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Abstract:

Contemporary architectural education in Iran faces a profound disconnection from its indigenous aesthetic tradition, a challenge rooted in the
largely uncritical adoption of Western modernist models. Within this dualistic context, a fundamental question arises: Can traditional Iranian
architecture, despite having developed without explicit knowledge of Western aesthetic philosophy, embody a rich and multidimensional
aesthetic structure? Using a combined analytical-interpretive approach grounded in comparative case analysis, this study examines the
hypothesis that traditional Iranian architecture implicitly operationalized the same three levels of aesthetics defined by George Santayana—
sensory, formal, and symbolic—even before the emergence of this model in Western thought. Data were derived from two sources: (1)
theoretical texts, including the works of Santayana, Kant, Pallasmaa, B6hme, Zumthor, and Iranian theorists; and (2) actual architectural
cases, including the courtyard of Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque in Isfahan, the Soltaniyeh Dome in Zanjan, and Fin Garden in Kashan. Data were
analyzed using a three-stage qualitative content analysis procedure comprising open, axial, and selective coding. The key findings indicate
that: (1) in the Iranian courtyard, the sensory level is experienced through the warmth of stone, the sound of water, and diffused light; (2) the
formal level is manifested in geometric proportions, axial symmetry, and spatial rhythm; and (3) the symbolic level is expressed through a
sense of tranquility, place attachment, and connection with spirituality. Rather than operating independently, these three levels interact
dynamically to create a “living” space—one that corresponds to what Santayana described as a “‘complete aesthetic experience.” The findings
suggest that Santayana’s framework should not be regarded as a model to be imported into Iranian architectural education, but rather as an
analytical lens through which implicit Iranian architectural knowledge can be articulated explicitly. This perspective offers an approach to
“returning to tradition without imitation.”
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Extended Abstract

Contemporary architectural education in Iran faces a persistent epistemological and pedagogical disjunction between the
processes through which students are taught to design and the embodied aesthetic knowledge historically embedded in Iranian
architectural traditions. This disjunction has gradually encouraged a mode of architectural production in which form is often
treated as an autonomous visual construct, while sensory experience, cultural memory, symbolic meaning, and environmental
responsiveness are relegated to secondary considerations. The problem is particularly significant in architectural education,
because design studios frequently mediate students’ understanding of architecture through abstract representation, digital
modeling, formal manipulation, and technical problem-solving rather than through direct engagement with the multisensory
and cultural dimensions of space. Several scholars have addressed this broader tension between modern architectural practice
and local identity, warning that an uncritical adoption of imported design paradigms may detach architecture from its cultural,
climatic, and perceptual foundations (1-3). Within this context, the present study revisits George Santayana’s theory of aesthetic
experience not as an external Western model to be imposed on Iranian architecture, but as a conceptual lens through which the
implicit aesthetic logic of traditional Iranian architecture can be made explicit. Santayana’s formulation is especially relevant
because it allows aesthetic experience to be understood through three interrelated dimensions: sensory pleasure, formal
organization, and symbolic or associative meaning (23). The central hypothesis of the study is that traditional Iranian
architecture had already operationalized these three dimensions in an integrated manner long before Santayana articulated them
philosophically. Accordingly, the study asks whether Iranian architectural traditions can be shown to embody a three-level
aesthetic structure consisting of sensory, formal, and symbolic dimensions, and whether this structure can be transformed into
a pedagogically useful framework for contemporary architectural education. The significance of this proposition lies in shifting
the discourse from the imitation of traditional forms toward the analytical reconstruction of the principles that generate those
forms. In this sense, the objective is not to revive historical architecture as a stylistic model, but to identify the deep aesthetic
mechanisms through which architecture becomes experientially meaningful, culturally situated, and pedagogically transferable.

The theoretical framework of the study is grounded primarily in Santayana’s aesthetic philosophy and is expanded through
later phenomenological and architectural theories concerned with embodied experience, atmosphere, materiality, and place.
Kant’s account of aesthetic judgment established a foundational distinction between aesthetic pleasure and utilitarian or

