The study of urban form in Iran
Mazyar Abaee
E-mail: mzr.abaee@ut.ac.ir ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3069-3920
Revised version received 13 November 2021

Abstract. The study of urban form in Iran has not produced a substantial body of knowledge. This paper
categorizes the works of Iranian researchers into two main groups. The first group comprises the efforts of
individual researchers, forming the origins of this field of study. This group includes studies on individual
cities or the history of urban form, explanations of the fundamental concepts of urban morphology, and
the use of urban form as a general term. The second group comprises the currently-emerging flow of
research. This relies on more precise explanations of urban morphological concepts, addressing urban
morphology and its varied methods, including space syntax. These publications are categorized by the
scale, methodological approach, elements examined, temporal dimension, cities studied, techniques used,
relation to other fields of knowledge, major field of study and reliance on a technical vocabulary of urban
morphology. This paper thus presents a critical review of the study of urban form in Iran to reveal gaps
of this field of research, and identifies the urban morphology domains that remain unexplored by Iranian
scholars.
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Some of the world’s oldest cities, including Persepolis (Takhte Jamshid), Pasargad,
Darabgard, and Ekbatan are found in Iran.
However, the country has endured four wars
that have left many cities, especially the most
ancient ones, in ruins. Due to the changing
extent of the country through history, the
diversity of studies that embody indications
to urban form, and the different linguistic
origin compared to Anglo-
American languages1 (leading to an inaccurate perception
of ‘urban morphology’), this paper identifies
several categories with which to review the
study of urban form in Iran. A second issue
for this paper is that, although there have been
notable archaeological excavations in some
ancient cities, this review does not include
archaeological publications. Thirdly, this
paper focuses on studies using urban morphological terminology as it is established in
the discipline, and does not include various
linguistic or individual misinterpretations.

Fourthly, there are relevant studies available
in French, German, and Italian. However,
accurately searching and understanding these
texts multiplied and complicated the domain
of the review, which therefore focuses on
studies in Persian and English.
A preliminary investigation of the literature identified various studies with a range of
implications for urban morphology. Therefore,
a classification was needed to develop a comprehensive review of urban form studies in
Iran. Although this research sought to be comprehensive within the limitations described
above, this was problematic for two reasons.
First, as the study started in 2018, more texts
had been published in or before that year.
Only a few were found for 2019. Secondly,
after refining these references according to the
defined categories, 168 relevant publications
have been identified for the study, including ten books, one book chapter, 115 journal
papers, 42 conference papers, and nine PhD
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theses. After a thorough scan of the publications, it became clear that the restrictions of
the study should be applied to more references. The restrictions would exclude publications that misinterpreted the term ‘urban
morphology’, had only indirect connection
to the subject, or used terminology inaccurately. Finally, 57 texts, nine books, one book
chapter, all nine theses, eleven conference
papers, and 31 journal articles (four of which
have been identified as classic articles in this
investigation) are selected as texts that can
convincingly be considered as urban morphological studies of Iranian cities. There were
two main reasons for this reduction from the
original total: the linguistic misconception of
the term ‘urban morphology’ in some studies,
and the level of reliance of each study on the
technical vocabulary of urban morphology.
The publications on Iranian urban form
have been reviewed in two main categories.
The main factor in this categorization is the
extent of the knowledge evident. In the first
category, books, theses, and some classic
papers are considered to be general studies
on the urban form of Iranian cities. The books
represent extensive knowledge about the
subject of the study, and the theses represent
more diverse knowledge than some other publication types such as journal and conference
papers. Although contributions such as journal papers represent knowledge with more
certain domains with specific methods, four
classic papers are considered to be general
studies due to their flexibility in defining the
boundaries of study.
Three other publication types, with more
closely-defined limits – the book chapter,
journal papers and conference papers – are
reviewed together. The emergence of these
three formats results from the recent expansion of internet access and recent awareness
of this field of knowledge among Iranian
scholars. The main body of such publications
appeared between 2010–20. Therefore, these
studies are considered as the current flow of
‘detailed’ studies.
The works in the first category have been
investigated and described individually. An
effort has been made to introduce the key
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topics of these publications. Through investigating the studies in the second category,
publications are classified by different tags
(subject, approach, scale, cities, type of urban
form element, and theoretical level), and
quantitative representations of the references
according to the tags are proposed. Finally,
an interpretation of the results of each group
results and the whole set of works, the gaps in
the study of urban form in Iran, and prescriptions for further research, are presented.
Category 1: a review of general studies
The earliest relevant work identified is
Bahrambeygui’s work, based at the University
of Durham, which provides a chronological evaluation of urban form in the capital city of Tehran, and the typology of its
residential buildings, amongst other issues
(Bahrambeygui, 1972). He reviewed the
transformation of Tehran from what it was
before the Qajar period (1789–1925) to the
Pahlavi period (1925–1979). Bahrambeygui
addresses the effects of the Second World War
on the city’s expansion and the evolution of
residential building types. Five years later, in
another work from the University of Durham,
Niroumand Rahimi (1977) investigated the
development and urban form transformation
of Bam, Kerman, Isfahan and Kashan in Iran’s
central plateau during the Islamic period.
The first paper on Iranian urban morphology is a result of an extensive study of 27 cities, mainly located in the hot arid zone (central plateau). In this, Bonine (1979) rejects the
concept of the Islamic ideal city with irregular
and maze-like street networks, and relies on
the study of street orientation in Iran’s central
plateau, and tried to identify an orthogonal
structure of street network following the order
of irrigation systems. Ehlers and Floor (1993)
focus on the first Pahlavi dynasty, describing
the problems resulting from modern changes
in Iranian urban form due to the lack of long-
term policies and regulations. A more specific
study on Tehran’s morphology (Costello,
1998) marked the first application to Iranian
cities of the Conzenian approach. Costello

