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Abstract:

The purpose of this study is to conduct a semantic reading of Qajar-era residential architecture in the city of Kermanshah and to utilize its
findings for enriching contemporary housing design. Adopting a qualitative, interpretive, and phenomenological approach, seven
representative Qajar houses were analyzed through in-depth case studies, selected based on criteria such as historical authenticity, structural
preservation, and field accessibility. Data were collected through direct field observations to record spatial, lighting, acoustic, and material
qualities; semi-structured interviews with 15 participants (residents, owners, local architects, and cultural heritage experts) to explore lived
experiences; analysis of historical documents and verified archival maps; and visual interpretation of images and architectural drawings. Data
analysis was conducted using thematic analysis within a four-level theoretical framework: (1) the physical-structural level (focused on spatial
organization, geometry, and hierarchy); (2) the semiotic-cultural level (examining symbols, rituals, and behavioral codes); (3) the lived
experience level (exploring everyday interactions, collective memory, and cultural continuity); and (4) the perceptual-aesthetic level
(evaluating multisensory elements such as light, color, texture, and sound). This framework, developed through the integration of architectural
anthropology concepts (Rapoport, 2009), sensory phenomenology (Pallasmaa, 2013), and Iranian architectural theories (Haeri & Soltanzadeh,
2009), provides a comprehensive interpretive perspective. Findings indicate that Qajar houses in Kermanshah transcend mere physical
structures and embody a complex semantic system manifested through spatial codes, rituals, behaviors, and sensory-collective experiences
of the inhabitants. At the physical level, introverted spatial patterns with central courtyards and indirect corridors ensure privacy and climatic
adaptability. Semiologically, elements such as orsi (stained-glass windows) and ornamental details serve as cultural symbols that enhance
the sense of belonging and security. Lived experiences transform spaces into repositories of collective memory, while sensory perception—
through the interplay of light and sound—imparts a spiritual quality to the environment. Based on this analysis, a conceptual model for
contemporary housing design is proposed, emphasizing the continuity of spatial order, cultural codes, sensory experience, and aesthetic
quality, while reinterpreting traditional elements through modern materials and sustainable technologies. This research reinforces the
semantic approach in Iranian architecture and provides a foundation for rethinking design grounded in local values. Ultimately, the study
demonstrates that the semantic reinterpretation of traditional heritage can contribute to the creation of sustainable and identity-rich housing.
It is recommended that future studies extend this framework to other regions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Traditional Iranian residential architecture, particularly during the Qajar era, embodies a profound system of cultural and
semantic values embedded within spatial organization, hierarchical arrangements, and symbolic behavioral codes. Kermanshah,
as a historically and culturally rich city with multiethnic identity, houses several prominent examples of such architecture that
vividly express the interconnection between space, culture, and meaning (1).

In recent decades, contemporary housing in Iran has faced challenges in maintaining this cultural and semantic linkage.
Many modern homes have been reduced to mere functional and physical entities, weakening their connection with identity,
symbolism, and aesthetic dimensions (2). This crisis underscores the need to reread the semantic system of traditional
architecture to rebuild the triadic relationship between human, space, and culture in contemporary design.

This study therefore adopts a qualitative, interpretive, and phenomenological approach to analyze the multilayered semantic
system of Qajar-era houses in Kermanshah. The theoretical framework, built on the integration of semiotics, sense of place,
lived experience, and phenomenology, defines a four-level analytical model encompassing:

1. Physical-structural,

2. Semiotic—cultural,

3. Lived experience, and

4. Perceptual—aesthetic dimensions.

The research addresses two central questions:
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(1) What are the semantic components that constitute the architectural system of Qajar residential houses in Kermanshah
across these four dimensions?

(2) How can these semantic components be reinterpreted into a conceptual framework applicable to contemporary Iranian
housing design?

A review of key theories supports this inquiry. Rapoport’s anthropological approach to architecture emphasizes that each
spatial element acts as a cultural or symbolic sign within a broader system of meanings (3, 4). Noghrekar and Haeri expand
this through the notion of “spirit of place,” highlighting how memory, ritual, and cultural behavior transform space into
meaningful place (5). Similarly, Norberg-Schulz emphasizes the essential link between physical form, culture, and lived
experience in shaping spatial identity (6).

Pallasmaa’s phenomenology of architecture brings sensory and emotional experience into the discussion, stressing the roles
of light, sound, material, and memory in spatial meaning (7). Iranian scholars such as Soltan-Zadeh and Mimarayan further
contribute to the understanding of cultural codes and visual semiotics embedded in traditional Iranian architecture (10, 11).
These perspectives together form the four-level analytical framework of this research.

Previous Iranian studies have typically explored either physical typology or limited symbolic aspects. For instance, Taheri
Sarmad et al. (2019) analyzed spatial and structural typologies of Qajar and Pahlavi houses in Kermanshah but overlooked the
lived and perceptual layers (12). Similarly, Chaleshgar et al. (2021) explored modern transformations but focused primarily on
physical change (2). The comparative study of Malekizadeh et al. (2021) enriched typological understanding but lacked a
unified semantic framework (1). Therefore, this study fills a major theoretical gap by offering a comprehensive, four-level
semantic model connecting physical structure, cultural codes, lived experience, and aesthetic perception in Qajar houses.

