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I long for a home made out of  mud like my body, a green yard like my mind surrounded by red flowers like my heart, wrapped by a white sky like my soul. I am a body 
made out of  mud, I am a mind like the green fields of  earth, I am a white clean soul like the uttermost wondrous sky where everything floats freely as a whole. I Am the 

ultimate place of  Home. S.M

Figure 1. Silk road map, https://en.irna.ir/news/82873343/Iran-Energy-hub-for-new-Silk-Road
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Abstract

This research addresses the issue of placelessness, a global phenomenon caused by the rise 
of urbanisation and the demise of rural communities. It investigates connectivity through 
regional architecture in order to create a sense of belonging and ownership within the self, 
the community and the place. The investigation was carried out through the design of a 
new caravanserai (ancient hotel) along the ancient trading route of the Silk Road in cen-
tral Iran. The proposed caravanserai, Deir-e No, lies between an abandoned and a restored 
caravanserai on the stretch of the Silk Road connecting the current capital city, Tehran, 
to the previous capital, Esfahan. The issue of placelessness is addressed by reconnecting 
with the ancient roots of Iran and designing a new bounded place, a modern caravanse-
rai, which considers not only tradition but also the modern context. Design principles ex-
tracted from literature and case studies consider the place of tradition in contemporary 
architecture and embrace the use of local, sustainable materials and techniques, utilising a 
cohesive, bounded space containing other spaces, and incorporating multi-sensory design 
techniques. These include utilising light, sound, green space, the sky, fire, water, air move-
ment and texture. Interactions with memory and the emotions are considered through 
generating an exchange system between the public, semi-public and private spaces. The 
ancient pattern of the Silk Road and its caravanserais is revitalised and integrated with 
appropriate modern techniques to establish a timeless pattern language benefitting both 
the people and the place.  The spaces of the new caravanserai are influenced by the spaces 
of the 1700-year-old Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai ten kilometres to the north, responding 
to both physical and spiritual needs and desires. Furthermore, Deir-e No facilitates future 
revitalising of other ancient caravanserais by teaching people construction and agricultural 
knowledge in the workshop spaces provided. Deir-e No also contains spaces for teaching 
traditional crafts, galleries to exhibit them, cafés, shops, accommodation, and a bathing 
place that, in keeping with its traditions, will be used as a spa for gatherings. 

Acknowledgement 

Min Hall’s humble supervision was like that of a strong bearing wall at the times of distress and doubt. I am 
grateful for your constant support and enthusiasm. It was truly a blessing to have Renata’s genuine care 
and support during the first stage of my thesis and constant check-ups during the second half.  I am grateful 
for all the negative and the positive attributes of my journey through this masters’ degree. I learned a lot 
from tutors and supervisors and made good friends and memories during my architectural studies. 

No words can describe my love and gratitude for my family: the wings I can fly with, and the air I cannot 
breathe without. I am mostly thankful of the beloved for gifting me the extra strength to get through the 
days I could have never imagined getting through. In loving memory of my brother, Dr. Mostafa Mehrabi.

Love has no measures and no explicit form; this world and its dilemmas can be a beautiful experience once 
sited with our love and support for one another and our surroundings. 



6 7

Table of Contents

Figure 2. Drawing of  a Caravanserai. And here we are traverlling the course of  the land through time. S.M.



8 9

Introduction 
Background  11 
Project Outline  12
Aim & Question  13
Scope and Limitation  14
State of Knowledge  16
Methods  18

Contextual Analysis  21
 Historical Analysis  22
 Universal Hope and Aspirations  24
 Geographical Analysis  26
 Deir-e Gachin  30

Literature Studies  45
 Place and Placelessness  46
 Rootedness and Boundaries  47
 Phenomenology  51 
 Critical Regionalism and Khalq-I Jadid  56

Case Studies 
 Shushtar New Town Design  57
 Homs City Proposal  64
 Contemporary Art Museum of Tehran  66
 The Shah Square  72
 Vernacular Architecture 
 New Gourna Design  74

 Hikma Religious and Secular Complex  78
 Sensory Architecture  84

Design Process  89
 Site Selection and Design Development  90
 Final Design Proposal   96
 Design Strategies  97
  Macro Design  98
  Meso Design  100
  Micro Design  104
 Design Programme Considerations  105
 Programme  108
 Design Approach  109
 Regional Design Elements  116
 Construction and Materials  118
 
Conclusion  120

Final Design           123

Bibliography  125

List of Figures 131



10 11

Background

Universal modernisation has led to the global issue of overpopulated cities and underpop-
ulated villages, which in turn has caused loss of cultural identification and sense of belong-
ing, as well as ecological distress. Iran, as the focal point of this project, is experiencing this 
issue along with additional constraints as a result of the Islamic Regime. The loss of iden-
tity, social isolation and excessive restrictions within modern cities have been driving the 
younger generation to look at ancient rural sites, where they can feel a sense of belonging, 
freedom and security at the heart of their motherland. The Islamic Regime’s negligence 
regarding Iran’s archaeological heritage is another major concern for many Iranians. Many 
places are privately restored and maintained; however, that does not guarantee a bright 
future for the vast, ancient resources of Iran. 

Restoration of the 1700-year-old Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai, 65 kilometres south of the 
capital city of Tehran and twenty kilometres north of the ancient Ali Abad village, began in 
April 2010, and was paused for four years due to agricultural and archaeological concerns 
about excessive human intervention in the area. However, the restoration was resumed 
in 2014 despite these unresolved concerns.  The 1000-year-old Mohammad Abad Stony 
Caravanserai, situated 15 kilometres south of the Ali Abad village, is in ruins with no sign 
of upcoming restoration and very few visitors. The ancient villages of Ali Abad, twenty 
kilometres south of the Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai, and the Kaj village, three kilometres 
south of the Mohammad Abad Stoney Caravanserai, were important elements of the Silk 
Road, providing their nearby caravanserais with food.  These villages no longer function 
as providers of food as the caravanserais have been abandoned and most of the population 
has moved to the cities.
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Project Outline

This project uses Reza Shirazi’s approach of Khalq-I Jadid1 to design a new caravanserai 
between two ancient caravanserais and associated villages along the ancient Silk Road in 
central Iran. This project proposes a journey between these places to familiarise people 
with the ancient way of travelling. The new caravanserai includes temporary and perma-
nent accommodation, providing visitors with a multi-sensory experience and engaging 
them with an authentically Iranian place and sense of community. Spiritual and physical 
cleansing places as well as food markets provide temporary pleasures, while the teaching 
in the workshops and the construction process bring purpose and meaning to the place. 

1 Reza Shirazi, Contemporary Architecture and Urbanism in Iran: Tradition, Modernity, and the Production of 
‘Space-In-Between’ (Cham, Switzerland: Springer International Publishing AG, 2018), 32.

Aims and Objectives and Research Question

The overall aim of the project is to address the issues of placelessness and loss of identity 
that occur in many contemporary societies. In pursuit of this aim there are a number of ob-
jectives:

	 To investigate typology of the ancient Silk Road caravanserais.  
	 To revitalise the connective qualities of traditional Iranian architecture whilst re-

sponding to modern desires and the immediate context. 
	 To investigate how the caravanserai typology can be adapted to engender a sense of 

place for modern Iranians. 
	 To promote appreciation of the ancient caravanserais by updating their typology for 

contemporary society and encouraging engagement with the old and the new. 
	 To promote the skills necessary to restore more of Iran’s ancient architecture.
	 To investigate the use of local materials and traditional, sustainable construction 

techniques.
	 To investigate the atmospheric and phenomenological characteristics of traditional 

and regional architecture.
	 To investigate and utilise contemporary literature and architectural precedents to 

inform a sympathetic response to building within the existing layers of the ancient 
Silk Road. 

The overall Research Question is therefore:

How can an architectural proposition capture the essence of a place and its inhabitants to 
engender a sense of belonging within the self, the community and the place? 
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Scope and Limitations 

This project’s primary concern is the lack of identity and sense of belonging in modern 
communities and, in this case, modern Iran.  The typology of the ancient caravanserais on 
the Silk Road has been used as a starting point for proposing an architectural solution to 
the problem. While a contemporary caravanserai is proposed ten kilometres south of the 
ancient Deir-e Gachin, it is not intended to replicate the historical precedent, and its dis-
tance means that it does not compromise the integrity of the old caravanserai. Adherence 
to the ICOMOS Charter has been included as part of the project.  