66

identified two correspondences; first, the way
in which the pre-industrial form of Tehran
matches many other Middle-
Eastern city
forms, and secondly, the way that development plans in Tehran match European models
of planning (the Paris Regional Plan, according to the scale; and Letchworth Garden City,
according to the hierarchy of the service provision and the neighbourhoods).
In an in-
depth comparative study of the
urban form of Iranian and English historic cities, Karimi (1998) compares the structure of
six Iranian cities – Shiraz, Kerman, Hamedan,
Qazvin, Kermanshah and Semnan – and
six English cities – Norwich, Bristol, York,
Hereford, Canterbury, and Winchester before
and after modernization. He discusses a common organic rationale in these examples, the
contradictory ways of transformation of city
form during modernization (harsh changes in
Iran versus moderate changes in the UK), and
the continuity of urban changes in the English
cities, in contrast with a discontinuity of urban
changes in Iranian cities.
As the first study in the Persian language
referring to the knowledge of urban morphology, Habibi (1996) presents an extensive historical analysis of the conception of urban
form in Iran. He conceptualizes the transformation of Iranian cities from the ancient
period to the Islamic Revolution with a chronological approach, using the capital city of
each dynasty in the corresponding period as a
case study. He neither focuses on a single city
chronologically nor on a group of cities in a
specific period. Tavassoli (2002, 2011, 2016,
2019) and Tavassoli and Bonyadi (1992) represented the urban form of some cities in Iran,
with magnificent illustrations and detailed
descriptions. However, these works include
sets of prescriptions that do not rely on the
rich literature on urban morphology.
The second morphological publication on
a specific Iranian city was by Walcher (2000)
who studied Isfahan in the Qajar period,
giving a historical narrative of the city’s
changes in the eighteenth century by referring to the roles of the most influential persons of the dynasty, foreign counsellors, and
local governance, investigating the symbolic
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implications of the political changes in the
architecture of mosques, gardens and palaces,
but with no maps or illustrations. Isfahan,
the capital of the Safavid dynasty, has been
investigated in a trilogy of publications. Ahari
(2001, 2014) and Habibi and Ahari (2012) recognized a traditional school of urban design
based on rereading the city’s urban form and
architecture, especially elements of Bazaars2
in Isfahan. They believe that this school is a
product of previous architectural and urban
design styles. Although they do not express
any reliance on urban morphology in their
analytical techniques, their literature review
refers to some primary references in the field.
Ferdowsian (2002) reviewed the modern and
traditional urban morphology of Iranian cities and their architecture. Although she has
few references to the technical vocabulary of
urban morphology, her work is fully illustrated
by a typology of neighbourhood centres, individual buildings, architecture, building forms,
and urban spaces such as Maidans3 (squares).
Although the study of the urban form of
Iranian cities had produced a primary body
of knowledge by the beginning of the current century, there was no theoretical activity
until 2005. Then Memarian (2005) published
a commentary on theories in architecture,
with chapters dedicated to the Muratorian
school and space syntax. His knowledge of
Italian urban morphology is demonstrated
by his translation of Tipologie primitive by
Cataldi et al. (1999) and two extensive works
on the typology of traditional houses in Iran,
the introvert (Memarian, 1996) and the extrovert typology (Memarian, 1997). Another
publication directly addressing the technical vocabulary of urban morphology can be
found in Mirmoghtadaie and Talebi (2006),
who presented an extensive description of
morphological research on Tehran. This is
based on a combinatory framework of urban
morphology, connecting Italian and English
schools of urban morphology with practical
prescriptions.
In a notable study based at Birmingham
City University, Haghani (2009) applied fractal analysis to the urban tissue of Tehran’s
northern region, Shemiran, to bridge the gap