conceptual determination, emphasizing the disinterested character of beauty (4). Although philosophically influential, this
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separation created limitations when applied to architecture, where function, materiality, construction, perception, and meaning
are inseparable from aesthetic experience. Santayana offers a more integrative alternative by conceptualizing beauty as pleasure
objectified in experience and by distinguishing sensory, formal, and associative or symbolic sources of aesthetic gratification
(23). The sensory level concerns the pleasure generated directly through perception, including tactile warmth, sound, light,
texture, smell, and other bodily sensations; the formal level concerns the organization of proportions, rhythm, geometry,
balance, symmetry, and spatial order; and the symbolic level refers to the meanings, memories, cultural associations, and
existential interpretations attached to architectural settings. This threefold structure is particularly compatible with
contemporary theories that criticize the visual reductionism of modern architecture. Pallasmaa argues that architecture is
apprehended through the totality of the senses rather than through vision alone and emphasizes the role of tactile, auditory, and
bodily engagement in spatial experience (7). Bohme’s theory of atmosphere similarly shifts attention from architectural objects
as isolated forms toward the felt qualities emerging between subjects and environments, thereby framing space as an affective
and sensory field (8). Zumthor further emphasizes that architectural quality often resides in apparently minor sensory details,
such as the hardness of stone, the resonance of sound, the smell of materials, the quality of shadow, and the changing character
of light (9). Saito’s discussion of aesthetics in everyday life also supports a relational understanding of aesthetic experience in
which sensory, material, formal, and ethical dimensions are intertwined rather than separated (5). Finally, Leatherbarrow’s
argument that architectural theory should function as a mode of seeing rather than as a universal template is particularly
important for the present study, because it allows Santayana’s framework to be used analytically without subordinating Iranian
architecture to an externally derived model (6). Thus, the theoretical aim is to employ a Western philosophical vocabulary to
articulate, rather than replace, the experiential knowledge already embedded within Iranian architectural practice.

The literature on Iranian architecture indicates that the sensory, formal, and symbolic dimensions identified in Santayana’s
framework are already present across multiple strands of architectural scholarship, although they are usually examined
separately. Research on architectural identity and tradition has repeatedly warned against superficial historicism and the
decorative reproduction of inherited forms. Hojjat emphasizes that tradition should remain both authentic and responsive to
contemporary conditions, and that the mere replication of historical motifs without understanding their internal logic results in
formal imitation rather than meaningful continuity (1). Namazifard similarly shows that many contemporary attempts to return
to the architectural past remain confined to surface-level repetition and fail to reconstruct the deeper systems of thought that
historically shaped Iranian architecture (2). In the formal domain, studies of geometry and proportion demonstrate the
importance of axiality, symmetry, rhythm, and mathematical organization in shaping perception. Biglarian’s analysis of mosque
facades, including Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, highlights the role of symmetry in directing visual attention and structuring
architectural experience (12), while Saremi and Anamnam identify geometry and proportion as fundamental organizing systems
in Iranian architecture (13). In the symbolic domain, Salahi demonstrates that formal and symbolic aesthetics operate
simultaneously in their effects on human perception and psychological response (11). Research on domes likewise shows that
verticality, centrality, and geometric order often communicate concepts of unity, transcendence, and spirituality beyond their
structural functions (15). In the environmental and sensory domain, studies of Persian gardens reveal how water and vegetation
contribute simultaneously to climatic regulation, aesthetic experience, and cultural symbolism (14, 19). Historical analyses of
Iranian architecture also confirm that spatial geometry, structural form, ornament, and cosmological meaning were frequently
synthesized rather than treated as autonomous layers (16-18). Taken together, these studies suggest that Iranian architectural

knowledge was fundamentally integrative, but the literature lacks a single analytical framework that systematically combines
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sensory, formal, and symbolic dimensions. The present research addresses this gap by using Santayana’s three-level model as
a comparative analytical structure through which these already documented dimensions can be examined together.

Methodologically, the study adopts a combined analytical-interpretive approach based on multilayer comparative case
analysis. Data were drawn from two principal sources: theoretical texts and selected architectural cases. The theoretical corpus
included Santayana’s aesthetic writings and complementary works by Kant, Pallasmaa, Bohme, Zumthor, Saito,
Leatherbarrow, and Iranian scholars concerned with architectural identity, proportion, tradition, symbolic meaning, and
environmental experience. The empirical component focused on three canonical examples of Iranian architecture selected to
ensure variation in historical period, geographic location, spatial typology, and architectural function: the courtyard of Sheikh
Lotfollah Mosque in Isfahan, the Soltaniyeh Dome in Zanjan, and Fin Garden in Kashan. These cases represent, respectively,
a religious courtyard space, a monumental domed structure, and an open garden-residential environment, thereby allowing
comparison across significantly different spatial conditions. The analytical procedure drew on qualitative content analysis and
the three-stage coding logic associated with grounded theory methodology (20). In the first stage, open coding was used to
identify sensory, formal, and symbolic components present in textual descriptions, architectural documentation, plans, sections,
and direct visual analysis. In the second stage, axial coding was used to organize the identified elements into the three principal
aesthetic categories derived from Santayana’s framework. In the third stage, a qualitative comparative assessment classified
the presence of each level as strong, moderate, or limited according to the recurrence of supporting evidence and the depth of
its experiential significance. This relative rather than numerical evaluation is consistent with the nature of architectural
judgment, which often depends on comparative and interpretive expertise rather than precise quantitative measurement (21).
To increase methodological transparency and reduce the effect of subjective interpretation, the study also employed the
trustworthiness criteria proposed by Lincoln and Guba, including credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
(22). Each qualitative assessment was therefore linked to converging theoretical, historical, or visual evidence, while rich
description was used to enable readers to evaluate the applicability of the findings beyond the three selected cases.