The project looks into marrying traditional Iranian architecture with modern architecture 
to respond to physical and psychological desires through a journey between an ancient and 
a new caravanserai. This journey brings the concept of time into place in a more literal way 
to generate a smoother engagement of the inhabitants with their roots. The establishment 
of a linear layout for further developments parallel to the Silk Road keeps the new develop-
ment in a close relationship with the ancient model while respecting its boundaries.

This project tries to exhibit the connection of all entities, so integration of all generations 
and genders with all backgrounds is highly encouraged through the programme. The pro-
gramme is shaped by involving the travellers and the locals in activities other than playing 
and site visiting to help them exchange and connect. 

Cultural, ecological and economy issues are addressed through the design ideology, while 
political factors were disregarded at this point. Phenomenological and cultural aspects of 
vernacular architecture were found to be more beneficial than the technical aspects at this 
stage. 

This is an aspirational and speculative proposal and, to that end, assumptions have been 
made about the availability of skilled workers to carry out the construction, the costs, and 
issues of planning permission. 

Along with the limitations imposed by the global pandemic, Iran is 15,000 kilometres from 
Aotearoa New Zealand, so it has not been possible to visit the site during the course of 
the research. The author has, however, visited the proposed site in the past. Access to de-
tailed site information with regard to topography, flora and fauna, and detailed drawings 
of Deir-e Gachin have been limited. In this project site selection was the main identifier of 
the programme; hence limited access to site information made the macro design process 
difficult. 
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State of Knowledge 

This thesis was initiated through a literature review on vernacular architecture and its qualities in sustain-
ing modern communities at lower costs and high quality. Concurrent studies of phenomenology enhanced 
the understanding of connectivity and sense of identity. Traditional regional architecture was studied and 
compared with modern architecture and the benefits for the natural environment and communities. To-
getherness and identity loss as the focal point of this project led to investigation on the phenomenon of 
place and the event of placelessness, to discover the cause of social isolation of modern communities and 
identify architectural methodologies to help generate a sense of belonging within the self, the community 
and the place. Reza Shirazi’s ideology of Khalq-I Jadid, new creation, was the main kindling point of this 
project that suggests a connection between the past and the present, staying intact with the originality of 
the place and its inhabitants while responding to the demands of modern communities. Shirazi references 
the views of Kenneth Frampton and Martin Heidegger in his analysis of Iranian regional architects such 
as Kamran Diba, Nader Ardalan and Hossein Amanat. These studies analyse boundaries and the sense of 
belonging through traditional architecture and the method of bringing traditional elements back without 
becoming too nostalgic. Amanat’s views on traditional Iranian architectural elements and the linkage be-
tween private, semi-private and public spaces and the courtyard configuration gave founded precedent 
studies and enabled rational design decisions. 

Regional vernacular architecture was studied through the works of Diba and the Egyptian architect, Has-
san Fathy. The Hikma complex, a collaboration between Iranian architect Yasaman Esmaili and Niger ar-
chitect Mariam Kamara, was studied from the position of working with a heritage site in a contemporary 
manner.  Syrian architect Marwa Al-Sabouni’s proposal for Homs City was studied for regional planning in 
an interwoven manner to stay connected with the history, character and atmosphere of the place and its 
inhabitants. Christopher Alexander and Juhani Pallasmaa’s views on phenomenological aspects of archi-
tecture helped with analysing the works of Diba and Peter Zumthor. Phenomenological studies identify 
human senses and ways of interacting with them through architectural and natural features. Interactivity 
of the atmosphere of spaces and their layout and materials is recognised as the engager of all human senses 
and unifier of all entities at a deeper level. Alexander’s set of pattern languages explains issues and their 
solutions in a tightly related yet not repeated cycle. Physical and psychological relationships between hu-
mans and their surroundings are well understood and completed with Pallasmaa’s views on energies and 
their interactivities. Material and spiritual connectivity and sustainability extracted from the above studies 
prove the necessity of vernacular architecture and horticulture, which were considered in contextual anal-
ysis and the design process. 
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Methodology

The main issue that drives this research is social isolation in modern communities. The 
research looks at the universal issue of placelessness by investigating one of the most an-
cient global connecting devices, the Silk Road. An analysis of the history and sites along 
the Silk Road confirmed its symbiotic relationship with the caravanserais along the way 
that catered for travellers and traders. This led to further studies of caravanserais, and the 
discovery of the most important caravanserai in Iran, Deir-e Gachin, situated in the Kavir 
National Park. The harmony and unity of the Silk Road and its caravanserais, and concerns 
about the current state of Deir-e Gachin, led to the design decision of constructing a new 
caravanserai nearby yet far enough away to create a journey between the old and the new 
caravanserais to address social isolation in modern communities. Additional studies of 
traditional Iranian architecture facilitated a better understanding of traditional elements. 
Geographical studies and the respectful principles of the ICOMOS charter towards heritage 
properties enriched the direction of the design in terms of its location and boundaries, 
driving the design farther away from the heritage property of Deir-e Gachin. The notion of 
fortification and bounded space, found in regional vernacular architecture and particularly 
in the caravanserais as a way of achieving wholeness and unity for travellers and traders, 
was utilised in the design of the new caravanserai. 

Macro, Meso, and Micro design approaches were used to categorise design elements and 
utilise the multi-sensory characteristics of sustainable regional architecture to plan and 
link all different elements and spaces in order to establish a deeper connection within the 
people and the place. Macro design focused on the linkage of spaces found in traditional 
Iranian bazaars where housing areas are connected through alleyways to the mosque, the 
shops and workshops. This method was used to link the ancient caravanserais through 
pathways and squares. Meso design was inspired by the typology of Deir-e Gachin, which 
helped establish respectful relationships between private, semi-private and public spaces 
as well as identifying functions and a programme of spaces in regards to the natural en-
vironment and aim of the project. Phenomenology of traditional elements extracted from 
literature and precedents studies helped with creating multi-sensory architecture through 
micro design.

A number of design iterations will be discussed under Design Process.
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Figure 3. Ghasre Bahram Caravanserai, https://surfiran.com/qasr-e-bahram-caravanserai-a-great-destination-for-a-special-desert-trip/ Contextual Studies 
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The context for this project is provided by first investigating the history of the Silk Road, followed by an 
analysis of the associated hopes and aspirations connected with its construction including its caravanse-
rais. Cultural studies explore the ancient ways of exchanging by investigating the relationship between the 
Silk Road, its caravanserais and nearby villages. The typology of Deir-e Gachin has been analysed to get a 
better understanding of traditional methods of creating balance between public, semi-public and private 
spaces, which helps to establish a sense of belonging. The section concludes with an investigation of the 
geography of the area surrounding Deir-e Gachin – its climate, wildlife, flora and topography. 

Historical Analysis

The Silk Road was a network of routes established many thousands of years ago, with the oldest findings 
related to this road dated about 1000 BC.2 There is dissimilar information about the originality and the 
antiquity of this network. However, what is significant to this project is the connectivity aspects of this 
network and its encouragement of economic, cultural, political and religious exchange, both locally and at 
a global scale.3 The Silk Road used caravanserais to shelter people along its routes. The majority of trav-
ellers were traders, and the most recent precious goods traded through these routes was silk. Postmen 
and pilgrims on camels, donkeys and horses were other travellers using these routes. Caravanserais were 
usually built in a fortified configuration with guard towers on the corners of the structure to strengthen 
the internal security and guard the surrounding lands. 

2 Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai-Qom, Eligasht, last modified 2019,  https://tinyurl.com/eligasht
3 Silk Road, Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Silk_Road 

The city of Ray, present-day Tehran, situated in the central north of Iran, was the focal point of the Silk Road, where 
the eastern, western and southern routes were connected. The 1700-year-old Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai, situated 65 
kilometres south of Tehran, is known as the mother of all Persian caravanserais. It was built in the Sassanid era, the 
last Zoroastrian empire, and survived the conflicts of the Islamic conquest. Deir-e Gachin (translating to Plaster Dome) 
connected Tehran to Isfahan, 335 kilometres to its south, and with the smaller towns of Varamin, 35 kilometres to the 
north and Qom, 80 kilometres to the south. The popularity and prosperity of caravanserais were dependent on the 
importance of their connected cities and functioning pathways.4 Deir-e Gachin, too, was abandoned in some eras and 
highly appreciated in others, which led to major restoration during three different Islamic eras of the Seljuk, Safavid 
and Qajar dynasties, 11th century-17th century. The prosperity of the Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai during the Seljuk era 
(about 1000 years ago) encouraged construction of other caravanserais and fortresses including the Mohammad Abad 
Stony Caravanserai, 35 kilometres south of Deir-e Gachin,  20 kilometres south of Deir-e No, and 15 kilometres south 
of Ali Abad Village.5 The two structures coexisted in harmony, bringing a sense of security and comfort to the wider 
region. 