The study of urban form in Iran

in using this method supporting urban planning practice. He investigates two neighbourhoods in Shemiran as case studies; one
(Tajrish) originated from gradual organic
growth, and the other (Velenjak) from rapid
planned development. Haghani finally argues
the failure of Euclidean geometry in interpreting unplanned and organic urban forms. He
mentioned that chaotic, rather than Newtonian
dynamics, could best interpret the complex
systems of organic tissues. Haghani claims
that large-scale urban design should happen
incrementally, not by top-down plans, to let
new buildings adapt to environmental conditions. As another result of this research,
Haghani sees the concept of fractal perception
as more applicable on regional and city scales
than architectural scales. Finally, he describes
the validity and usefulness of tools and methods he used.
In another extended work on Isfahan,
Falahat (2014) investigated the city from the
lens of the general concept of the Islamic city.
She explained her method by starting from
Gianfranco Caniggia and M. R. G. Conzen,
but continued to include a substantial list of
references on urban form studies, not from the
morphological lens.
One of the works with the greatest reliance
on morphological debates is by Esfanjary
(2017). His study is one of the works that
relies most on the technical vocabulary of
urban morphology, like the series of works
by Kayvan Karimi. Esfanjary presents a plan
analysis of the city of Maibud. Moreover, he
studies building types and layering processes.
Alipour (2019) explains the morphological
values of the historical urban tissue in Iran by
focusing on the relationship between urban
morphology and climate and studying the
orientation of the plots, geometry, the coincidence of plot to streets, floor ratio of plots,
plot density, open space ratio, the orientation
of the network, the form of the blocks, connectivity and land use, concerning climate
factors in four example neighbourhoods,
choosing each neighbourhood from a different city. Iranmanesh (2020) focuses on the
parameters that shape the forms of Iranian cities, especially those located in hot arid zones,
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such as the domestic Qanat4 water supply
system in the city of Qazvin. Iranmanesh concluded that the urban form of Qazvin (according to Conzenian classification the systems of
streets, street-blocks and buildings: but not
the plot system) follows the order of the Qanat
system, and also the topography.
Category 2: the current flow of detailed
studies
A total of 153 journal articles and conference
papers, and a book chapter, has been investigated in order to understand the recent activities in the study of urban form. This set of
publications is categorized according to nine
characteristics: three for the framework of the
study, including the scale of the study, general approach of the research methodology,
and the morphological / physical representation of the element studied (represented in
Table 1); two for the time/space characteristics, including the temporal dimension of the
study, and the place of the study (Table 2); and
four for the substance of the studies including the technique or method of the study, the
related subjects of other fields of knowledge,
the major field of the study, and the reliance
of the study on urban morphological terminology (Table 3).
Table 1 shows that over 60 per cent of the
publications focus on an urban or architectural
scale. Studies on some scales that are more
common in morphological studies, such as
plots and street blocks, are few. According to
the general approach to research methodology,
the studies under review can be descriptive,
analytical, applied, developmental, evaluative (assessing a specific problem of the urban
tissue concerning specific function or problem) and comparative (dealing with comparing two or more cities while other types deal
with a single city). Analytical and descriptive
approaches cover more than 75 per cent of the
papers reviewed. The other works comprise
evaluative, applied, comparative, or developmental approaches. The diversity of studies according to the element studied is greater
than the diversity of studies according to the
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Table 1. Characteristics of the framework of the detailed studies on the study of urban form in Iran.

