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ARTICLEINFO | Abstract

Article type: The crisis of meaning in contemporary Iranian architecture stems from
Research Paper the rupture between mythological tradition and modern spatial form.
This rupture has detached urban environments from their cultural roots
and indigenous worldview. Revisiting myth as the collective
unconscious of society provides a key to restoring identity and meaning

ﬁ;lecilveegfszol\?; 2005 within urban architecture. This study, entitled “From Symbol to
Revised: 4 July 2025 Structure: The Mythological Influence on Architecture and the Cultural
Accepted: 1 September Geography of Contemporary Urban Spaces in Iran,” aims to explain the
2025 relationship between myth, symbol, and form through a comparative
Published: 23 November | analysis of two historical squares in Tehran Square Mashq and Square
2025 Hassanabad. The research adopts a qualitative interpretive method

based on field observation, documentary analysis, and a four-layered
Keywords: framework encompassing mythic, symbolic, morphological, and
Mythology cultural-geographic dimensions. Findings reveal that Square Mashq
Spatial Semiotics reflects the rational and authoritative order of modernism, where the
Cultural Geography myth of ascent and command is materialized through an axis of power;
Square Mashq

whereas Square Hassanabad represents a human-centered and
harmonious worldview rooted in the archetype of the circle and the
cosmic center. Based on phenomenological and postmodern theories
(Heidegger, Bachelard, Derrida, Eco), the comparative analysis
indicates that meaning in contemporary architecture emerges not from
form alone but through the interaction of myth, perception, and lived
experience. The study concludes that the endurance of myth in urban
form depends on designing space as a multilayered and interpretable
cultural text rather than as a purely physical or functional construct.
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Introduction

Despite the historically deep integration of
myth, meaning, and spatial order in Iranian
architecture, the advent of modernity and its
instrumental rationality has disrupted the
symbolic relationship between worldview and
built form, resulting in a crisis of spatial
identity in contemporary Iranian cities.
Modern architectural practices, largely driven
by functionalism and globalized formal
languages, have marginalized the mythic and
symbolic systems that once endowed space
with sacredness, memory, and cultural
coherence. While postmodern architectural
theory has reopened the possibility of myth,
metaphor, and multilayered meaning as
foundations for design, Iranian architecture
lacks a coherent indigenous theoretical

framework capable of translating
mythological worldviews into contemporary
spatial production. Consequently,

architectural  efforts  oscillate  between
superficial formal historicism and uncritical
adoption of Western paradigms, producing
spaces that fail to regenerate culturally
grounded meaning. This research addresses
this gap by examining how mythic worldview
is reflected—or neglected—in contemporary
Iranian architectural theory and urban form,
and by exploring how myth can function as a
living cultural framework for restoring
meaning, identity, and symbolic continuity in
contemporary urban spaces.

Methodology

The present study 1is developmental—
theoretical in terms of its objective and
qualitative in  nature, employing an
analytical-interpretive =~ and  comparative
approach. The foundation of this research lies
in understanding layers of meaning and
symbolism in urban spaces from the
perspectives of mythology and cultural
geography. Within this framework, space is
conceived not merely as a material and
physical entity, but as a multilayered text of
signs and lived experiences, shaped through
interaction with the collective unconscious
and the cultural memory of society. The
primary aim of the research is to explain how
mythological concepts are translated into
corporeal and symbolic structures in the
contemporary city and to identify their
continuity within the urban fabric of Tehran,

with particular emphasis on the two historic
squares of Meydan-e Mashq and Hasanabad
Square.

From a theoretical standpoint, the research is
grounded in a synthesis of three principal
paradigms within postmodern thought. The
first is phenomenology of space, which
emphasizes sensory, embodied, and
existential understandings of place, as
reflected especially in the works of
Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Pallasmaa.
The second is structuralist and post-
structuralist semiotics, which conceptualizes
space as a system of cultural codes and
metaphors and draws upon the perspectives of
Roland Barthes, Umberto Eco, and Jacques
Derrida to interpret architectural symbols.
The third paradigm is the aesthetics of the
sublime, which, in the thought of Freud and
Vidler, points to the return of the unconscious
and the uncanny within spatial experience.
Together, these three paradigms provide an
integrated theoretical framework through
which myth, symbol, and corporeality can be
analyzed as three interconnected levels in the
production of meaning in contemporary
architecture.

Data collection was conducted through both
library-based and field-based methods. In the
first phase, theoretical sources related to
postmodern architecture, mythology, and
semiotics were analyzed in order to extract
key conceptual components. In the fieldwork
phase, Meydan-e Mashq and Hasanabad
Square were purposively selected and
comparatively examined in terms of
geometry, spatial axes, proportions, materials,
color, light, and symbolic elements. Data
were recorded through direct observation,
photography, note-taking, and analytical
drawing, ensuring precise documentation of
both physical and semiotic dimensions.