In recent times the caravanserai has been abandoned due to the construction of alternative pathways during different 
eras. The new road constructed parallel to the old highway from Tehran to Esfahan has left the central part of the route, 
with many ancient caravanserais and villages, inactive. However, younger generations are increasingly attracted to 
these spaces, in a search for originality and freedom outside their overpopulated cities. 

Although Deir-e Gachin is no longer being used as a functioning caravanserai, it is being maintained as an important 
part of Iran’s heritage. It is currently being considered for inclusion on UNESCO’s World Heritage List6.  

4 “Mehrdad Shokoohi,” https://www.mazdaknameh.ir/Publish/PublishID/ArticleId/112
5 Google Earth. https://earth.google.com/web/@34.82556806,51.14387061,826.64422723a,5861.65900823d,35y,14.62689737h,0t,0r
6 Iran Daily. Unesco Inspector Visits Deir-e Gachin. 2021. https://irandaily.ir/News/316827.html
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Universal Hopes and Aspirations 

The Silk Road allowed travellers to depend on one another and understand the importance of togetherness, while the 
oasis caravanserais allowed travellers to enjoy their differences through the act of trade. 

The caravanserais provided a bounded place where travellers gathered and had the opportunity to reflect and connect 
during the most vulnerable time of their journeys. Fortification provided secured boundaries where the inhabitants 
could feel safe and protected from external dangers, while the fluid courtyard typology encouraged peace through its 
connective character showcasing the essence of the place. The bounded courtyards framed the night sky, a hugely im-
portant element for travellers who relied on celestial navigation, a system that connected them through time and space.

The symbiotic relationship between the Silk Road and caravanserais sets an example of landscape and architecture de-
sign nullifying physical and psychological differences and provoking connectivity through time and space.

Figure 4. The Silk Road, JoannaLumley on her Silk Road advanture, https://www.pinterest.co.uk/pin/477663104230578856/
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Geographical Analysis

Deir-e Gachin is situated in the middle of Kavir National Park. Desert lands to the north are carefully conserved, in view of 
previous excessive hunting activities, in order to protect endangered local animals such as gazelles, rabbits and ostriches.7

Other animals such as camels and rats inhabit the desert land. Some, snakes and scorpions, for instance, pose a threat to 
visitors.8 The northern Damavand and western Zagros mountains supply water to Iran’s central desert lands using Qanat 
systems (underground water channels), enabling and sustaining settlements and industries of agriculture and horticul-
ture. This has led the central desert lands to become the home of many medicinal plant, such as salty grass, espand (me-
dicinal plant), salmak (native plant growing to a metre high), goon gazi (native plant), Aloropoos and Tamarisk (producing 
edible manna, used in Persian sweets).9 

Iran’s central hot and dry climate has left one big salt lake, Namak Lake, on the western side of Deir-e Gachin, and one 
smaller lake, Hoz-e Sultan Lake, on the eastern side of the caravanserai.10 There are several mountains and hills within a 
few kilometres of the caravanserai; however the only mountain visible from the caravanserai’s rooftop is Mount Dama-
vand, 120 kilometres to the north, with a height of 5610 metres. Siyah Kooh or Black Mountain, made up of lava and with 
a height of 1500 metres, separates the water supply on the eastern side of the Namak Lake and feeds the livestock of 
nearby villages. The dark colour of Siyah Kooh and its height provided a suitable hiding spot for thieves, prompting many 
caravanserais such as Maranjab Caravanserai to be built near this mountain to protect caravans in the area. The Maranjab 
Caravanserai is situated southeast of the Namak Lake, and sixty kilometres away from it is the Qasr-e Bahram Caravanse-
rai, positioned north east of the Namak Lake.11 

7 “Mehrdad Shokoohi,” https://www.mazdaknameh.ir/Publish/PublishID/ArticleId/112
8 Caravanserai Maranjab rare diamond in the hearts of the desert, Last Modified July 30, 2019. Accessed June 20, 2021.  https://lastsecond.ir/itiner-
aries/s985416-maranjab-kashan-mehrabadi-98
9 Deir-e Gachin, Last Accessed August 5, 2021. https://www.instagram.com/deyregachin/?hl=en
10 Geographical analysis, Accessed May 2021.https://www.irandeserts.com
11 Ibid

Endangered deer species Peganum harmala (esfand) Manna Plant (Gaz) 

Figure 5. Local Animals and Plants, https://www.instagram.com/deyregachin/
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Figure 6. Silk Road within Iran, Accessed March 20, 2021 http://danamotor.ir/lightbox.php?med=Map_Silk_Road_Routes_Iran.jpg&lang=en Figure 7. Site Analysis, by Sahar Mehrbai
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Deire Gachin 

The Kaj Village and Ali Abad Village, situated 37 and 20 kilometres respectively south of Deir-e Gachin, 
date back to the same era as the Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai and have had a close relationship with Deir-e 
Gachin.12 The villagers displayed their goods for trade in recesses of external walls at or near the entrance 
and provided the caravanserai with their farm produce. 

Mehrdad Shokoohi’s article is the main source for the analysis of Deir-e Gachin. Deir-e Gachin had guard 
towers on each corner and on each side of the southern gate.13 Its fortified structure covered 12,000 square 
metres, containing 36 rooms arranged around the internal layer surrounding the courtyard. Each of these 
was divided into a private room and a semi-open porch with a fireplace for cooking and warming the porch 
area. This provided an opportunity to interact with other travellers in comfort. The outermost layer of the 
structure consisted of stables. These had raised platforms for loading and offloading camels, space for stor-
ing large-sized belongings and feed for the camels, and a fireplace.  Circular holes in the roof provided ven-
tilation and light, with additional light being provided by candles and torches located in small niches in the 
walls.14 A caravanserai’s primary function was to provide security for other functions to take place safely. 
Hence, they were usually built in a fortified configuration with guard towers on the corners to strengthen 
the internal security and guard the surrounding lands.

12 Deir-e Gachin, Accessed March 20, 2021.https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dayr-e_Gachin 
13 “Mehrdad Shokoohi,” https://www.mazdaknameh.ir/Publish/PublishID/ArticleId/112
14 Ibid

The courtyard stimulated free movement and captured the sky, incorporating it as a part of the structure. Each of the 
four sides was divided into halves either by an entrance or a bigger private room and semi-open porch area. The main 
entrance expanded into an octagonal arrangement with sufficient space to allow for movement of travellers and their 
animals, as well as stationing, loading/offloading their animals.15 The four corners expanded into bigger squares for 
holding important public functions.  The southeastern corner was the spiritual space used as a fire temple before the 
arrival of Islam and as a mosque after Islam; the southwestern corner contained bathing and toilets; the bathing space 
was separated from the stables by a kitchen.16 Stables were configured in L-shapes and were big enough to fit two an-
imals. The northeastern corner was the exclusive and luxurious part of the caravanserai, and the northwestern corner 
had a mill to provide flour for bread.  Surrounding villages supplied the caravanserai with farm products and livestock. 
The luxurious space had an exclusive entrance to the stables, contained four rooms, and had an octagonal courtyard 
with a small pool in the middle.17 

15 Caravanserai Deir-e Gachin Qom, https://www.karnaval.ir/things-to-do/deyr-gachin-caravansary-qom
16 Ibid
17 Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai-Qom, Eligasht, last modified 2019,  https://tinyurl.com/eligasht
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Every layer of this structure was connected through a hierarchy of internal pathways or separated with 
mud brick walls or wooden doors. The caravanserai sat on a high foundation, raised off the desert land, 
to limit the access and strengthen security against any danger posed by people, animals or floods. This 
foundation also provided a “crawl space” above the ground and underneath the structure, used for water 
storage and distributing collected rainwater from the roofs to bathing spaces and the stable’s water well. 
Porches and rooms were elevated 0.7metres off the courtyard ground to ease the offloading process and 
improve interaction, as well as limiting insect access.  The average temperature of 17.8 Celsius and low 
rainfall of 150-300 millimetres per year made these underground water reservoirs extremely important. 
To this day, one of the two water reservoirs on the western wing of the caravanserai is still functioning.  The 
guard towers on both sides of the gateway were designed in semi-ellipsoid shapes, a common feature in 
Sassanid architecture.18 There was another entrance at the northern part of the structure that was added 
and then covered again. 