Scale of the study

%

Regional
Urban
Urban subdivisions
Community
Space
Plots
Architectural
Building element
Not defined

1.3
35.7
8.5
11.7
6.5
3.2
30.5
2.0
0.6

General approach
to research
methodology
Descriptive
Analytical
Evaluative
Applied
Comparative
Developmental

scale of the study or the research methodology. Studies focusing on three types of elements – ordinary-buildings, cities, and street
networks – cover more than 40 per cent of the
papers.
Table 2 shows that about 50 per cent of the
papers address the historical forms of Iranian
cities (however not in a chronological manner), and studies on modern or contemporary Iranian urban tissue cover slightly more
than 30 per cent of all studies. The remainder address vernacular forms, investigate
urban form in a holistic temporal approach,
use a comparative method, study the urban
form chronologically, consider ancient urban
forms, or do not address the temporal dimension of the subject. Moreover, the studies
focusing on historical cities are not generally
chronological (only 2.6 per cent). The urban
form of Tehran, the current capital, accounts
for about 25 per cent of the publications. This
is more than four times the proportion of the
studies (6.5 per cent) addressing Isfahan, the
second city, with the second-highest number
of studies. Kerman, Qazvin, Kashan, Yazd,
and Hamedan follow in the popularity of

%
30.5
46.1
9.0
6.5
4.5
3.4

Morphological / physical
representation of the
element studied
City
Urban structure
Megaprojects
Roads
Informal settlements
Urban tissue
University campus
Street network
Neighbourhoods
Street blocks
Open spaces
Plots
Ordinary buildings
Special buildings
Building units
Building elements
Combined
Not specified

%
14.3
7.8
0.6
0.6
1.3
0.6
2.0
13.0
8.5
2.0
5.8
2.0
20.1
7.1
2.0
2.6
4.5
5.2

studies. The urban form of central-
plateau
cities including Isfahan, Yazd, Kerman and
Kashan accounts for 5.2 per cent of studies.
These generally approach the study of urban
form due to the similarity of urban and architectural forms resulting from this region’s
common climate. Comparative studies form
greater than 10 per cent of these publications,
and 24 cities are studied just in a single article
per each city.
Table 3 shows that more than 60% of the
studies use space syntax methods, and more
than 30% use mixed methods (space syntax and
standard quantitative/qualitative methods).
Very few studies are based on classic morphological methods such as town-plan analysis
(Conzenian), process typology (Muratorian),
or other recent approaches excluding space
syntax (only four publications). Nearly half
of the studies are not purely morphological.
More than 90 per cent directly point to urban
morphology. These publications repeatedly
use the term ‘urban morphology’ in their texts
or include it in their key words. Others use the
term less, but have morphological concepts as
their theme.
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Table 2. Time/space characteristics of the detailed studies of the study of urban form in Iran.
Temporal dimension of the study
Ancient
Historical (not chronological)
Timeless (vernacular)
Modern/contemporary
Chronological
Comparative
Holistic
Not concentrated