The findings demonstrate that all three aesthetic levels are present in traditional Iranian architecture, but their modes and
intensities vary according to spatial type. At the sensory level, the courtyard of Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque provides the clearest
example of multisensory integration. The changing reflection of sunlight on water, the acoustic continuity of the central pool,
the thermal qualities of stone surfaces, and the contrast between the relative calm of the courtyard and the surrounding urban
environment create an experience that is perceptual and bodily rather than merely visual. This supports the broader
phenomenological claim that architecture becomes meaningful through multisensory engagement (7, 8). At the formal level,
axial symmetry, geometric proportion, and spatial rhythm organize movement and perception within the courtyard, guiding the
observer toward the principal religious orientation, while related studies of Iranian mosque geometry confirm the perceptual
significance of symmetry and proportion (12, 13). In the Soltaniyeh Dome, the formal dimension is even more dominant. The
octagonal structure, repetition of arches, vertical proportions, and relation between height and diameter organize both structural
stability and visual ascent. At the same time, the upward direction of the dome acquires symbolic significance as an architectural
mediation between earth and sky, a reading consistent with scholarship on Islamic domes and llkhanid architectural symbolism
(15, 17). Fin Garden demonstrates a different configuration. Here, the sensory dimension is especially strong through the
movement and sound of water, the shade of trees, climatic cooling, vegetation, and olfactory experience, while the formal
structure is generated through the chahar-bagh organization, axial pathways, and repeated water channels (14, 19). The
symbolic interpretation of the garden as an earthly paradise and of flowing water as continuity, renewal, and life further

demonstrates how sensory and formal structures become carriers of cultural meaning. Across all three cases, the symbolic level
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is consistently strong, whereas sensory and formal intensity varies with architectural type. More importantly, the results show
that none of the three levels operates independently. Sensory qualities support formal perception, formal structures reinforce
symbolic interpretation, and symbolic meanings reshape the way sensory qualities are experienced. This dynamic
interdependence strongly supports the study’s central proposition that traditional Iranian architecture embodies an integrated
aesthetic logic comparable to Santayana’s conceptual model (23).

The study concludes that traditional Iranian architecture can be understood as embodying a coherent three-level aesthetic
structure in which sensory experience, formal organization, and symbolic meaning are integrated within the same spatial
system. The importance of this finding is not that Iranian architecture should be retrospectively classified according to a
Western philosophical model, but that Santayana’s framework provides a useful language for articulating an architectural
knowledge that had long existed in practical, embodied, and culturally transmitted form. This interpretation offers an alternative
to two dominant tendencies in contemporary architectural education in Iran: the uncritical adoption of international design
models and the nostalgic reproduction of historical forms. Instead of choosing between rejection of tradition and literal
imitation, architectural education can approach tradition analytically by identifying the principles through which sensory
qualities, spatial order, and cultural meaning are brought into relation. In practical pedagogical terms, the proposed framework
can help students examine traditional architecture as a living system rather than as a catalogue of inherited motifs. Students can
be encouraged to ask how light, sound, texture, thermal sensation, geometry, proportion, orientation, rhythm, memory,
symbolism, and place identity interact in the production of architectural experience, and then reinterpret these principles in
contemporary design rather than reproducing traditional forms superficially. Such a model can also support the development
of design studios in which direct sensory observation, comparative spatial analysis, material experimentation, and interpretive
reading become as important as digital representation and formal composition. More broadly, the framework suggests that
architectural identity need not be reconstructed through visual resemblance to historical buildings; it can instead emerge through
the renewal of the experiential and conceptual relationships that once gave those buildings coherence. In this way, traditional
Iranian architecture can function not merely as a historical inheritance, but as an active intellectual resource for contemporary

design and architectural education.
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