18 “Mehrdad Shokoohi,” https://www.mazdaknameh.ir/Publish/PublishID/ArticleId/112

The towers and external walls were made out of fired red bricks at dimensions of 36 x 36 x 8 centimetres and put 
together with plaster and mortar rendering.19 The colours of the bricks and plaster represent the era they were made 
and have been restored.  The brick oven outside the structure is evidence of the on-site making of bricks, which were 
used in the construction of other places such as the 200-year-old ruined archaeological place 200 metres east of Deir-e 
Gachin, and a graveyard covered by fired bricks.20 The strength and robustness of towers against enemies and other 
environmental influences were enhanced by their three-metre thickness. Two water reservoirs outside the main struc-
ture and one water well in the courtyard were the main sources of potable water; however, there is no longer any sign 
of the water well and one of the water reservoirs is no longer functioning. 

Stairwells were positioned at the internal corners leading to the rooftop. The rooftop is the only place where all the 
related entities of the place can be sensed; while the walls create borders between the desert lands and the structure, 
the genuine sense of cohesion and nourishment remains and is showcased on the rooftop, where the fortified structure 
and all related elements are visible in their entirety. These roof spaces were covered with small domes that improved 
the room’s circulation on the lower level and became seating areas at the higher level.  

19 “Mehrdad Shokoohi,” https://www.mazdaknameh.ir/Publish/PublishID/ArticleId/112
20 Ibid



34 35

Figure 8. South entrance, https://ifpnews.com/deir-e-gachin-mother-of-iranian-caravanserais Figure 9. Archaeological ruins 200m to the east of Deir-e Gachin, https://www.tehrantimes.com/
news/457118/New-properties-in-Qom-gain-national-heritage-status 



36 37

Figure 11. Internal courtyard, https://www.atlasobscura.com/places/deire-gachin-caravanserai

Figure 10. Southwest and West Elevation https://www.visitiran.ir/attraction/dayr-e-gachin-caravanserai

Figure 14. View of the courtyard from the private room, https://tinyurl.com/fwsfua9kFigure 13. Interior space of Mosque , https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dayr-e_Gachin 

Figure 12. View of the luxurious space, rooftop and courtyard, https://www.eligasht.com/Blog/travelguide / 
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Figure 16. Stables, https://ifpnews.com/deir-e-gachin-mother-of-iranian-caravan-
serais

Figure 15. Luxurious space, https://theiranproject.com/blog/2019/01/19/pho-
tos-deir-e-gachin-mother-of-iranian-caravanserais/

Figure 20. Courtyard framing the sky https://ifpnews.com/deir-e-gachin-mother-of-iranian-caravanserais

Figure 18. Rooftop seating space provided by the domes, https://www.tripadvisor.com/Hotel_Review-
g3532713-d15142120-Reviews-Deir_Gachin_Caravansarai-Qom_Province.html 

Figure 17. Showing Mount Damavand view 300 kilometres north of the site, https://www.atlasobscura.
com/places/deire-gachin-caravanserai

Figure 19. View of the courtyard from the entranceway, https://www.mehrnews.com/news 
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Figure 21. Maranjab and Ghasre Bahram configuration, Drawn by Sahar Mehrabi , Not to Scale 

Figure 23. Ghasre Bahram, http://persiaplanet.com/ghasr-e-bah-
ram-caravansary/

Figure 22. Maranjab, https://en.irancultura.it/tourism/attractions/
attractions-esfahan/caravanserai-the-maranjab/
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Figure 24. Mohammad Abad Stony Caravanserai, Photographed by Mehdi Bakhsi, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Mohammad_Abad_stony_caravanse-
rai_2020-05-31_22.jpg

Figure 25. Zeinoddin Caravanserai, An example of a different shape caravanserai and construction of a few caravanserais near one another due to the popularity of the 
route, https://www.persiaadvisor.travel/attraction/zein-o-din-caravanserai/ 
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Figure 26. Namak Lake: housing endangered birds, also a source of income for the locals, modified 2016, https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Salt_Lake_Iran_2016.jpg

Literature and Case Study 
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Place and Placelessness

Reza Shirazi discusses the notion of place as being a liveable “‘bounded domain’ within the unlimited’.”21  Melvin Webber 
states, “the idea of city and region, as well as the idea of community, have been traditionally tied to the idea of ‘place’.”22 
Disconnection of communities and their environment causes “placelessness; where cities are described as ‘non-place ur-
ban realms’ untied to a specific location, in which traditional relations are not valid anymore”.23  

The Persian term “Abadi or Apat”24 describes how the flourishing nature and prosperity of a place resulted from peaceful 
coexistence of humans and the natural environment. As a group of people settle in a place they invent different devices 
to nourish and bring balance to their surroundings. However, these sustainable qualities of traditional architecture were 
phased out during the twentieth century, when world wars and people’s desperate need for shelter made mass production 
and consumerism seem ideal.   The mass development created by city developers took control away from architects and 
communities, creating a new wave of soulless architecture with little connection to the multi-layered character of particu-
lar places, which dominated the world.  The atmosphere of place and its inhabitants and their “organic connection”25 was 
disrupted, creating social dilemma and a sense of unfamiliarity.  This diaspora in many parts of the world including Iran 
evoked social isolation, resulting in individuals and communities becoming separated from their respective places.  Shirazi 
refers to the modern city as being an “‘urban oasis’ in the context of the megalopolis __ where the surroundings are not a 
‘natural Sahara’, but an ‘urban Sahara’, devoid of true life and authentic fundamentals”.26 A bounded place brings people 
closer together and creates opportunities for them to bond through a diverse range of experiences.

 

21 Reza M. Shirazi, Contemporary Architecture and Urbanism in Iran: Tradition, Modernity, and the Production of ‘Space-In-Between’ (Cham, Switzer-
land: Springer International Publishing AG, 2018), 32.
22 Melvin M. Webber, Beyond the Industrial Age and Permissive Planning (London: Centre for Environmental Studies, 1968), 46.
23 Ibid. 32
24 Ibid. 98
25 Ibid. 31
26 Ibid. 97

Rootedness and Boundaries  

Shirazi suggests a ‘place’ is a “space freed for settlement”,27 and boundary is recognised by the Greeks as a tool to nourish, 
and where everything begins rather than finishes.28 He uses Frampton’s statements about “return to ‘place’ and ‘defined 
boundary’ in the context of the universal triumph of the ‘non-place urban realm’”,29 to suggest a cure for modern isolation.  
As Frampton concludes “only such a defined boundary, will permit the built form to stand against the endless processual 
flux of the megalopolis”,30 and give the inhabitants the chance to live close to their “essences and origins”.31 Once “a political 
realm for embodiment of the collective”32 is formed, communal dependency is generated, and the sense of belonging is felt 
through the place and the people.  

In modern Iranian cities, the profusion of artificially lit and ventilated freestanding buildings has effectively cut off all ties 
with the rooted culture of the place. By ignoring the historical and natural characteristics of the surrounding environ-
ment, interaction with those elements has been interrupted.33  This interruption lessens the effectiveness of the energy 
and atmosphere of the place and replaces it with a superficial character. Diba compares Iran’s ancient civilization to a tree 
that was not cut off by the arrival of Islam. Islamic views became the new phase of this tree that manifested the historic 
development of the place; “similarly in the twenty-first century, there are many new levels of realizations and conscious-
ness that can be meaningfully integrated into the growth of this tree, while maintaining its unity”.34 Respect for a place is 
defined through its boundaries, which then determine activities that will affect the atmosphere for the place.

27 Shirazi, “Contemporary Architecture and Urbanism in Iran”, 2018, 32.
28 Ibid. 32
29 Ibid. 32
30 Kenneth Frampton, Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance, In, Foster, H. Postmodern Culture. London; Pluto 
Press, 1983, 85.
31 Shirazi, “Contemporary Architecture and Urbanism in Iran”, 2018, 33.
32 Ibid. 32
33 Ibid. 37
34 BBC Persian. Pargar: Memari Emroozi Iran. Last Modified October 1, 2014. Accessed August 8, 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHJVrei-
8r9U&t=1423s
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Figure 27. Qant system, https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Sketches-of-a-typical-Qanat-For-explanations-see-text-A-adapted-from-Cech-
2009-B_fig2_264313544

Figure 28. Shazde Palace in the middle of Iran’s Central Desert is an example of a prosperous oasis, https://whc.unesco.org/en/
list/1506/  
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Lack of local materials in modern buildings has increased the absence of rootedness;35 the locality of ma-
terials carries the “inscribed historic agricultural and geological essence”;36 building from the natural sur-
roundings of the lower levels towards the sky displays a rooted connection that provokes unity within all 
entities present at the place. Frampton states:

The attempt to create a ‘hybrid world culture’ out of the ‘rooted culture’ means being both local 
and universal: Local in the sense that there is a modern necessity to reinterpret native tradition 
without degenerating into tasteless historicism, universal in the sense that the cultural ‘void’ of the 
developed or developing countries arises out of the fact that the innocence implied by the continu-
um of the vernacular in any profound sense is irrevocably lost.37   

35 Juhani Pallasmaa and Peter MacKeith, Encounters 2: Architectural Essays (Helsinki: Rakenusteito, 2012), 54.
36 Shirazi, “Contemporary Architecture and Urbanism in Iran”, 2018, 37.
37 Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Point for an Architecture of Resistance”, 1983, 162.