%

Location of the study

%

0.6
49.3
3.9
31.9
2.6
5.8
3.9
2.0

Tehran
Central Plateau of Iran
North Plain
Isfahan
Kerman
Kashan
Yazd
Qazvin
Hamedan
Mashhad
Zanjan
Tabriz
Shiraz
Qom
Boshrooyeh
Booshehr
Lahijan
Sabzevar
Comparative
Iran as a whole
Other cities and regions

24.7
5.2
1.3
6.5
3.9
3.2
3.2
3.9
3.2
2.6
2.6
2.0
2.0
1.3
2.0
1.3
1.3
1.3
11.0
2.0
15.5

Table 3. Substance characteristics of the detailed studies on the study of urban form in Iran.
Technique
or method of
the study

%

Space syntax
Spacemate
Quantitative
Conzenian
Mixed

61.0
0.6
4.6
1.3
32.5

Related subject
of other fields of
knowledge
Urban transformation
Regeneration
Informality
Planning practice
Urban structure
Sustainability
Access network
Function of urban form
Social aspects of form
Behavioural studies
Other subjects
No related subjects

%

Major field
of study

%

Reliance
on urban
morphology

%

5.2 Urban morphology 92.2 Relied on
25.3
3.9 Urban form
6.5 Approximated 22.7
1.3 Architectural form
1.3 Unclear
14.3
3.2
Weak
14.9
3.9
Not relied on 22.7
6.5
3.9
3.9
13.0
5.8
3.9
45.5

The citations within each publication have
been examined to evaluate the rate at which
they rely on urban morphology. Five levels
are identified. Papers are considered ‘not to
rely on’ urban morphology when they do not
cite any known reference of the subject. Their

