the 
amalgamation of the two satellite cores of Jayy and Yahudiyyah, the urban life of 
Isfahan was concentrated on the north side of the Zayande-Rud River. During some 
eras, the south side of the river was the place for the royal gardens and palaces. 
There were also some colonies of religious and ethnic minorities. With the growth of 
Isfahan during the Safavid era to the early 18th century, the Zayande-Rud River 
became an integrated part inside Isfahan. However, it was not yet functioning as an 
important urban element in the urban fabric of Isfahan. By the further developments 
of the city and during its contemporary urban renewals, the city borders reached and 
transcended the south side of the river, and put the Zayande-Rud River’s bed in the 
central axis of the city. The significant role of Zayande-Rud River in directing the 
urban growth of Isfahan in the contemporary period strengthened its role as one of 
the two main axes of Isfahan’s urban structure.  

Before the contemporary physical growth of Isfahan, the Zayande-Rud River was 
considered as the natural southern border of Isfahan. The access to the south of this 
river was provided with several bridges over it, which were constructed in different 
periods. However, the river and its bridges had been never a crucial element in the 
socio-spatial relations of the urban fabric of Isfahan, since the river was not located 
inside the city. However, the significant role of the Zayande-Rud River and its water 
in the emergence and evolution of Isfahan during the course of its life should not be 
overlooked. 

Isfahan was one of the several main cities of Iran that witnessed a huge growth 
during the Pahlavi period. In this era, the city developed toward its borders and 
defined a completely new scale. However, in the south part, the city reached to the 
Sofeh Mountain which stopped its further growth towards the south and southwest. 
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Once Sofeh slopes were considered as suburban areas, nowadays, they define the 
southern border of Isfahan that is completely integrated to the city fabric. 

 

         
 

Figure  5.17   Isfahan, south parts of the city. 
The photos show the recent expansion of the city towards its natural border in the south. 
Photographs from author’s collection, 2010.  
 

During the recent years, the new neighborhood of Sepahan-Sahr has been developed 
in a close distance from Southern Isfahan. Although the name and the planning 
process of Sepahan-Shahr associates the new-town strategy, it should be actually 
considered as a new planned neighborhood for Isfahan. Indeed, the very close 
distance of this area from the city center, introduces this city as a new neighborhood, 
more than a new town. 

 

Figure  5.18 
Isfahan, 
Sepahan-Shahr, 
the Google 
Image retrieved 
in 2010. 
Sepahan-Shahr 
is connected to 
Isfahan with a 
new-build high-
way. 
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While the Sofeh Mountain is the natural element between Isfahan and Sepahan-
Shahr, this new town is connected to the city of Isfahan with a new-build high-way. 
This high-way has played a significance role in the development of Sepahan-Shahr 
during the recent few years. 

 
 
Figure  5.19   Isfahan, Sepahan-Shahr. Photograph from author’s collection, 2010. 
Sepahan-Shahr is designed and constructed in the semi-desert areas of south Isfahan. The 
natural element of Sofeh Mountain separates Sepahan-Shahr from Isfahan. Here, the border 
between the city and the desert is a precise straight line. This is in sharp contrast to the nature 
of incremental growth of cities. 
 

 
 
Figure  5.20   Isfahan, Sepahan-Shahr, new-established road in the south of Sepahan-Shahr 
which connects it to the western towns. Photograph from author’s collection, 2010. 
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5.11 Street vs. Bazaar  

The bazaar had been the main element of urban fabric of almost all the cities of the 
Islamic world during the previous centuries. It was the main communication artery 
through which access to different parts of the city was provided. Meanwhile, it was 
the main and the sole main commercial center of the city. All the important public 
buildings and urban areas usually had direct connection to the bazaar. In some cities, 
the bazaar was started from a city gate, going through the city and different districts 
and neighborhoods, and culminated in another gate on the other side of the city. The 
bazaar extension with its lane branches, all together were shaping the main urban 
structure of most old cities in Iran. Thus, the bazaar can be considered as the spine 
of the city form, or the main element of the urban structure. 

The particular role of the different elements of the city fabric was mostly not taken 
into account during the Pahlavi renewal programs. In other words, new roads were 
emerging without attention to the socio-spatial character of the historic urban 
elements. The new physical transformations not only changed the physical 
characters of the previous urban fabric, but also had immense influence over their 
social role in the cities. 

After constructing the new streets in the urban fabric of cities, the urban life was 
mostly shifted to those modern streets. The new-born integral part of the modern 
life, streets, changed the traditional face of cities. Streets which were firstly viewed 
as a functional respond to the cars, phenomenon of the modern time, redefined 
themselves as the main public space of cities.  