Phenomenology 

The central quality of all beings is commonly rooted in their spirit.38  The introduction of such qualities 
stems from the building process, which is then influenced by the actions of other entities emitting and 
reflecting their atmospheric patterns.39  Ardalan states, “architecture responds to the cultural movements 
of its era, just like how the poet would write about the specific movement of its time”.40 Constant natural 
interaction of patterns within every entity present at a place results in creating an interwoven pattern for 
their surroundings, which results in an unpredictable, growing town.41 Alexander explains, “a building, 
too, can only come to life when it grows as a whole”.42  Receptivity of atmosphere shapes the character of 
a place, which determines a firm and rich socio-cultural experience to be sensed and transmitted through 
time and space.  Amanat believes staying true to the soul of the matter will respond to humans’ essential 
needs that, as Ardalan states, “have not been changed by modernism”.43  According to Amanat, the architect 
creates the music of the place. For example, hierarchy of spaces in traditional Persian architecture is like 
the notes in music that we need to be inspired by.44  The history of a place contains effective portions of 
the atmosphere that “ignite the fire of our imagination and we feel empathy for the simple life once lived 
in these settings. As a place or a space transcends its mere utilitarian purpose, it evokes our empathy and 
directs our awareness beyond everyday reality.” 45

38 Christopher Alexander, The Timeless Way of Building (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980),3.
39 Ibid. 385. 
40 BBC Persian. Pargar: Memari Emroozi Iran. Last Modified October 1, 2014. Accessed August 8, 2021. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=IHJVrei8r9U&t=1423s
41 Ibid. 165.
42 Ibid. 384.
43 BBC Persian. Pargar: Memari Emroozi Iran. 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHJVrei8r9U&t=1423s
44 Ibid
45 Juhani Pallasmaa and Peter MacKeith, Encounters 2: Architectural Essays (Helsinki: Rakenusteito, 2012), 110.
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Modernism’s scenographic approach has lessened interactions within people and the place 
by regarding the visionary sense and disregarding all other human senses.  The habit of 
being a viewer and a temporary entity within the place has caused uncertainty within indi-
viduals and encouraged people to self-isolate, such that unity has been taken away by “fail-
ing to keep the collection of human senses at constant interaction”.46 Sensory architecture 
activates all human senses in order to create a deeper connection between the people and 
the place. As Frampton states, “All the human senses are required to encourage deep inter-
actions with the surroundings.”47 Intentional and unintentional movements and activities 
through spaces are affected by positioning and integration of spaces and functions in order 
to form the right memory, which is tightly connected to the atmosphere of the place. Inter-
action of these atmospherics shapes memories and emotions of entities within a place. As 
Pallasmaa states, “in addition to being memory devices, landscapes and buildings are also 
amplifiers of emotions; our constructions reinforce sensations of belonging and alienation, 
invitation or rejection, tranquillity or despair.”48 

46 Shirazi, “Contemporary Architecture and Urbanism in Iran”, 2018, 32.
47 Shirazi, “Contemporary Architecture and Urbanism in Iran”, 2018, 32.
48 Pallasmaa and MacKeith, “Encounters 2: Architectural Essays”, 2012, 30.

The body and the mind perceive movement of entities and atmospheres in different ways, which causes 
uniqueness in people’s interpretations of the place, impacted by their mood, feelings and other experi-
ences.49 These subjective experiences are affected by how the space captures light, how the space smells, 
where the sound comes from, the airflow, textures, and colours of materials.  Even though every sense of 
an individual is fulfilled differently, as long as the connection is achieved at a deep and respectful level, “the 
journey is fulfilled as a whole”.50 Alexander explains:

It seems clear, then, that variety, character, and finding your own self, are closely interwoven. In a 
society where a man can find his own self, there will be ample variety of character, and character 
will be strong. In a society where people have trouble finding their own selves, people will seem 
homogeneous, there will be less variety, and character will be weak.51 

49 Pallasmaa and MacKeith, “Encounters 2: Architectural Essays”, 116.
50 Ibid. 30
51 Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction, (Oxford University Press USA – OSO), 1977, 46.
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In an experience of a place, an exchange between the self and the place occurs, inspiring “memory 
and actuality, perception and dream”52 to merge. Actualised through architecture, these experiences of 
exchange encourage us to “reminisce and imagine”53 by projecting memories through imagery and at-
mosphere. Recollection of this experience helps one find the self within the place and the place within 
the self.  Pallasmaa states, “one that cannot remember cannot imagine, because memory is the soil of 
imagination. Memory is also the ground of self-identity; we are what we remember.”54  Pallasmaa uses 
his own experience of exchange shaping his emotions and mental state during his travels as an exam-
ple, recalling his temporary stays as he obtained traits of the place and left behind pieces of his own 
self.55  Regarding architecture in relation to memory, Pallasmaa defines the following classifications: 
“one that cannot recall or touch upon the past, one that evokes a sense of depth and continuity, one that 
seeks to remember literally, like the architectural works of post-modernism, and another that creates a 
sense of deep time and epic continuity without any direct form of reference”.56  

Architectural elements have their own atmospheric energies and experiences to be projected; how-
ever, they have been disconnected from their ontological essence and origins by modernism-induced 
abstraction. For instance, the floor “has forgotten its origin as levelled earth, and became mere con-
structed horizontal planes. Today’s skyscrapers consist of stacked horizontality and have lost the sense 
of verticality.”57

52 Pallasmaa and MacKeith, “Encounters 2: Architectural Essays”, 2012, 27.
53 Ibid. 27
54 Ibid. 24
55 Ibid, 2012. 29
56 Ibid. 32
57 Ibid. 32

Figure 29. The disparate definitions and conceptual relationships among sense of place, place attachment, and rootedness, Last 
modified 2014, https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Sense-of-Place%2C-Place-Attachment%2C-and-Rootedness-in-McE-

wen/3a543e721c914b91a6f3ef7dd4de10620f65619c/figure/4

Conceptual Diagrams 
of Sense of Place
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Critical Regionalism and Khalq-I Jadid (New Creation)

Nader Ardalan articulates the difference between Critical Regionalism and Regionalism, stating that Criti-
cal Regionalism considers the past without disregarding the present. It considers the “topography, climate, 
light, tectonic and tactile form rather than just the scenography sense”.58 This concept has particular rele-
vance for many ancient countries which, during the twentieth century, have been dealing with fluctuations 
between the extremes of traditionalism and modernism.59  Ardalan cites architects such as Alvar Alto, Ken-
zo Tange, Louis Kahn and Hassan Fathy as Critical Regional Architects who have made solutions adapted 
to a specific native condition. Diba is another who integrates the past and the present in a playful, coherent 
manner, presenting deep attention to the relation of humans with one another and their environment. Shi-
razi proposes a form of critical regionalism specific to Iran, which he calls ‘Khalq-I Jadid’: to build for the 
‘place in between’. He describes Khalq-I Jadid as “a timeless process of creating through indirect reinter-
pretation offering a generative space for exchange, dialogue and simultaneous presence of the old and the 
new, the particular and the universal”,60 thus providing space for an infinite number of architectural solu-
tions.  Khalq-I Jadid creates peace between humans’ natural spiritual desires that have been considered 
through traditions.  Ardalan states that “even if you want excitement the foundation needs to be peaceful”.61 
Regional architecture built in layers keeps every piece of the puzzle at the place, and unifies all entities as 
a whole.  Bogdan Bogdanovic states, “Destroyed cities should listen to their own memories and rebuild a 
new version of themselves with the old one in mind. Rebuild the city without losing the soul of the city.”62

58 Shirazi, “Contemporary Architecture and Urbanism in Iran”, 147.
59 Ibid. Preface
60 Ibid.27
61 BBC Persian. Pargar: Memari Emroozi Iran. 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHJVrei8r9U&t=1423s
62 Bogdan Bogdanović, Vera Grimmer, and Sonja Leboš, The Doomed Architect, Podrumi Istok, October 10, 2013 (Zagreb: Udruga 
Za Interdisciplinarna I Interkulturalna Istraživanja, 2013). 15

This section explores Kamran Diba’s Shushtar integration of Persian traditional strategies and modern 
universal architecture in creating a sense of belonging, as he designed for immigrants. 