Data analysis was carried out using a semiotic
approach  combined with interpretive
phenomenology. In the first step, the physical
and visual signs of each square were
identified and categorized, followed by
interpretation of their mythological and
cultural connotations. In the second step, a
comparative analysis of the two squares was
conducted with respect to geometric structure,
symbolism, and meaning, in order to reveal
the processes through which the cultural
unconscious is  reproduced in  the
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contemporary city. Meydan-e Mashq was
interpreted as a manifestation of the concept
of the axis mundi and sacred order within
royal and state spaces, while Hasanabad
Square was understood as a representation of
the synthesis of rational modernity with
traditional symbolic patterns.

To ensure the validity and credibility of the
findings, theoretical and field triangulation
was employed; that is, observations were
cross-checked against established theoretical
frameworks and authoritative sources, and the
results were reviewed and confirmed by two
experts in the fields of cultural architecture
and historical urbanism.

Ultimately, this interdisciplinary research
methodology offers a novel framework for
interpreting meaning and the continuity of
myth in contemporary Iranian urban spaces. It
demonstrates how corporeal structures,
geometry, and spatial symbols in the city of
Tehran continue to carry layers of cultural
unconsciousness and contribute to the
formation of contemporary identity and
cultural geography.

Results and Discussion

The findings of this research demonstrate that
both Meydan-e Mashq and Hasanabad Square
function as multilayered urban texts in which
myth, symbol, physical form, and cultural
geography are intertwined, though each
embodies a distinct mode of meaning
production within contemporary Tehran.
Through four-layer analysis-mythical,
symbolic, corporeal, and cultural-
geographical-the study reveals how different
worldviews of modernity have been spatially
articulated in these two significant urban
squares.

The analysis of Meydan-e Mashq shows that
it is fundamentally structured around a linear
and hierarchical spatial logic. At the mythical
level, its dominant north-south axis,
extending from the National Garden Gate
(Bagh-e Melli) inward, reflects the archetype
of ascent, authority, and cosmic order
translated into a modern political framework.
The gate functions as a symbolic threshold,
marking the transition from the profane city
to a realm of power and order. Myth here is
not erased but reconfigured: sacred centrality
is transformed into a political axis,

embodying the myth of authority and state
power.

At the symbolic level, architectural elements
such as monumental arches, national motifs,
inscriptions, and controlled visual
perspectives ~ communicate  sovereignty,
discipline, and national identity. Meaning in
Meydan-e Mashq is produced primarily
through representation and display rather than
lived experience. Corporeally, the square is
defined by rigid geometry, rectangular
organization, and large-scale institutional
buildings (ministries, museums), reinforcing a
sense of formality, control, and distance
between power and everyday life. In terms of
cultural geography, despite later functional
changes from military to  cultural-
administrative uses, Meydan-e Mashq largely
remains a space of official memory rather
than a lived social environment. It operates
more as a historical-symbolic landscape than
as an active arena of collective urban life.

In contrast, Hasanabad Square embodies a
fundamentally different spatial and cultural
logic. At the mythical level, its circular
geometry and radial organization reflect the
archetype of unity, balance, and the cosmic
center found in Iranian mythological thought.
The empty center of the square functions as a
symbolic void-a generative absence-echoing
philosophical notions in Iranian culture where
meaning emerges from silence and emptiness.
This structure recalls the mandala-like
representation of the universe, emphasizing
harmony between center and periphery.
Symbolically, Hasanabad Square relies less
on explicit political imagery and more on
visual coherence and sensory experience.
Repetitive  arches, semi-domes, curved
facades, warm brick tones, and balanced
proportions convey continuity, calmness, and
cultural integration. Here, symbolism operates
through rhythm, symmetry, and materiality,
allowing meaning to emerge through
perception and bodily presence rather than
overt representation. At the corporeal level,
the square combines Renaissance-inspired
geometry with Iranian materials and
proportions, producing a human-scaled,
coherent, and inhabitable space. The four
similar surrounding buildings create a
centripetal order that reinforces spatial unity
and inclusivenes
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From the perspective of cultural geography,
Hasanabad Square remains an active and
living part of Tehran’s urban life. Daily
pedestrian movement, commercial activity,
social interaction, and collective memory
continuously reproduce its meaning. Unlike
Meydan-e Mashq, Hasanabad is embedded in
everyday urban experience and functions as a
shared cultural space rather than a controlled
institutional one.