In Isfahan, the new developed pattern of streets took the place of bazaar as one of 
the main public spaces of the city. The notable difference is that while bazaar was a 
linear spine, which could direct and control the growth of the city, the new planned 
streets imposed a rectangular grid onto the city fabric. The focus of this grid was not 
on a precise space, but it was formed from a variety of straight lines with almost the 
same socio-spatial value. After years or even decades of being constructed and used, 
each street, however, found its socio-spatial character with regard to the context in 
which it had been located. 
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6 A Brief History of Urban Planning in Iran 

As Iran has been the place of many ancient cities or urbanized settlements, there is 
no wonder to search for the roots of urban planning in its very old times. Planning, 
of course not in its today’s meaning, would employ to keep the natural, social, 
ethnical and economic events under control and find a solution to their probable 
urban problems. Given their influence on the socio-physical aspects of the old cities, 
the historic urban development programs can be divided into two different scales of 
small and large. To give examples of the large-scale urban planning programs, it can 
be referred to the water system in Isfahan built in the fourteen century. Or, the 
defense wall around many of the cities of Iran which were reconstructed and 
repaired during the different eras. It is obvious that the urban form of the walled 
cities were significantly under the influence of their defensive walls. The ethnic 
separation of people within a city by dividing the physical fabric into quarters or 
mahalles (neighborhoods) was also emanated from the urban planning programs 
(Clark, 1981). Moreover, the new part of Isfahan, which was built as the capital of 
Safavid dynasty in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, stands as one of the most 
outstanding urban planning and design programs. Not only the new core and its 
connection to the old parts, but also the new quarter which was built for the 
Armenian immigrants, both can be considered as the instances of a larger scale of 
planning. 

 

6.1 Emergence of Administrative Urban Planning in Iran 

The very first traces of administrative urban planning in Iran can be found in the 
1870s, when the city assemblies were established in order to improve the situation of 
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urban life in some of the big cities. Those assemblies were composed of 
governmental officials as well as recognized citizens. Their power was limited to a 
range of urban services such as determining tax fees to improve the situation of city 
streets.  However, the lack of effective cooperation between them and the different 
sections of government led to their weak influence on the urban affairs (Clark, 
1981).  

By the Constitutionalist Revolution (1905-11) in Iran and the emergence of Edalat-
khaneh (Parliament) in the country for the first time, the city assemblies were set up 
by the elected representatives (Amanat, 1992). It was one of the first examples of 
public participation and involvement in decision-making process in urban affairs in 
Iran. The assemblies were responsible for the urban affairs until 1917, when the 
Ministry of Interior established and got all the urban affair responsibilities (Clark, 
1981). 

Although the advent of the modernization programs of the Iranian cities can be 
traced back to the late Qajar period (1779-1924), it was mostly during the reign of 
Reza Pahlavi (1925-41) that swift urban renewal programs put their impact on the 
city fabrics. In this era, modernization of the traditional cities was mostly carrying 
out without any organized planning process. Those activities were included new 
road and boulevard buildings in the hearts of the traditional texture of cities, 
establishing urban public and recreational spaces and buildings such as offices, new 
shops, movies, hotels, theaters, embassies, libraries and etc. The new roads in the 
fabric of cities were a simple but brutal physical solution to the new needs of cities. 
The new roads were established without enough regard to the social background of 
the cities. During this era, much of the remaining cultural-architectural heritage of 
the cities, especially from the Qajar period was demolished in order to make open 
space for the new straight streets. Shifting the economic and social center of cities to 
the new parts was one of the significant effects of the new network of straight roads. 
By and large, during Reza Pahlavi, the urban planning of the country was mostly 
and merely defined in establishing new streets to make the old fabric ready for the 
entrance of the vehicular transportation, while there were no organized plans and 
policies to direct the urban transformation as well as the urban growth of the historic 
cities. By the same token, there was no specified national or local plan to direct the 
holistic socio-physical development of the country (Ziari, 2006).  

The occupation of Iran by the troops of Britain, Soviet Union and the United States 
in the World War II, brought an end to the reign of Reza Pahlavi and his social and 
physical modernization programs. In the early period of Mohammad-Reza Pahlavi’s 
reign (1941-1979) the government of Iran commenced to organize National 
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Development Plans with the assistance of foreign architects and planners. With 
those plans, the modernization process of the traditional country was followed in a 
more organized way.  

 

6.2 Pre-Revolution National Development Plans 

During three decades, from the year 1948, five National Development Plans were 
performed in Iran. The actual goal of those national economic plans was to 
modernize the country, with industrialization as the center of attention. However, the 
lack of harmony between the different key factors of industrialization and urban and 
regional plans led to some urban problems such as rural migration to the large cities, 
and lack of accommodation for them, unplanned physical growth of cities and 
emergence of slum areas and the ad hoc peripheral growth, as well as a major social 
polarization, both between and within Iran’s cities (Clark & Costello, 1973).  

The low priority that was given to urban planning in terms of projects financing was 
one of the main reasons to the pitfalls of urban programs (Clark, 1981). By 
comparing the budgets for each of those National Development Plans, it can be 
concluded that industrialization had been the major concern in the long-term future 
plans of the country. Indeed, in the third National Development Plan that the large 
portion of the cost was designated for agriculture, the aim was to support the 
proposed land reform plan so as to accelerate the industrialization process of the 
country. Or, as another example, several small scale urban projects such as new 
dormitory towns which were put on the agenda were mostly in order to respond to 
the industrialization needs of the cities. In other words, even the urban plans which 
were implemented during those National Plans were mostly based on the urban 
accommodation and infrastructure needs, and were not connected to the notable 
long-term economic goals.  