Shushtar New Town 

Shushtar New Town designed by Diba in 1972, adjacent to the old town, to accommodate 20-30,000 
working-class people in a horizontal rather than vertical density. This horizontality of the master plan 
encouraged humbler and simpler connection within the community, as well as following the sustainable 
population rule of “125 people/hectare”63. This connection was necessary for the new town, as Shushtar 
had started gaining immigrants due to oil production; therefore, people needed more connecting points 
to bond faster and stronger. Accommodation of all necessary spaces such as schools, preschool, mosque, 
community centre and baths is in a hierarchy of straight, swirly, dead-end, and continuous streets with dif-
ferent dimensions and different sceneries in accordance with the function and activities of the place. This 
encouraged cooperation and gathering of immigrants in desperate need of a sense of belonging. “Several 
urban design researchers indicated public cooperation creates a sense of ownership and identity in the 
cities.”64  

Diba creates harmony through public spaces by a “multi-faceted central east-west pedestrian boulevard”,65 
acting as a spine with paved pavements for the comfort of movement, and shaded resting spaces for people 
to stop, rest and interact. Running water is one of the main Persian architectural elements often used in 
Diba’s architecture to humidify Iran’s dry climate and reflect the image of the sky. This adds spirituality to 
the atmosphere, with the use of lush plantation and Persian mosaic tiles, which add detail and delicacy to 
the place. The sound of water utilises another human sense to indicate boundaries, separating pavements 
from road sides, as well as unifying the atmosphere through another natural element.  Extra details enliven 
the place by showing extra care, which is reflected in the inhabitants.  

63 BBC Persian. Pargar: Memari Emroozi Iran. 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IHJVrei8r9U&t=1423s
64 Mahdi Hamzenazhad, Mohadeseh Mahmoudi, and Bushra Abbasi. “Ethical Sustainability in Iranian New owns: Case Study of 
Shushtar New Town”, 2014.
65 https://doi.org/10.5539/ass.v10n13p252.



58 59

Walking through these spaces one will experience a hierarchy of elements at different levels like pedestrian bridges con-
necting buildings at roof levels, as rooftops are much used for informal gatherings in the Persian culture. “The streets were 
designed not primarily for a corridor-like function, but to generate and maintain a life of their own.”66 Diba explored local 
empowerment and cost-effective techniques by employing local technology and materials, as prefabrication and recent 
technologies have represented restrictions, high buildings and maintaining costs.  Diba planned Shushtar No according to 
local traditions; he creates history, plays and interacts with the inhabitants, and always uses water. 

Figure 30. Hierarchy of shapes and functions, drawn by Sahar Mehabi.

The asymmetrical spine of the town connects the main spaces with several symmetrical squares similar to Shah Square 
of Esfahan, providing fruit trees, water and shade. This precedent is explored for gateways and boundaries that define 
connectedness and separation of spaces and the central spinal manner of traditional Persian courtyards.

66 Kamran Diba. “Shushtar New Town (housing)-Khuzestan Iran (1974-80).” Accessed September 15.2021. http://www.kamrandiba.com/architect/
shushtar-new- town.html

Figure 31.Rooftop Bridges, Shushtar No, http://caoi.ir/en/projects/item/278-shushtar-new-town-by-daz-consult-
ing-architects-and-engineers.html



60 61

Figure 32. Shushtar New Town, analysis of the roof character, http://caoi.ir/en/projects/item/278-shushtar-new-town-by-daz-
consulting-architects-and-engineers.html

Figure 33. Shushtar No, analysis of the relation between different levels and the courtyard, as well as their 
detail design responding to the climate, Drawn by Sahar Mehrabi

allowing 
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Figure 34. Shushtar No, analysis of the rooftop connection to one another and their view of the courtyard, Drawn By Sahar Mehrabi, http://caoi.ir/en/projects/item/278-shushtar-
new-town-by-daz-consulting-architects-and-engineers.html
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Homs City Proposal

Marwa Al-Sabouni’s proposal in 2014 for rebuilding Homs City was a tree-like structure with a consistent 
organic growth over time and space. Traditional courtyards and rooftop bridges, connected spaces, and 
integration of natural elements such as fruit trees offers more than just shade to encourage and reflect 
generosity and connectedness onto the inhabitants. Al-Sabouni believes simple things like shaded areas 
or fruit trees inside the city can make a difference to how people feel towards the place, and whether 
they consider it a generous space, a place worth keeping and contributing to, or whether they see it as an 
alienating place.67  Rooftop bridges hang over old alleyways, to watch over spaces in a playful manner, and 
connect neighbours at a higher and personal level for a more private time of the night that, in Middle East-
ern culture, is used for gathering.  AL-Sabouni integrated spaces such as shops, workshops, apartments 
and playgrounds in a local, traditional manner, as she believes integration of functions and interwoven 
layers create a deep sense of belonging within the community and the place, and also establish balance in 
footprint between spaces. 

67. Christopher Alexander, A Pattern Language (München: Fachhochsch., Fachbereich Architektur, 1990).72

Figure 35. Tree-like design, by Marwa Al-Sabuni, https://www.archdaily.com/793668/marwa-al-sabouni-explains-how-syrian-architecture-laid-the-founda-
tions-for-war?ad_medium=gallery
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Contemporary Art Museum of Tehran 

Kamran Diba’s Contemporary Art Museum in Tehran, built in 1977, opens its main entrance to Karegar Avenue on its west 
side, and the second entrance to Laleh Park on its east, with the Arts and Crafts Bazaar to the north.  Integration with Laleh 
Park generates a welcoming façade, while the solid external shape and materials project a strong sense of ownership with 
the surroundings.  The unwelcoming feeling of the solidity of the structure and inaccessibility of the garden contrast with 
the playful shapes and colour of the building.68 The external sculpture garden avoids foot traffic with the absence of paved 
pavements while keeping visitors entertained from a distance with the use of interactive sculptures. A narrow stream of 
water at the side of the structure cuts through the garden to emphasise disconnection between the museum and garden, 
and encourages different approaches to spaces.  The few trees around the building enable easy viewing of the place from 
the garden; such play with viewpoints and movements encourages people to explore and interact with a respectful and 
mindful attitude.

The museum is central on the site plan, with library, conference and office spaces assembled in the central area, and the 
rest of spaces following in a chainlike manner.  The internal spaces are arranged around a central foyer, acting as the spine 
for all spaces, generating a consistent flow of movement. Here, the central foyer determines the position of other spaces 
and relates them to one another, following the traditional manner of Persian squares and courtyards. These internal spac-
es contain exhibition areas, an auditorium, a library, a bookstore, canteen, office space, documentation centre and store, 
plus service and support areas. 

Diba utilises his favourite modern architectural elements in conjunction with the necessary traditional elements, to en-
gage universal architecture with regional.  This attitude is also carried through the exhibited elements such as contempo-
rary Japanese artist Noriyuki Haraguchi’s oil pool platform. This pool reflects the higher levels into the lower levels like 
traditional central pools, as well as making a political statement about the oil profits that funded the museum. 