The theoretical innovation lies in synthesizing Rapoport’s cultural anthropology, Pallasmaa’s sensory phenomenology, and
Iranian spatial semiotics to provide a systematic interpretive model that can bridge traditional architecture with contemporary
housing design. This framework allows the study to identify the multilayered meanings encoded within Qajar houses and to
propose design strategies rooted in identity and sustainability for modern contexts.

Methods and Materials

This research applied a qualitative, interpretive, and phenomenological design, aimed at uncovering hidden meanings within
architectural forms and lived experiences. The study adopted an interpretive case study strategy, enabling in-depth exploration
of real contexts and interactions between physical, cultural, and experiential dimensions.

The research population included all Qajar-era residential buildings in Kermanshah officially registered or recognized by
Iran’s Cultural Heritage Organization. Purposeful sampling was used based on four criteria: historical authenticity, structural
preservation, functional diversity, and accessibility for fieldwork. Seven representative houses were selected as case studies.

Data collection used multiple complementary techniques:

1. Direct field observations to document spatial organization, light quality, sound environment, and materials through
standardized checklists.

2. Semi-structured interviews with 15 participants—residents, owners, local architects, and cultural heritage experts—
to capture lived experiences and symbolic interpretations.

3. Archival and historical document analysis to trace original layouts and construction details.

4. Visual interpretation of photographs and architectural drawings to decode spatial semiotics and aesthetic

configurations.
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Data were analyzed through thematic analysis, organized into the four-level theoretical model. Five analytical phases
included data familiarization, initial coding, theme extraction, cross-case synthesis, and final theoretical integration. Validity
and reliability were ensured through methodological triangulation, participant feedback, peer review, audit trails, and researcher
reflexivity. These measures reinforced the credibility and dependability of findings, aligning with established qualitative
research standards.

Findings

The results reveal that Qajar-era residential architecture in Kermanshah embodies a multi-layered semantic system that
integrates tangible and intangible dimensions of meaning. The thematic analysis produced insights at each of the four levels of
the analytical framework.

At the physical-structural level, spatial organization is predominantly introverted, centered on a main courtyard as the
architectural nucleus. The hierarchical layout—with indirect corridors, nested rooms, and screened thresholds—creates gradual
transitions between public and private domains. This configuration ensures climatic adaptability and cultural privacy. Such
design logic was consistently observed across all seven houses, echoing earlier typological findings from Malekizadeh et al.
(1).

At the semiotic—cultural level, spatial elements operate as cultural symbols. Dalan (entrance corridor), Hashti (vestibule),
Orsi (stained-glass windows), and Iwan (porch) serve ritual and representational functions beyond their physical roles. For
instance, the elongated corridors of the Abbas Jalilian House symbolize the passage from public to private space, embodying
respect for social hierarchy and family privacy (2). Similarly, decorative motifs and wooden latticework encode notions of
purity, hospitality, and spirituality deeply rooted in local cultural codes.

At the lived experience level, interviews showed that residents perceive these houses as repositories of collective memory.
Central courtyards host social gatherings and ceremonies, reinforcing cultural continuity. The Moin al-Ketab House, for
example, functions as both domestic and communal memory space where familial rituals sustain intergenerational identity.
This corresponds to Rapoport’s concept of social behavior as a determinant of spatial meaning (3, 4).

At the perceptual-aesthetic level, sensory qualities of light, texture, and sound profoundly influence spatial experience.
Colored light filtered through orsi windows, the gentle sound of fountains, and the tactile feel of local brick and plaster together
construct a multisensory and spiritual atmosphere. In the Khwaja Baruch House, filtered light through stained glass transforms
the interior into a meditative environment, reflecting Pallasmaa’s notion of “the eyes of the skin” where architecture engages
all senses (7).

Comparative analysis with previous studies confirmed that this four-level approach provides a more comprehensive
understanding than prior mono-dimensional models (15). The integrated framework captures the dynamic interaction among
physical configuration, cultural codes, experiential narratives, and sensory aesthetics, all contributing to the holistic meaning
of space.

Based on these insights, the study formulated a conceptual model for contemporary housing design in Iran. This model
translates the four semantic levels into practical design strategies emphasizing:

e Centralized spatial organization with climate-responsive courtyards,

e Symbolic reinterpretation of traditional elements through modern materials,
e  Creation of flexible, memory-evoking spaces, and

¢ Integration of multisensory experiences via light, texture, and sound.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings affirm that Qajar residential houses in Kermanshah represent not merely architectural artifacts but integrated
semantic systems expressing deep cultural, sensory, and spiritual values. These houses materialize the interrelation between
structure and meaning, where each physical element—whether a courtyard, corridor, or stained-glass window—operates as a
semiotic and experiential device.

The study’s four-level analytical model successfully bridges theoretical frameworks and field observations, illustrating how
spatial forms encode cultural values and mediate between tangible structure and intangible identity. It also confirms that
meaning in architecture arises through the interplay of behavior, ritual, memory, and sensory perception rather than mere
physical form.

The proposed conceptual model extends the relevance of this heritage to modern design. Rather than superficial imitation,
it advocates semantic continuity—preserving the conceptual essence of traditional architecture while adapting it through
sustainable materials and modern construction technologies. By reinterpreting structural order, symbolic codes, experiential
richness, and aesthetic qualities, contemporary housing can achieve both functionality and cultural authenticity.
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