As the second reason to the pitfalls of the urban plans during the period of five 
National Development Plans, it can be referred to the constant conflict within the 
administrative structure of the urban planning affairs. In this regard, Brian D. Clark, 
in, Urban Planning in Iran (1981), states that “in the post-war period many changes 
in the administrative structures and the creation of new agencies concerned with 
some aspect of urban planning have made it inevitable that uncertainly of objectives, 
duplication of effort and corruption have led to inefficiency and conflict”. For 
instance, the municipalities that were supposed to have considerable power in 
planning and implementing urban affairs, in reality, were one of the weakest 
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governmental branches in the administrative structure of the country. This fact, in 
addition to their limited resources of income, resulted in imposing all the urban 
plans policies from the high powers in Tehran to other cities, “without any real 
understanding of the needs and aspirations of the local population” (Clark, 1981).   

Herein is a very brief description of the five pre-revolution National Development 
plans (Mashhadizah-Dehaghani, 1995): 

• The First National Development Plan (1948-1955) 

In the first National Development plan of Iran, the main stress was laid on the social 
and urban reforms, agriculture sector and the extension of roadways, gravel roads 
and railways, “which called for comprehensive agricultural and industrial 
development of the country”. By the nationalization of the Iranian oil industry which 
culminated in the 1953 Iranian coup d'état, the Iranian oil was encountered with a 
worldwide embargo by Britain (Oil Nationalization, 2001). Therefore, as the 
economy of the country was highly dependent on the oil industry, the First National 
Development Plan could not gain its foreseen financial supports and witnessed an 
early demise in its second year. 

 

• The Second National Development Plan (1955-1962) 

During the seven-year National Development Plan, the economy of the country was 
depended on the oil industry more than before. The major financial portion of this 
Plan was designated firstly for the telecommunication industry, and secondly for the 
agriculture and irrigation industry. 

Most the urban plans in this period were aimed to improve the urban infrastructure 
of the big cities, while the responsibility of the most urban projects was upon 
municipalities and local authorities. In the first two National Development Plans, by 
and large, there was no systematic urban strategy in national or regional scale. 

• The Third National Development Plan (1962-1968) 

Beginning in 1962, the land reform or White Revolution, as a part of the social and 
economic reforms of Mohammad-Reza Shah (1941-1979), was one of the most 
notable events during this plan (Ashraf, 1995). The socio-physical effect of this plan 
on the urban and rural areas of Iran lasted for decades, and changed the traditional 
norms in many ways. This plan was a prologue to the industrialization process of the 
Iranian cities in complete accordance with the Western patterns and desires. In the 



132                                       VESTIGES OF URBAN SPIRIT 
 
 

Third National Development Plan, a large portion of the financial cost was 
designated for agriculture so as to support the proposed land reform plan. 

The establishment of Iran’s Ministry of Development and Housing on 16th March 
1964, can be considered as the starting point for the history of formal urban planning 
and design of the country (Kamrava, 2006). During the Third National Development 
Plan, seventeen city plans were provided for the cities of Iran, as well as for the 
capital city, Tehran. The process of preparing Master Plans for the cities was 
continued by providing nine more master plans in the ensuing years. Master Plans 
were prepared by the consulting firms, most of which were located in Tehran. At 
first, the plans were selected and approved by the High Council, and in the next 
stage, by the Ministry of Housing and Development. Then, they were forwarded to 
the local municipality of each city for implementation (Clark, 1981). However, most 
of them were unsuccessful due to the lack of any comprehensive urban plan. For 
example, although a city border line was considered for Tehran, it continued its swift 
urban sprawl. Moreover, the social, economic and physical relation and 
communication between the rural areas with the urban environments was split 
asunder more than ever.  

 

• The Fourth National Development Plan (1968-1972) 

Providing Comprehensive Plans for several large cities and conducting the urban 
development plans remaining from the Third National Development Plan period are 
the most significant programs of the Fourth National Development Plan.  

The Comprehensive Plan of Tehran, the capital city of Iran, was provided and 
approved during the late 1960s. This plan has its own significant influence on the 
further plans which were to be provided for other big cities of the country. The way 
the urban planning process was considered during this plan was completely changed 
comparing to the earlier urban programs. In contrast to the previous urban 
development plans, for the first time in the Iran’s history of urban planning, the 
social and economic factors were taken into consideration (Kamrava, 2006).  

By and large, the main aim of this program was to transfer the Iran’s traditional 
cities and urban lives to more modern and industrialized ones. In this respect, the 
largest part of the budget of this plan was allocated for the industry section, while 
the agriculture budget was extensively decreased. Within the Fourth National Plan, 
participation of the private investment in the housing projects dramatically 
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decreased. As a result, the price of land, especially within the city borders of big 
cities, increased radically.    

 

• The Fifth National Development Plan (1973-1978) 

This National Plan was the last one from the series of National Development Plans 
before the Iranian Revolution. In the early 1950s, the international price of oil 
increased significantly, four times more than its earlier price. This caused significant 
reconsideration in the Fifth National Plan budgets. However, more stress was put on 
the industrial zones to accelerate the industrialize process of the country.  