68 Kambiz Navai. An Architecture Analysis: The Museum of Contemporary Art, Tehran, Iran, 2010,6.

Figure 36. Contrast between unfamiliar and familiar figures visible from the main road. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Tehran_Museum_Of_Contemporary_Art-brid_view.jpg
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The central courtyard is shaped according to the arrangement of spaces, following a modern manner, in contrast to tra-
ditional courtyards, which have a dominant character. Integration of ramps and stairways with internal spaces makes 
movement around exhibition spaces easier, enhancing viewers’ attention on the exhibition as well as the building itself.  
Locating some spaces such as the library, auditorium and lavatories interrupts the consistency of exhibition spaces, shows 
care by providing essentials, and avoids dullness by variation of functions, which helps keep foot traffic constant around 
all spaces. Diba often uses traditional elements such as central outdoor pools, Hashti (octagon entrance) and Chahar Soo 
(four-way hallway, two on a horizontal axis and two on a vertical axis),69 and wind towers, with water being a permanent 
element in his designs.70

69 Springer. “The Geometry of a Domed Architecture: A stately example of Karbandi at Bagh-e Dolat Abad in Yazd.” Accessed July 1,2021. https://link.
springer.com/article/10.1007/s00004-015-0286-0
70 BBC Persian. Tamashagar: Kamran Diba. Last Modified October 13, 2015. Accessed August 8, 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FODYox-
Dk31c

Figure 37. Section of the museum through the main foyer and the courtyard, Last Modified 2010, https://www.semanticscholar.org/pa-
per/AN-ARCHITECTURAL-ANALYSIS%3A-THE-MUSEUM-OF-ART%2C-IRAN-Navai/6cef6344e2d511655236375b153f542c575d35c8
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Figure 38. Site Plan of the Contemporary Museum of Tehran. http://www.caoi.ir/en/projects/item/53-tehran-museum-of-contem-
porary-art-kamran-diba.html

Figure 39. Site Plan, relation with the road, https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Site-Location-in-Teh-
ran-Source-Author_fig1_43529976
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The Shah Square 

The Shah Square was a symmetrical square added to an ancient, organic-shaped bazaar in the early seventeenth century. This Shah 
Square acted as the spinal cord when connecting the organic bazaar to the city centre. Many other smaller squares were formed to 
continue the Shah Square.  The courtyard of this square is framed by arcades housing handicraft workshops, as Isfahan is known 
for its arts and crafts. Each of the four sides of the square is divided in half by an entrance, a palace, and two mosques. Shah Square 
is an urban square, but the similarity of its function and spaces to the caravanserai and its connective character makes this square a 
strong point of reference for this project. Traditional architecture makes separation impossible through interweaving the bazaar, the 
mosque, living spaces and pathways in layers, one leading to another, united through architectural and natural elements.71 

Shapes and relationships of existing streets and buildings resemble the inhabitants’ site-specific needs.  With regard to building in 
response to the context, Fathy states, “I had to try to give my new designs the appearance of having grown out of the landscape that 
the trees of the district have.”72 

71 Zahra Azarm, Zohreh Ghalani, Ehsan Ranjbar. Transformation of Public Spaces and Changing Pattern of Mobility in a Historic City, Case Study: Isfahan, Iran.2017
72 Hassan Fathy, Architecture for the Poor: An Experiment in Rural Egypt, University of Chicago Press, 1973,45.

Figure 41. Ali Qapu Palace, Necessity of luxry and leisure, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C4%80l%C4%AB_Q%C4%81p%C5%AB#/media/Fi
le:%C4%80l%C4%AB_Q%C4%81p%C5%AB_in_golden_time.jpg Figure 40. Connection of the ancient bazzar and the Shah Square https://www.researchgate.

net/figure/C-Map-of-Naqsh-e-Jahan-square-in-Esfahan_fig9_335180148
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Vernacular Planning and Construction 

New Gourna Village 

In his collaborative design from 1946-1952 for New Gourna Village near Luxor, Egypt, Hassan Fathy cooperated with local pro-
fessionals to utilise the rooted spirit of the place through traditional construction, while meeting a low budget.  Familiarity of the 
design and materials gained the inhabitants’ trust, and their involvement in the process of making taught them the appropriate 
skills for future restorations.  Fathy states, “If the change takes place naturally, the new architecture will grow into a tradition”,73 as 
the locals are given decision-making skills for further developments and maintenance. The evolution of “modelled buildings into 
engineered ones over time, follows an increase in the villagers’ wealth”.74 When people work hard to create spaces, memories and 
connections, they will later work harder at maintaining them as the place becomes a part of them.

Desert villages often have packed buildings with an introverted character, closing off to the extreme environmental factors and 
opening the whole building to the internal courtyard that softens the air with the use of a wind catcher, water features and gar-
dens.  Introverted buildings allow external connection to neighbouring buildings, enabling the buildings to protect one another 
against environmental factors. Introverted courtyards close off the structure against the harsh surroundings, creating an imme-
diate sense of protection and care, and open up to the holy sky, the home of God, “where all the goodness of a desert comes from. 
This instinctive and inevitable tendency to see the sky as the kindly aspect of nature gradually developed, as we have seen, into a 
definite theological proposition.”75 Fathy suggests that grouping buildings around courtyards or small squares makes the courtyard 
public property, connecting the dwellings to the streets, as well as avoiding further individual developments like Pasha’s palace’s 
courtyard, converted to several poorly ventilated dwellings. Courtyards have always been used to keep internal spaces ventilated 
and connected; perhaps the suggestion of spreading courtyard spaces throughout the dwelling would be more efficient than elim-
ination of internal courtyard spaces.

73 Hassan Fathy, Architecture for the Poor: An Experiment in Rural Egypt, University of Chicago Press, 1973,42.
74 Ibid.42
75 Ibid.56

Figure 42. New Gourna, Domes and Arcades, https://whc.unesco.org/en/activities/637/
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Figure 43. Master Plan of New Gourna, https://www.researchgate.net/figure/The-layout-of-New-Gourna-showing-the-key-elements-in-the-vil-
lage-and-the-buildings-that_fig1_322804563

Figure 44. New Gourna Semi-Public Courtyard connection with the roof, voids and thresholds reponding to the climate, https://www.research-
gate.net/figure/The-layout-of-New-Gourna-showing-the-key-elements-in-the-village-and-the-buildings-that_fig1_322804563
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Hikma Religious and Secular Complex

The design of the Hikma complex was a collaboration between Iranian architect Yasaman Esmaili and Nigerien ar-
chitect Mariam Kamara, constructed by the Dandaji villagers in Niger in 2018. Multi-functionality of space is one of 
the main drivers of this project. Hikma complex establishes a tight relationship between an ancient mosque and a 
new building by renovating the mosque with a contemporary touch and employing traditional methods in the new 
building, along with clear and respectful boundaries between the old and the new. The new building, near an an-
cient mosque, functions as a library with a set of classrooms and pursues learning other subjects alongside religious 
learnings and practices. Domes, minarets, niches, and the square shape of the ancient mosque are all employed by 
the new building, which by slight modifications gain an original unique character while establishing a direct relation 
with the existing building. The mosque is renovated with the original materials used for the old, so people “learn 
about adobe-enhancing additives and erosion protection techniques”.76 The use of metal in internal spaces is a con-
temporary touch in the old mosque. Local adobe materials found within a five-kilometre radius of the site reduce 
construction and maintenance expenditure, as well as providing a comfortable temperature.  Extensive planting 
using a ‘drip irrigation system’ keeps the air cool with low water consumption.77 Organic pathways through green 
spaces generate a free yet respectful transitional space. In addition to the physicality of spaces, achieving connectiv-
ity requires adequate atmospheric circumstances. Therefore, studying the phenomenological aspects of elements is 
another crucial area of studies. 

76 Hikma Religious Complex, Accessed June 11, 2021. https://www.archdaily.com/920427/hikma-a-religious-and-secular-complex-ate-
lier-masomi-plus-studio-chahar
77 Hikma- A Religious and Secular Complex/Atelier Masomi+ Studio Chahar. Accessed June 10, 2021. https://www.archdaily.com/920427/
hikma-a-religious-and-secular-complex-atelier-masomi-plus-studio-chahar Figure 45. Hikma Complex, a combination of modern and traditional, https://www.archdaily.com/920427/hikma-a-religious-and-secular-com-

plex-atelier-masomi-plus-studio-chahar
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Figure 44. Section showing the physical distance and relation of the Old and the New design, https://studiochahar.com/hikma

Figure 47. Evolution of the Hikma Mosque floor plan, https://studiochahar.com/hikma Figure 48. Connection between the ancient and the new site, https://studiochahar.com/hikma 
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Figure 49. Hikma Complex color and materials connection with the site and the ancient building, https://studiochahar.com/hikma
Figure 50. Hikma roof-top view, unity within the site, https://studiochahar.com/hikma
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Sensory Architecture 

Diba designed an open-top praying room for Tehran’s Rug Museum, consisting of two cubes, one smaller cube rotated towards Qibla (Muslims’ 
prayer direction) within a bigger cube, to assure separation from the external rush and attachment to spiritual peace. This cube is placed in the 
middle of a field with walkways passing through and few trees surrounding it.  The outer cube invites people into the structure, and the inner cube 
invites people into their own sense of self by having an open ceiling that brings the sky into the structure and creates a freeway towards the beloved.  
Diba calls the sky “a moving canvas”78 that encourages people to stay after their prayers and meditate.  The narrow entrance of this structure helps 
people stay focused on two main viewpoints of Qibla and the sky.  A similar approach is noticed through Swiss architect Peter Zumthor’s design of 
the Klaus Field Chapel. The chapel sits in a triangular-shaped structure in the middle of a field and carries tactile and sensory patterns inside the 
structures. Zumthor employs the senses of vision, touch and smell through textured walls, candle lights, open roof and scented smoke.

