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CrossMark

The Qajar era is recognized as a pivotal period in the history of Iranian residential architecture.
This period is distinguished by unique decorative motifs, including abstract arabesques and floral
patterns, depictions of landscapes and hunting scenes, vases filled with flowers, and images of
kings, courtiers, princes, lions and suns, and angels. The growing cultural exchanges and
interactions with the West during this time enriched the diversity of colors and religious and
cultural themes present in these motifs. Building facades, as the most visually apparent
component of a structure, can influence the emotions and perceptions of viewers. They serve as
historical evidence of Iranian architecture, carrying profound meanings that require serious
analysis. In this context, the expression of cultural and identity-related meanings in opposition
to the dominance of quantitative and hegemonic perspectives in the modern era becomes
essential. Neglecting this aspect risks distorting our understanding of this critical period. This
study explores the deeper layers of cultural identity and the decorative structures of Qajar-era
house facades. Its primary objective is to revive identity-based architecture through an
iconological approach applied to the ornamentation of these facades. For this purpose, various
analytical methods, such as content analysis and semiotic readings, are employed. By
emphasizing Erwin Panofsky’s iconological framework, the relationships between the meaning
and form of these architectural works are examined. The research adopts a sequential exploratory
approach that includes data collection through field and archival studies, alongside step-by-step
analysis of the semiotic elements. The research process involves simulating the three-tiered
stages of Panofsky’s iconology to study the facades of Qajar houses and to reproduce identity-
based architecture through conceptual labels. This goal is achieved through a detailed analysis
of decorative elements and identifying factors that strengthen Iranian architectural identity. The
study delves into the essence and underlying truth of the ornamentation in the fagades of Qajar
houses, addressing the question: How can the ornamentation of Qajar-era house fagades in
Tehran be analyzed using the iconological approach to contribute to the revival of identity-based
architecture? It also investigates the necessity of the iconological approach for interpreting
architectural ornamentation and uncovering deeper meanings beyond conventional definitions.
The tools for data collection include field observations and archival analysis. Field studies are
particularly crucial for identifying and analyzing the decorative elements of architectural
facades. However, limited resources in the field of Iranian architectural history pose a significant
challenge that must be acknowledged.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study delves into the ornamental features of Qajar-era architecture in Tehran, focusing on the
facades of historic houses through the lens of Erwin Panofsky's iconological approach. Iconology, an
analytical method emphasizing the interpretation of cultural and symbolic elements, provides a nuanced
understanding of architectural decoration as a reflection of societal values, historical context, and cultural
identity (Panofsky, 1955). The Qajar period (1789-1925), a transformative era in Iranian history, saw a
synthesis of traditional Persian aesthetics with emerging Western influences, reflected vividly in its
architecture. By employing Panofsky’s framework, this research aims to bridge the gap between visual
elements and their underlying meanings, ultimately contributing to the revival of identity-centric
architectural practices.

The Qajar dynasty is recognized for its pivotal role in shaping modern Iranian culture, particularly
in the arts and architecture (Ahmadi, 2014). During this period, the facades of residential buildings served
not only as physical boundaries but also as canvases for artistic expression, incorporating motifs such as
arabesques, floral patterns, and depictions of regal and natural imagery (Kazemi, 2016). The increasing
cultural exchanges with Europe during the 19th century introduced a diversity of themes, merging local
traditions with international trends. This interplay underscored the facades' dual function: aesthetic allure
and symbolic narrative. Against this backdrop, the study investigates the iconological layers of Qajar-era
facades to unravel their cultural significance and to identify methods for integrating these insights into
contemporary architectural practices.

Adopting a qualitative, exploratory methodology, this research relies on field studies and archival
analyses to collect data. The iconological analysis follows Panofsky’s three-tiered framework: pre-
iconographic description, focusing on the visible elements and stylistic features of the facades;
iconographic analysis, which deciphers the cultural and symbolic connotations of decorative motifs; and
iconological interpretation, linking these symbols to their broader socio-political and historical contexts
(Panofsky, 1991). Representative examples, such as the Dabiralmolk House and Qavamoddoleh Mansion,
were selected for their exemplary ornamentation, reflecting both artistic excellence and socio-cultural
narratives.

1. Visual Aesthetics and Symbolism: The study revealed that Qajar-era ornamentation is a
repository of symbolic content, with motifs such as floral patterns representing fertility and
prosperity, and hunting scenes symbolizing power and regal authority (Ahmadi, 2014). These
elements are imbued with both local cultural significance and Western artistic influences,
demonstrating the dynamic evolution of Iranian aesthetics during this period.

2. Socio-Cultural Identity: Facades functioned as public-facing identifiers of the residents' social
status, cultural affiliations, and personal values (Khosravi, 2018). Elements such as mirror work and
vibrant color schemes were not mere decorative choices but intentional markers of wealth, identity,
and social position (Hosseini, 2022).

3. Historical Context and Adaptation: The transition from traditional to modern architectural styles
during the Qajar era was influenced by socio-political changes, including the emergence of modern
urban planning and the adoption of European design principles (Kazemi, 2016). These influences
did not displace traditional aesthetics but integrated them, creating a hybrid architectural language
that preserved cultural continuity while embracing modernization.
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The Qajar era’s ornamental architecture offers a profound testament to the interplay of art, identity,
and history. Through the iconological analysis of facades, this study provides a framework for
understanding the deeper meanings embedded in architectural designs and their relevance to contemporary
practices. By advocating for the integration of traditional motifs into modern designs, the research not
only preserves cultural heritage but also enhances the aesthetic and symbolic richness of the built
environment. Such endeavors are pivotal for fostering architectural practices that are both innovative and
deeply rooted in cultural identity.
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