A series of planning principles and rules was approved on 7 July 1974, which was 
called “the law of renaming the Ministry of Development and Housing to the 
Ministry of Housing and Urban Planning” (Hafeze Ghavanin, 2010). This law was a 
prologue to the later significant urban and rural changes in the society of Iranian 
cities and villages. The effects of this law lasted for more than two decades, even 
after the Iranian Revolution. One of the impacts of this policy was the uncontrolled 
migration of people from rural areas to the big cities of Iran, in quest of jobs and a 
better life situation. Not only the physical form of cities, but also their social urban 
lives encountered huge changes just in the course of few years. 

Two main factors emerged during the Fifth National Development Plan, which 
played important roles in the further urban programs. Firstly, the importance of 
social and economic aspects was taken into consideration more than before. Indeed, 
it was for the first time that the process of physical urban planning with no regard to 
other social and economic aspects of urban life was highly criticized. Secondly, it 
was during this plan that the Center for National Spatial Planning was established 
(1975), and there were also some attempts “to integrate urban planning into broader 
regional and national planning strategies” (Clark, 1981).  

The Iranian Revolution in 1978 that culminated to the fall of Pahlavi dynasty and 
caused myriads of political changes was a temporal demise to the planning programs 
of the country. However, after the Revolution and several years of drastic changes in 
the political, economic and social situation of the country, the national plans were 
resumed in 1983.  
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6.3 The Socio-spatial Impact of the Land Reform 

By the early 1960s, the Pahlavi regime commenced and accelerated the 
industrialization process of the country. This transition era can be counted as a 
turning point for the future political, social and economic changes of “the White 
Revolution”.      

Iran’s land reform program, performed within less than a decade, was one of the 
most radical ones that were implemented in several developing countries during the 
previous century. It was commenced in 1962 by a royal decree, in three phases. 
Under this program, landownership was fundamentally changed. The minority with 
the vast areas of land were forced to divide their farms to the small lands and 
redistribute the ownership to some 2.44 million small-scale peasant households 
(Majd & Nowshirvani, 1993). The three phases include: 

• Phase one (1962-63): In the beginning step of the land reform, the 
maximum landownership of one village per person was decided. The 
surplus was bought and redistributed to their previous tenants by the 
government.  

• Phase two (1963-67): In this stage, the ownership of the rest of the lands 
were distributed among peasants. Five different alternatives were given to 
the landowners about how to distribute their land ownership.    

• Phase three (1969-71) 

In the scholarly research on the effects of the land reform on the Iranian society, 
there are almost two different perspectives. While most of the ensuing researches 
criticize the physical and social influences of the land reform on the urban and rural 
areas of Iran, some believe that the land reform program was a prelude to the later 
social and environmental improvements. In the same way, there are beliefs that the 
land reform was a prologue to the capitalism in Iran, which was relied on 
imperialism. Some give evidences “that the capitalism in rural Iran prior to land 
reform had old and well-established roots … [and] the implementation of land 
reform and subsequent government policy did not enhance capitalism in agriculture” 
(Majd M. G., 1987).  

Despite the critiques of the land reform, it did transform the traditional structure of 
the ownership of agricultural land in Iran. In other words, the political goal of Iran’s 
land reform was to splinter the political and economic power of large landowners, as 
well as their feudal system in which they were exploiting the poor class of peasants 
over centuries; the goal in which it was almost successful. Within the land reform 
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plan, “cooperatives began to replace the large landowners in rural areas as sources of 
capital for irrigation, agrarian maintenance, and development”, and finally, the 
predominant power of landed minority was transferred to the small-scale peasants. 
These reforms also “established literacy and health corps to benefit Iran's rural areas, 
further reduced the autonomy of tribal groups, and advanced social and legal 
reforms that furthered the emancipation and enfranchisement of women. In 
subsequent decades, per capita income for Iranians skyrocketed, and oil revenue 
fueled an enormous increase in state funding for industrial development projects” 
(Encyclopedia-Britannica, 2006, p. 211). 

The land reform and its socio-physical results, on the other hand, were widely 
disparaged over the previous decades. It is believed that the land reforms intensified 
the rural migrations to the big cities, and faced the urban areas with many social and 
physical woes. In reality, the peasants and hired hands either could not get any piece 
of land or were offered a very small one, which was not enough to make them able 
to individually work on it and earn their own lives. In both cases, they usually 
preferred to leave their villages to the big cities. Meanwhile, as the country was 
taking steps towards modernization and industrialization, there were many possible 
job opportunities for simple workers to find a job in the new-established factories, 
around and within the large cities such as Tehran, Isfahan, Mashhad, Shiraz and 
Tabriz. Moreover, the money that the landowners obtained from selling their lands 
to either the government or the small-scale peasants was usually invested in the 
cities, on industry section or in the real estate companies. The more the number of 
labors was needed by the factories, the more villagers were eager to leave their 
homes towards the large cities in quest of a better job and life facilities. Also, the 
sudden entrance of huge amount of money in the real estate business in the big 
cities, introduced the urban lands as investment goods, which triggered an intensive 
increase in the price of urban lands. 

There are some debates that the land reforms did worsen the distribution of land in 
Iran, from the sense of how the distributed lands cost. However, some reject it by 
reasoning that “the high degree of land inequality does not indicate a corresponding 
inequality in agricultural income. The rising degree of inequality in landholding 
following land reform was mostly due to the expansion of arable land and the 
cultivation of land previously classified as non-agricultural” (Majd & Nowshirvani, 
1993). 