The comparative analysis indicates that
Meydan-e Mashq represents a model of
authoritarian modernity, where meaning is
imposed from above through linear order,
monumentality, and symbolic power, while
Hasanabad Square represents a model of
cultural and people-centered modernity,
grounded in circular order, balance, and lived
experience. Together, these two squares
reveal complementary yet contrasting
narratives of how myth continues to operate
within contemporary Tehran: one translating
myth into power and hierarchy, and the other
sustaining myth as unity, harmony, and
collective cultural memory within the modern
city.

Conclusion

In this study, a comparative analysis of
Meydan-e Mashq and Hasanabad Square in
Tehran was conducted based on the
theoretical framework of mythology and the
intellectual  foundations of postmodern
architecture, with the aim of revealing the
relationship between meaning, symbol, and
corporeality in contemporary Iranian urban
spaces. The findings indicate that both
squares, at different levels, carry signs of the
Iranian mythological worldview; however,
the modes through which this worldview is
represented in Meydan-e Mashq and
Hasanabad Square differ substantially. This
very difference makes visible the intellectual
and cultural transition of Iranian society from
an authoritarian modern era toward a
meaning-oriented postmodern condition.
Meydan-e Mashq, within its historical
context, was designed according to a linear,
axial, and geometric pattern that reflects
modern rationalist thinking. In this square,
spatial order and hierarchical organization
express a worldview in which “power” and
the “centrality of the state” constitute the core

of meaning. The north-south axis and the
National Garden Gate (Sardar-e Bagh-e
Melli) function symbolically as a threshold
and an entrance into the domain of authority,
while the entire space is conceived as a stage
for the display of order and domination. At
this level, the myth of “ascent” and
“sovereignty” is embodied in the corporeality
of modern architecture. The space is not
intended for individual lived experience, but
rather for the representation of collective and
political power. In the terms of modern
philosophy, this is a place where meaning is
imposed from above, and architectural form
operates as an instrument for the visualization
of ideology.

By contrast, Hasanabad Square emerges from
a synthesis of mythic consciousness and
postmodern thought in urban design. The
circular geometry of the square, its hollow
center, and the harmonious rhythm of its
arches materialize the archetype of the “circle
of unity” and the cosmic order embedded in
Iranian thought. Here, myth does not serve as
a tool for displaying power, but as a ground
for perceptual and sensory experience. The
center of the square is empty yet profoundly
meaningful—a symbol of creative void in
mythological thinking, which is reinterpreted
in postmodern philosophy as a “center
without domination.” The symmetrical
presence of four buildings around the square
evokes natural order and balance among
forces, while the use of local materials, the
warm tone of brick, and curved forms
establish a poetic relationship between matter
and meaning. At this level, Hasanabad Square
exemplifies an “interpretable space,” in which
meaning is not fixed but unfolds through
citizens’ experiences over time-an approach
that constitutes the essence of postmodern
architecture.

Drawing on theories of architectural
phenomenology (Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty,
Norberg-Schulz) and postmodern semiotic
approaches (Derrida, Eco, Lacan), space is
understood not as a neutral container but as a
multilayered text of signs and experiences.
Within this reading, Hasanabad Square
appears as an open and polysemic text: every
arch, every shadow, and every reflection of
light signifies unity within multiplicity.
Meydan-e Mashq, by contrast, represents a
closed and monosemic text, in which signs
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are subordinated to a stabilized structure of
power. Consequently, Hasanabad Square can
be regarded as an instance of “multiple-
reading space” in postmodern thought, where
meaning emerges through interaction among
user, time, and place.

From the perspective of cultural mythology,
both squares testify to the continuity of the
Iranian collective unconscious. In Meydan-e
Mashq, the myth of domination and authority
is reproduced through modern geometric
order; in Hasanabad Square, the same
unconscious manifests itself through the myth
of unity, harmony, and return to the center.
This transformation-from the myth of
“power” to the myth of “balance”-articulates
Tehran’s  cultural transition from a
hierarchical city to a networked one, and from
a single-voiced order to a polyphonic urban
condition. The final conclusion of this
research is that Hasanabad Square, in
comparison with Meydan-e Mashq, represents
a more successful example of integrating
myth and architecture within a postmodern
framework. In this square, corporeality is not
the end point of meaning but its point of
departure; space is not a stage for the display
of power, but a field of lived experience.
Accordingly, the reinterpretation of myth in
contemporary architecture-when undertaken
within a postmodern intellectual framework-
can provide a pathway for the regeneration of
meaning, memory, and identity in today’s
Iranian city. In other words, the linkage
between “myth” and the “postmodern” in
these two squares offers a dual image of
contemporary Tehran: a city in which past
and present, power and culture, reason and
imagination engage in an ongoing dialogue in
search of a renewed balance.
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