reliance is ‘weak’ when referring infrequently
to very few sources on urban morphology.
‘Unclear’ reliance indicates reference to a few
frequently-cited morphological texts. Studies
are held to ‘approximate’ to urban morphology when they refer significantly to a range of
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morphological texts. However, these studies
also use many other sources that address urban
form but that do not follow the classical lines
of thought of the field, and such sources dominate in the ‘approximate’ category papers.
Finally, studies are categorized as ‘relying on’
urban morphology when they use the field’s
primary references and terminology, and these
references are dominant in the study. Only
25.3 per cent of the papers fall into this category. These studies are considered the most
directly-related to the field of urban morphology among the available Iranian publications.
Investigating two characteristics, the ‘technique or method of the study’ and the ‘reliance of the study on urban morphology’,
reveals further information. Of the identified
studies, 39 ‘relied on’ urban morphology, and
26 of these (more than 65 per cent) use space
syntax. Only one uses the Conzenian method,
another uses Spacemate (a method that
describes urban form by a set of density variables – intensity, compactness, and network
density), and seven (18 per cent) use mixed
methods. Investigating the same ‘relied on’
group according to their ‘scale of the study’,
‘general approach to the research methodology’ and ‘the morphological / physical representation of the studied element’ does not
show results as extreme as for ‘technique or
method of the study’. Considering the temporal dimension, the numbers of studies addressing historical or modern/contemporary urban
tissues are close (respectively 14 and 16).
Nearly 25 per cent of publications focus on
Tehran’s urban form, and no other dominance
can be identified between the cities studied.
However, the dominance of research using
space syntax among the studies on urban form
in Iran is clear.
Karimi’s role as a pioneer in Iranian studies
of urban form using space syntax methods is
apparent (Karimi, 1998, 1999, 2002; Karimi
and Motamed, 2003). His studies focus principally on analysing the historical cities of
Kerman and Isfahan using space syntax. He
has investigated the transformation of historic
Iranian cities through time and evaluated the
effect of modern changes in Iranian cities,
leading to manipulations in the structure of
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historic urban cores (Karimi, 1999). Karimi
and Motamed (2003) focused on modern
changes in Isfahan. In other research, Karimi
(2002) revealed the differences between
Iranian organic cities and other Islamic cities; explaining that while their form affects
the Islamic rules and tenets, many different
factors affect their urban forms, such as topographic, climate, and social parameters.
Bahrainy’s role in establishing the knowledge of urban form in Iran is undeniable.
Although he did not focus specifically on
this field of research, he translated Lynch’s
Theory of good city form (1981), Designing
cities: towards a more sustainable urban form
(Frey, 2003) and Cities, design, and evolution (Marshall, 2009). Bahraini and Taghabon
(2011), using space syntax as a tool in the
design process, discussed the need for adjusting the space syntax approach for the Iranian
vernacular context, and Bahrainy and Torabi
Parizi (2016) developed a typo-morphological
framework for urban design, focusing on four
levels of urban structure, urban fabric, urban
space, and urban entity.
In a consolidated line of research, following Shayesteh’s PhD thesis (Shayesteh, 2013),
Shayesteh and Steadman (2012, 2013, 2015a,
2015b) focus on the typo-morphological analysis of Tehran at the plot-building scale and
its effect on urban blocks, and develop lessons for the future of the city. Describing the
processes of change in Tehran’s urban tissue
and the role of current regulations in the city’s
transformation, Shayesteh and Steadman
(2015b) develop a typo-morphological model
for the relationship between buildings, plots,
and street blocks.
Recently, more research is focusing on the
details, and using the technical language, of
urban morphology. Changalvaiee (in collaboration with Kropf: Kropf and Changalvaiee,
2014), in collaboration with Behzadfar
(Behzadfar and Changalvaiee, 2017) and
other colleagues (Changalvaiee et al., 2018)),
focuses on Isfahan and investigates the
form of the city. His collaboration with Karl
Kropf demonstrates the relevance of his line
of research to urban morphology. The collaboration of Kropf and Changalvaiee is the
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most significant work among these studies, in
which they develop a framework to analyse
the morphological transformation of the city
from a metabolic perspective.
Among those studies that relied most on
urban morphological concepts, and being
aware of the history of urban morphological
work, Esfanjary (2015) focused on the street
network of Maibud, a mid-size city in the central plateau of Iran. He studied the types of
street networks, their combinations, the relationship of street blocks and plots within them,
and the historical development of the street
networks in different Mahallahs5 (neighbourhoods). His pure morphological approach in
this work raises hope for similar studies by
other Iranian scholars.
The publications discussed above are critical articles on the study of urban form in Iran.