It can be presumed that the land reforms had some direct and indirect influences on 
the socio-physical aspects of Iran’s rural and urban districts. It accelerated the 
immigration rate of people from rural areas to the large cities and caused unplanned 
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urban sprawls, especially within and around several big cities of Iran. The high 
immigration of villagers to the big cities, in turn, was a prologue to the growth of 
slum areas around the big cities, and even within inner old neighborhoods of cities. 
Therefore, most of the urban facilities were unjustly focused only in a few cities 
which, in turn, culminated to the high concentration of the population in the capital 
and a few large cities (Mashhadizah-Dehaghani, 1995).   

    

6.4 Isfahan’s New Towns 

The new-town strategy was commenced in Iran from the middle of the 1970s, and is 
lasted until today. However, the aims and goals of establishing new cities have 
changed during the course of its history. By and large, the two contemporary periods 
of pre-revolution and post-revolution followed almost distinguishable goals. The 
initial objectives of planning new towns were mostly “based on political and 
military objectives, particularly in providing the housing facilities and shelter for 
workers in the oil industry” (Ziari, 2006). But, after the Iranian Revolution in 1979, 
the demographic situation of cities and villages encountered huge changes. Just as an 
example, the urban population of Iran has increased from 15.9 million in 1976 to 
48.2 million in 2006 (Statistical Centre of Iran, 2006). In addition, other 
transformations of the social, economic and political systems of the country, all in 
all, added some unavoidable reasons to recommence and continue the new town 
strategy again. The main goals of the strategy could be mentioned as (Ziari 2006, 
and Baharestan New Town Development Co., 2009): 

• To control the swift urban growth of the large cities of Iran: Tehran, 
Isfahan, Mashhad, Tabriz and Shiraz. 

• To absorb the surplus population of the parent cities in addition to provide 
them with the new employment opportunities; the new towns should be 
able to support their citizens with jobs in order to prevent them functioning 
as dormitory cities   

• To shift some sorts of industrial factories and companies to the new built 
towns 

• To provide new low-cost housing in the residential areas of new towns and 
diminish some part of urban housing problems 

• To overcome the slum housing problems around and inside the parent cities 

• To help ease traffic congestion in the parent cities  

• To reduce environmental pollution of big cities 
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According to National Development Plans of Pahlavi period, Isfahan was to become 
one of the industrial poles of the country. Therefore, many heavy industrial factories 
found their sites around the city. In fact, Isfahan was one of those cities, which were 
planned to have several new town linked to the main city, regarding its strategic 
location and potentiality. From the new towns which were proposed by the 
Comprehensive Master Plans, some prospered and found their identities as new 
towns, while some of them could never reach their anticipated goals. 

As mentioned before, Iran’s rapid urban population growth faced many urban areas 
with different conflicting problems. The strategy of constructing new towns was one 
of the many potential solutions to those emerged urban problems.  Therefore, in the 
mid-1970s, Iran’s government initiated the new town strategy to overcome the 
surplus population problems and shift the heavy industrial activities from the big 
cities to new towns around them. Aria-Shahr (Foolad-Shahr) and Shahin-Shahr were 
the first two new towns proposed in the Isfahan region. After revolution, for about 
five years, the new-town strategy was halted. A new Master Plan for Isfahan’s 
region was approved by the Iran’s Urban Planning and Architecture High Council 
in 1986. The new town strategy, after Iranian Revolution, was again followed as a 
section of the 25-year Master Plan (Atash, 1998).  

Herein, four new planned towns, each of which was designed and established to 
pursue some special aims, are mentioned. Two new towns of Foolad-Shahr and 
Shahin-Shahr were commenced before the Iran’s revolution, while the planning and 
construction of two towns of Majlessi and Baharestan were done after the Iranian 
revolution. Indeed, the future development and growth of Isfahan was anticipated in 
these four new towns, according to the last Master Plan of Isfahan’s region in 1986. 

Shahin-Shahr, which is the first of the new-planned Iranian cities, is located 
approximately 17 km north of Isfahan, along the Isfahan-Tehran Highway. It was 
founded in the late 1960s, and is close to several important manufactures as well as 
Isfahan’s Petrochemical Company. This town “was planned originally as a large 
suburban housing development” (Atash, 1998). Given its current population, it 
should be considered as one of the most successful new planned satellite cities of 
Iran. 

Foolad-Shahr (Aria Shahr), located approximately 25 km southwest of Isfahan, was 
planned and established during a long term process from 1966. “The master plan of 
Poulad Shahr [Foolad-Shahr] was prepared by Iranian experts in cooperation with 
the Soviet town planners” (Atash, 1998). At first, this city was designed as a 
settlement for foreigners who mostly were employed by the new-established factory 
of Zob-Ahan (Isfahan Steel Company). After several decades and due to 
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establishment of other big industrial companies like Sepahan Cement Company and 
Isfahan’s Mobarakeh Steel Company, the city encountered a rapid and huge growth. 
What should be mentioned here is that although, from the very beginning, the city 
was planned detail by detail, it could not gain and provide the social factors of an 
active city. As the social and cultural aspects of its citizens were mostly not taken 
into consideration during the planning process, the city has been much more similar 
to a dormitory town than a lively city with its natural urban life.  

Planning and constructing Majlessi New Town, located approx. 70 km southwest of 
Isfahan, was firstly commenced in 1989. The initial aim behind planning this new 
town was to accommodate the population of the workers of the region’s industrial 
companies such as Isfahan’s Mobarakeh Steel Company, and also, absorbing the 
extra immigrating population of Foolad-Shahr in order to prevent construction on 
the fertile lands of the Zayande-Rud River (New Town of Majlessi, 2008).  

The construction of the new-town of Baharestan, located 20 km southeast of Isfahan 
along the Isfahan-Shiraz Highway, was started in 1988, while its Master Plan was 
approved by the Iran’s Urban Planning and Architecture High Council in 1993. The 
initial discussions were put into agenda to plan and construct a new town in this era 
in order to absorb the overflowing population of the Isfahan Region (Baharestan 
New Town Development Co., 2009).  

 

Figure  6.1   
Proposed regional 
plan of Isfahan in 
the mid-twentieth 
century. Source: 
(Cantacuzino, 
1976). 
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6.5 Predominant Strategy of Urban Renewal Programs in Isfahan 

As mentioned earlier, the urban renewal programs of the Iranian cities commenced 
with the emergence of straight roads in the heart of historic fabrics. Although those 
roads imposed a new network of streets for the vehicular transportations within the 
old part of the cities, they caused also some socio-spatial problems. Meanwhile, this 
is not an experiment which is tried merely in the cities of Iran or in the cities of the 
developing countries, but it has been a quite distinct feature of urban renewal 
programs in many cities even in Europe for many years. Indeed, the Haussmann’s 
boulevards in the heart of Paris can be considered as a pattern for ensuing urban 
renewal activities in the world (Giedion, 1941). 

The Haussmann’s movement was believed as the only solution to the urban 
problems which had emerged from the entrance of cars into the integrated physical 
form of the medieval cities. This way of transformation, was a vital power in the 
hands of governments who wanted to transform the physical form of cities in order 
to have a better control over social activities of citizens. However, during the 
previous century, this dominant trend in urban renewal underwent strong critiques, 
insofar as its social and physical pitfalls are now well understood. 

This research project intends to explore why still imposing straight streets should be 
a predominant urban renewal strategy in the historic cities of Iran like Isfahan. 
During the recent decade, many new streets have torn the old districts of the city 
apart to support more vehicular transportation within the city fabrics. What happens 
in the process of making a new street is that the houses of people who may have 
been living in the area for many years are seized, and they would be moved to other 
parts of the city. A piece of land, located in some other districts of the city and often 
not equal to their own house, would be given to them. Partially, the old houses and 
buildings which were destroyed during those processes of street building in some 
historic areas were precious pieces of vernacular architecture remaining from the 
very old times. Those monuments and constructions were segments of the city 
socio-spatial identity which now are lost by the ignorance of modern city planners. 
Unfortunately, this is not a story belonging to the past years. Yet, it is what happens 
even today in the heart of Isfahan. It seems that it is almost the ultimate goal of 
today’s urban renewal programs as well, and the only solution for the urban planners 
who manage the city physical transformations. 
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Figure  6.2   Isfahan, urban renewal 
activities during the urban renewal 
programs of 1930s-70s. Source: 
(Cantacuzino, 1976). 
This photo was printed on the 
Architectural Review journal, vol. 159, 
1976. The process of making a new street 
was widely disparaged by some of the 
urban planners of that time. Now, more 
than thirty years, exactly the same 
demolition-construction scenes can be 
seen in the city.  

 

Figure  6.3   Isfahan, bazaar line which is 
cut apart by Abd-Alrrazzaq Ave.  
One of the streets of the urban renewal 
plans which is now heavily criticized. 
This street cuts through the 
interconnected historic bazaar and its 
surrounding fabric, and not only 
physically, but also socially damaged the 
bazaar and its socio-spatial 
communication with the surrounding 
fabric. Source: (Cantacuzino, 1976). 
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Figure  6.4   Isfahan, July 2010, Photograph from author’s collection. 
This photograph shows how people’s houses are being demolished to construct a new street 
through the compact fabric of the city. The rapid change in the physical form of the city could 
damage the historical-cultural and local identity of the city fabric. 
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7 Summary 

How today’s urban renewal programs may influence the socio-spatial network of 
urban communications is a growing concern in urban design and renewal of historic 
cities. The city has been and is a place for a myriad of individuals and groups of 
people, who notwithstanding differences, all are integrated into the social 
communication network in different aspects. Therefore, social communications and 
cities as physical entities can exert influence on each other in a mutual relation. 
While cities of the past could emerge and evolve over an ingrained socio-spatial 
process of growth, cities of today may witness a very short period of time with 
dramatic changes due largely to the employment of modern skills and technologies. 
Indeed, given the mutual relation between social communication and urban form, it 
is possible to pursue either a long-term or a short-term socio-spatial goal by 
applying some changes in one of them. 