However, other studies still rely on urban
morphology, though using fewer indications.
Table 4 represents a chronological list of
these studies and their characteristics. Among
these 26 works, eight studies deal with architectural scale. Azarbakht and Nourtaghani
(2017), Behpour et al. (2018), Hamedani
Golshan (2015), Heidari et al. (2016a, 2017),
Kamalianpour et al. (2012), Mansouri and
Ünlü (2018) and Soltani and Khaki Ghasr
(2016) used space syntax to analyze, generally, ordinary buildings. The general result of
these studies deals with the revelation of the
spatial order, the hierarchy and the relation
of private/semi-private spaces in residential
buildings, or the understanding of the socio-
spatial effect of the building typologies on
urban tissue.
Five works among these 26 studies address
urban elements such as urban spaces or small
neighbourhoods. These articles have varied
subjects of study. Shafiei (2007) discusses
internal commercial streets in informal areas
of Zahedan, and he reveals the benefits of
locating commercial activities in the study
areas. Jafari Bahman and Khanian (2012)
assess the development plans in a historical
neighbourhood in Hamedan and revealed the
adverse effects of the plan on social aspects
of the community, such as diversity and liveability. Hosseinioon (2013) explains that the
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formalization process on informal settlements
leads to new informal settlements in Tehran,
and Kiaie et al. (2018) investigate the role of
street façade permeability on safety in a traditional urban space type called Timcheh.6
All four works used space syntax as the study
method. In the fifth work, Abedzadeh et al.
(2017) described the changes in urban tissue
in Mashhad by a chronological approach and
explained the relationship between changes in
sociocultural aspects of the city and the urban
context. However, they did not use accurate
classical urban morphological methods, but
an interpretation of them.
The other 13 works examine the urban and
urban subdivision scales. Eleven of these used
computational methods; ten used space syntax, and one used Spacemate. Among these
13 works, four indicate the subject of urban
decay (Rismanchian and Bell, 2014, 2015a,
2015b, Daneshpour et al. 2017). Their common conclusion is the effect of network integrity (in the deteriorated tissue or adjacent
areas) on the continuity of economic life in
these areas. Two of these 13 works used personal interpretations of typological methods
on urban tissue. Alitajer and Sahraie (2017)
used a combination of simplified space syntax
maps and subjective analysis, and Arsiya and
Mazloomi (2018) used a categorizing method
on morphological elements. However, the
elements and measures do not match entirely
with classical urban morphological methods.
Another two of the 13 used space syntax to
analyze the effect of buildings configuration
in residential complexes on crime. Heidari
and Gashtasebi (2019) and Heidari et al.
(2016b) came up with this typical result that
the courtyard pattern of residential complexes shows better safety-
related results.
In applied research, Jamali (2015) tested the
possible uses of urban morphological elements in planning tools and described the
privileges of this approach for Iranian urban
planning using the Spacemate method. The
other works – Peimani and Zoulghadr (2011),
Siami and Harivandi (2017), Valipour and
Tayyebisoudkolaei (2017) and Zakerhaghighi
et al. (2014) – used space syntax on street
networks showing the effect of large military
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area on urban segregation, how connectivity
and integration of a street pattern can absorb
commercial activities, identifying the reasons
why streets attract pedestrians in Mashhad,
and the benefits of the roofed alley (Sabat7) in
adjusting climate in the central plateau.
These publications show a domination of
quantitative methods, especially using space
syntax in urban morphological research in
Iran. Table 4 is a brief representation of these
publications and some of their characteristics.
Conclusion
The study of urban form in Iran has not
become a systematic flow of research. The
number of publications that rely on the classical repertoire of urban morphological knowledge is very low. The general awareness of
urban morphology is a recent phenomenon,
and the low level of awareness among Iranian
scholars about this field of knowledge is not
an exception. Their awareness of the concepts
of urban morphology has been growing during the past two decades. However, it remains
low in comparison with research worldwide.
Iranian scholars very rarely use qualitative
or basic descriptive-
analytical approaches.
The use of space syntax appears more acceptable than other urban morphological methods
to universities, institutions and journals in
Iran. Among the researchers included in the
current flow of the studies on urban from,
two – Kayvan Karimi and Kaveh Shafiei – are
UCL-based scholars. The earlier commentaries on the Italian school of urban morphology
are not widely known, and there are no similar publications about the English historico-
geographical school. Reviewing the studies
of urban form in Iran reveals some interesting
issues. There is no available comprehensive
work that studies several cities during a specific period or through time. Of the available
studies, the greatest interest is on Tehran and
Isfahan. Very few available studies rely on the
technical vocabulary of urban morphology.