The historic urban fabric of Isfahan has been investigated from different 
perspectives, most of which have focused mainly on the physical characteristics. 
With the intention to work on the social aspects of the society which are embedded 
in the physical structure, it is found out that although the socio-physical relations of 
urban elements are of great importance to shape the city structure, there is little 
scholarly research done on this area. Nowadays, there are ongoing urban renewal 
programs in the city of Isfahan, many of which have significant influence over its 
urban form, and in some cases, may jeopardize the socio-spatial relations implanted 
into its historic texture.  To understand the essence of Isfahan’s urban form, this 
research traces the socio-spatial transformation of Isfahan’s fabric through the 
course of its evolution, That is, the crucial periods of intervention to Isfahan’s 
evolution are chronologically discussed. 

Herein, it has been tried to show and prove how the physical form of the city has 
been supporting the social communications of the society during the previous 
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centuries; how the physical form were used as a means of controlling and 
influencing the social life of people; and how the physical form itself has been under 
the influence of the social communications, and finally, how the physical urban 
transformation of the city has been in close relation to the communication features of 
the time. 

The theoretical bedrock, from which the ensuing research discussions on the case 
study are emanated, is defined with regard to the fact that this thesis is aimed to 
make a difference in the field of action as pertains to the historic city of Isfahan. In 
this regard, the dissertation is benefitted from a complex of urban design and 
planning theories which have challenged their phase of urbanization and 
modernization in the context of what were the periods’ convictions, but with 
different standpoints. A related matter that should be stressed on here is the fact that 
although the experimental contexts from which those theories have arisen might be 
dissimilar to the case of Isfahan, most of the theories here can be generalized and 
used for a case with such contrasts like Isfahan. This point provides clear evidence 
that the method approach of this research is tightly interwoven with the theoretical 
arguments as well. 

Camillo Sitte (1843-1903) and Patrick Geddes’s (1854-1932) critiques of the urban 
renewal programs of their time, serve as precedents for the theoretical approach of 
this thesis. Sitte’s concern about the aesthetic principles of urban design in the 
medieval cities leads to his disparaging remarks about the renewal programs of the 
historic fabrics. To him, the artistic principles of planning not only are not in 
contrast to the modern planning ideas, but also the modern design strategies which 
are based on traffic considerations must employ them. Geddes, as a pioneer in the 
sociological approach to the field of urban studies, believes that the historical 
context of each city affects the future developments of that city. The core of 
Geddes’s urban theory is that the physical form and the social aspects are integrated 
with each other, and both have deep roots in the historical and cultural context of the 
region. In this dissertation, Geddes’s concepts are used not only to support the 
theoretical discussions, but also to portray a framework for an effective method of 
approach. To give another example, this research also benefits from Christopher 
Alexander’s theories which consider a timeless way of building for the natural cities, 
and argue that the wholeness of the complex semi-lattice organizations of the city 
can only be achieved through an incremental process over ages.  

Returning to the historical survey, the city of Isfahan is the result of the 
amalgamation of several urban settlements around the seventh century AD, from 
which the two towns of Jayy (the fortified town) and Yahudiyyah (a Jewish 
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settlement) are its two main urban cores. The next major physical development of 
Isfahan occurred during the Buyids (932-1055) when the city was walled in. Not 
long afterwards, the Seljuq dynasty (1038-1194) developed Isfahan, and the city 
witnessed one of its golden ages for its urban development, while the art and 
architecture of the time reached its zenith. Isfahan’s main public maydan (the Old 
Maydan), Bazaar and Masjid-e Jame (the Friday Mosque) are examples of 
constructions which were mainly carried out in this era. 

The role of the Safavid dynasty (1590-172) as the founder of a new Isfahan is of 
paramount importance. In that era, Isfahan was designated as the capital city of 
Persia, albeit not for the first time. A new city complex was established in the west 
and south-west of the old city, and in complete harmony with the old core of the 
city. The urban design process of annexing the old city to the new Safavid one led to 
the emergence of the main structure of the city which has had a great influence on 
the urban growth of Isfahan during the ensuing centuries. The nascent main structure 
of the urban form of Isfahan was also merged in relation with prevalent social 
norms. In other words, the cultural and social norms of the time were embedded in 
the spatial structure of the city. The urban form of the city and its main urban 
components were shaped to buttress the social and cultural aspects, and vice versa. 

Isfahan served as an important provincial center in the Qajar scheme of 
modernization. In fact, the early modernization programs of Iran can be traced back 
to the Qajar period (1779-1924). Although during the Qajar period many physical 
changes occurred in the urban fabric of Isfahan, the main urban structure of the city 
was based on what had remained from the Safavid Isfahan. 

Isfahan, similar to many large cities of Iran, underwent dramatic socio-spatial 
transformation during the Pahlavi period (1925-1979). The modernization programs 
of Reza Shah (1925-1941) gave a modern-looking face to the city fabrics. Radical 
modernism — including the imposition of the automobile as the principal means of 
communication through the city — was considered the cure for all the ills of the 
compact, integrated urban fabric of cities in Iran in the 1930s-70s. Given the social, 
economic and political situation of Pahlavi era, a limited period of transition from 
tradition to modernity was imposed on the country and its society. But, while the 
urban structure of cities underwent a very short but dramatic period of 
transformation, the social transition required more time to cope with the physical 
changes, and consequently, could not keep pace with it. Therefore, the cities of Iran 
encountered a period of conflict between tradition and modernity. 

The superimposition of a pattern of straight streets onto many of the historic cities of 
Iran is a compelling example of the physical transformation of cities during the 
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Pahlavi era. In many cases, the new streets were established without enough regard 
to the socio-spatial relations which were implanted in those urban structures over 
centuries of incremental growth. As a result, the traditional neighborhood pattern, 
which used to structure the holistic urban form of most cities in Iran, was mostly 
wiped out. 

During Mohammad-Reza Pahlavi’s reign (1941-1979), the urban planning programs 
were followed in a more disciplined fashion, i.e. based on five National 
Development Plans. In this era, the major cities of Iran found their role mostly in the 
broader scales of region or national state. This is one of the factors to accelerate the 
rural-urban migrations, mostly from villages to cities, or, from smaller cities to the 
larger ones. Cities faced overpopulation in certain areas, which in turn, imposed new 
needs on the cities insofar as they were not capable of handling them anymore. All 
in all, the social situation of Iran at that time exerted undue influence on the historic 
texture of cities, while in a mutual relation, the continuing physical transformation 
of cities in the form of urban renewal programs also had significant effect on the 
society. The meaning of the city, as well as that of life within the cities, was 
dramatically transformed by the urban renewal programs. The historical-cultural 
urban identity which was the heritage of generations and centuries faded away in 
favor of modern urban transformations. The physical body of cities started a rapidly 
growing process, while the intrinsic spirit of urban form became deeply wounded.  

Still today’s urban programs, which are deeply rooted in the urban renewal strategies 
of the 1930s, consider the physical form of cities apart from their social aspects. The 
continuation of this trend in manipulating the historic fabric of cities could 
culminate in cities without any local identity and historic values. Indeed, cities, as 
the socio-cultural indicators of their societies, are in a constant mutual rapport with 
the incessant changes of societies (Kazemian, 2009). As Kazemian writes: “these 
constantly transformational oscillations should be conceived as reciprocal where 
cities generate and inaugurate new concepts, new texts, new meanings, new norms, 
new values, and new knowledge in our life.” (2009, p. 72). Regarding the physical 
transformations of cities, in any period of time, the faster the speed of physical 
changes is, the less stable the relationship between people and space would be 
(Madanipour A. , 1996, pp. 23-26). In other words, there is always a relation 
between the change process in social and physical facets. It is also possible that the 
change in socio-spatial identities might not be able to keep pace with the rapid 
physical transformations. However, “a slower pace of identity change and a more 
coherent set of relations between social and physical space”, as Madanipour (1996, 
p. 25) notes “may mean a perpetuation of various forms of exploitation and 
inequality. This is why a nostalgic view of this apparent socio-spatial coherence 



148                                       VESTIGES OF URBAN SPIRIT 
 
 

needs to be balanced with a critical stance towards its component parts, to prevent a 
simplistic, static view of a given circumstance”. 

With the focus on the outstanding historic city of Isfahan as the case of study, this 
dissertation was intended to challenge the recent trend in urban renewal programs in 
Iran. On the other hand, the emergence of new information and communication 
technologies, which are inextricably interwoven to the urban affairs, underpins the 
quest for a critical design research. Today’s socio-spatial problems of cities in Iran 
should be perceived from different perspectives. Comparing to the early 
modernization programs in Iran, the notions of urban renewal program, urban social 
communications, and public spaces of the city should be fundamentally challenged. 
Can still the same urban renewal strategies be effective in the age of new 
communication and information technologies? Can the historic structure of Isfahan 
survive if the same urban strategies would be carried out? Can urban renewal 
programs take place in a fundamentally different fashion, or the exertion of physical 
transformations is still the sole solution to current urban problems? 

This research can provide a starting point for a design research dealing with the 
future form of historic cities. As Nigel Cross argues (2006, p. 101), the design 
research falls “into three main categories, based on people, process and products”. 
From those three main categories, “design praxiology – study of the practices and 
processes of design” and “design phenomenology – study of the form and 
configuration of artefacts” would be the center of attention for the design research 
dealing with the socio-spatial process and the physical products of the future of a 
historic city.  

In fact, the aim is not to merely search for a technical solution to the problems of 
current urban renewal strategies, but “the core of designprojects like these is the 
redefining/redesigning of the (problematic) situation so that the answer goes far 
beyond the problem in the way it was presented/perceived. It is an exercise in 
reframing thinking, in ‘naming and framing’ [in the footnote: term borrowed from 
(Schön, 1983)] instead of technical problem-solving” (Janssens, 2008, p. 113). 

Nowadays, given the emergence of the new information and communication 
technologies, it is believed that even “the actual notion of the city” might be 
superseded by other much complicated definitions, comparing to its previous 
notions as “a comprehensible habitat” (Habermas, 1997). Now, the central question 
is that: should all those urban renewal strategies in Iran be repeated in the same 
fashion as before, while the dimensions of social communication, as an influential 
factor on shaping the urban form of a city, have completely transformed?
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