The dominance of quantitative research makes
qualitative morphological research hard to
find. The subject of urban morphology is often
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merged with other subjects, which breaks the
paradigmatic chain of the field; and, as most
studies on Iranian cities, which rely more on
the root concepts of urban morphology, are in
English, there is a gap in transferring urban
morphological concepts to Iranian academics.
There is a strong tendency between urban
form researchers to concentrate on large cities, especially Tehran, Mashhad, Isfahan,
Shiraz, Tabriz, Kerman, Hamedan, and Yazd.
The most straightforward reason for this is
that these cities were the country’s capitals at
different historical periods. However, detailed
studies on smaller cities, such as Maibud
(Esfanjari, 2015, 2017), warn us that small
cities have much to teach us about urban morphology. Unfortunately, there are no reliable,
detailed maps for many of these small cities
and this is the main reason why Iranian scholars neglect them. Moreover, even in the largest cities, it is hard to find accurate maps for
different periods (for example, the last accessible cartographic map of the capital city of
Tehran was published in 2005). Therefore,
any accurate chronological works on the history of urban form seem impossible. The poor
inventory of cartographical sources can be
seen as a problem for morphological studies, as Whitehand and Gu (2017) mentioned
about China where the issue is the poor quality of cartographic inquiry: however, in Iran,
the problem is the interval between producing
maps.
Regardless of all these weaknesses, there
is an evident increasing awareness of knowledge of urban morphology in Iran. A course
on urban form has recently been established at the University of Tehran by
Behnaz Aminzadeh. Further, a laboratory
of urban form has been established in the
Tehran University of Art, led by Maryam
Mohammadi, the supervisor of several MA
dissertations on urban form. Although these
studies are not entirely reliant on the technical vocabulary of urban morphology, an urban
form laboratory raises the likelihood of future
contributions in this field.
The future of the study of urban form in
Iran needs to make a fundamental turn to the
established field of urban morphology. More
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awareness of ISUF research before and after
the integration of the three major schools is
needed. Only one book authored by an ISUF
member (Oliveira, 2016) has been translated
into Persian. There is no translation of classic or well-known books of the field, with
the exception of Tipologie primitive I. I tipi
‘radice’ (Cataldi et al. 1999), by Giancarlo
Cataldi, former president of ISUF, and colleagues. This neglect extends to the main references in space syntax main references by
Bill Hillier, Michael Batty, Julienne Hanson
and Philip Steadman. The study of urban form
in Iran is at the beginning of an arduous journey. Some obstacles to that journey, indeed,
are out of the direct control of Iranian urban
form scholars. However, it is obvious that
some obstacles are definitely not.
Notes
1. The word equivalent to ‘urban form’ in Persian,
Rikhtshenasi–e Shahri, has a vague meaning.
In Persian, when the equivalent of the suffix
‘-logy’, ‘shenasi’, is used, that independently
deals with the process of recognition, it can
simultaneously refer to the notion of recognition. For example, in Persian, ‘physiology’
and ‘body physique’ might be used interchangeably. Therefore, it is very idiomatic in
Persian to use ‘urban morphology’ instead of
‘urban form’. One can correctly say ‘the urban
morphology of Isfahan’ instead of ‘the urban
form of Isfahan’. Hence many scholars may
consider their studies as ‘urban morphology’,
without addressing the methods of the field,
instead mentioning only a few indications of
urban form.
2. Bazaar is consistently recognized as the main
structure of Iranian cities. It is the main commercial centre of Iranian cities that has linear-
network spatial organization generally starts
from administrative zones or buildings, or
governmental maidan and ends at some of the
city gates.
3. Maidan is an urban space similar to a medieval square but generally with a regular shape.
There is a hierarchy of maidans in historical
urban environments from the city scale to the
neighbourhood scale.
4. Qanat is an underground network of canals
that extracts water from aquifers and delivers it

downstream, with several shafts as access from
the land surface.
5. Mahallah is a small subdivision of urban tissue
that has similarities to European neighbourhoods. Mahallah has its bazaar, mosque, and
maidan with other specified elements belonging to Mahallah members. They were defined
by social, cultural, and religious aspects in
addition to physical aspects. The economic
characteristics of citizens did not have any
effect on the spatial organization and definitions of Mahallahs.
6. Timcheh can be seen as an Iranian traditional
small ‘mall’ type with a generally geometric
space in the middle and several shops around,
with or without a dock for livestock load.
Timchehs were always adjacent to the main or
subsidiary routes of the Bazaar.
7. Sabat or roofed alley was a passage, generally
with an arched structure above. There are generally two reasons discussed for this kind of
structure; first, to adjust the temperature, and
second, to reduce the speed of mounted invaders in times of invasion.
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