Reflecting the ceiling or the sky and bringing it down to the lower levels eliminates the idea of hierarchy of levels and invites the feeling of unity, a 
constant reminder of the humbleness and oneness of all entities. Movement of light and shadow, the relationship between darkness and light, add 
to the spirituality of the place by illuminating objects and spaces that gain depth in character by the darkness of their shadows. Sharp edges create 
sharp contrasts between light and shadow, whereas round edges allow a softer transition between the two. Traditional horizontal windows are able 
to capture more of the character of the external light rays that in return can help generate a deeper atmosphere in the internal space.

78 BBC Persian. Tamashagar: Kamran Diba. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FODYoxDk31c

Figure 51. Rug Museum, Tehran, https://www.flickr.com/photos/h_ssan/15313715286
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Figure 53. Klaus Field Chapel’s creation of atmosphere using natural regional ma-
terials, https://www.archdaily.com/364856/happy-70th-birthday-peter-zumthor 

Figure 52. Tehran’s Rug Museum’s prayer room relation with its site and its cature of the essence of space, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pray-
er_Room_of_Carpet_Museum_of_Iran,_Tehran,_(1978)_-_1.jpg



88 89

Figure 54. Space Hierachy, drawn by Sahar Mehrabi. Hierarchy of spaces suggested by Newman in 
1972 for enabling residents to control their territory: (1) public space; (2) semi-public space; (3) 

semi-private space; (4) private space.

Design Process  
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Site Selection and Design Development  

The initial design was for a residential complex closely related to the ancient Deir-e Gachin Caravanserai, 65 kilometres 
south of Tehran. The project aimed to attract the excess population from Varamin County, 35 kilometres north of the site. 
The aim was to utilise Deir-e Gachin as a temporary stay for people building permanent homes near the caravanserai, 
helping the community build a strong bond with its roots and feel a sense of ownership within the place. The strength of 
this proposal was that it addressed feelings of rootedness by keeping close to Deir-e Gachin. However, the weakness of the 
project was its potential to adversely affect the heritage values of the Silk Road and the caravanserai by building close to 
heritage properties. 

Respect for heritage properties mentioned in the ICOMOS charter79 and the need for conservation of the surrounding 
desert lands led to repositioning the project further from Deir-e Gachin, and it also changed its purpose. Searching for a 
site related to the Silk Road resulted in finding the nearby villages of Ali Abad, twenty kilometres south of Deir-e Gachin 
Caravanserai, and the Kaj village, three kilometres south of Mohammad Abad Stoney Caravanserai. These villages pro-
vided food supplies for their nearby caravanserais. The entities were mutually dependent and the exchange of goods and 
services maintained the prosperity of both villages and caravanserais. The main finding of the additional site analysis was 
the importance of the connection between small villages and the Silk Road network.

79 ICOMOS, “The ICOMOS Charter On Cultural Routes,” Modified October 4, 2008, Accessed June 6, 2021.
 https://icomos.org.nz/wp-content/uploads/2016/11/Cultural-Routes-2008.pdf

Archaeological warnings about the excessive foot traffic around Deir-e Gachin,80 the ancient Ali Abad village’s loss of 
population, and the abandonment of the Mohammad Abad Caravanserai, navigated this project towards generating a 
journey between all these spaces. The proposed connective journey was established through a set of pathways from 
Deir-e Gachin to a proposed new caravanserai, Deir-e No, which led in turn towards Ali Abad Village and the abandoned 
Mohammad Abad Caravanserai. 

The spaces provided in Deir-e Gachin of 43 rooms, each accommodating up to four people,81 catered for about 150 
people. When the project shifted in focus to have a caravanserai-like function to cater for Deir-e Gachin visitors and Ali 
Abad locals, the expected population was changed to around 250 people.  

The new caravanserai hosts Deir-e Gachin’s visitors 10 kilometres south of the ancient site and 10 kilometres north 
of the ancient Ali Abad village, 15 kilometres north of Mohammad Abad Stony Caravanserai. The traditional distance 
between caravanserais was 20 to30 kilometres, but that distance was halved for this project in order to replicate the 
Silk Road experience while being mindful of the physical abilities, or lack, of many modern travellers. 

80  https://www.isna.ir/news 
81  Deir-e Gachin, Accessed March 20, 2021.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dayr-e_Gachin
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Figure 55. Deir-e No offers leisure and business at one place; the bath house, restaurant, cafe, and the spiritual space offer leisure, 
the workshops offer business opportunities. Scale 1:500

Deir-e Gachin visitors travel on foot, camels or bikes on a pathway in the desert land parallel to the Gramsar Highway. 
Travellers arriving from Deir-e Gachin at the new caravanserai have two points of entering the site; those on camels take 
the left entrance to the stables, and others the main entrance, which leads them to either the bathing space on their left, 
restaurant and market on their right, or the main courtyard at the front as they enter. Travellers arriving from the highway 
on the west side of the structure also have two points of entrance; they are provided with carpark spaces on the west side 
of the structure, and then either take the restaurant entrance on the left or the café on the right. The café is more open and 
welcoming to road travellers, and takes them to the main courtyard. The workshops surrounding the courtyard carry less 
foot traffic, and are rather more interactive than the courtyard. Travellers can either join traditional celebrations held in 
the main courtyard at the beginning of each season, or pause and embrace the space at other times. The inhabitants can 
use the pool outside the spiritual space for cleansing before entering from the main courtyard.

The aim of the project developed at this point to design a new caravanserai in depth, and for it to act as an example for the 
development of other places along the proposed connecting route. Furthermore, this would facilitate the Silk Road net-
work to regain many of its former qualities such as hopefulness, generosity, exchange of knowledge and culture, and the 
sense of harmony and unity within the indefinite desert lands. As Pallasmaa states:

The ontological task of architecture is usually seen as providing physical shelter from external threats, yet, we can 
argue that the most fundamental task of architecture is to create the experience of placeness, to define our location 
and domicile in relation to the homogenous, placeless, and meaningless ‘natural’ space that extends to infinity.82

82 Juhani Pallasmaa and Peter MacKeith, Encounters 2: Architectural Essays (Helsinki: Rakenusteito, 2012), 106.
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Figure 56. Deir-e No Site Plan Figure 57. Deir-e Gachin Site Plan, Journey to Deir-e No
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Final Design Proposal

The methodology of the Silk Road and its fortified caravanserais was used to inform the design of this project and address 
the issue of placelessness.  The Silk Road experience is captured through a tactile pathway for travelling on foot, bicycle 
and camel, starting from Deir-e Gachin’s entrance to the new site. In the Iranian culture, the host always comes out to 
welcome the guest with a glass of water and goes out with them as they leave to pour a glass of water behind them, which 
means that they wish the guest to return in the near future and to have a safe journey home. The new caravanserai fol-
lows this traditional approach by using half-roofed walls and trees a few metres before and past the entrance and the exit 
ways, as well as water features at the entrance and exit, which are connected on a horizontal axis. The northern entrance 
welcomes visitors from Deir-e Gachin into a spacious octagon shape, while the eastern wing provides spaces for offload-
ing animals and stables for resting.  The west wing takes a respectful and thoughtful approach to welcome curious road 
travellers by leading them towards the northwestern and southwestern entrances. Visitors arriving from Deir-e Gachin 
have their immediate needs fulfilled via the traditional baths on the east side of the entrance and the courtyard restaurant 
on the west side. Road travellers are provided with carpark spaces by the west wing, which draws a soft boundary line via 
a low wall, which establishes an immediate sense of respect for the place and its inhabitants and a sense of welcome by 
having a café and a restaurant at each end. The spiritual space on the southeast is positioned to avoid excessive crowds 
and discourage further developments on the east side of the structure, thereby keeping the sacred space and the desert 
lands untouched. The smaller square on the southwest of the site is the only open space that encourages further devel-
opment, with internal and external green spaces and softer boundaries. The interconnection of one square with another 
through alleyways inspired by Amanat’s portrayal of regional traditional architecture creates unification amongst diverse 
elements, keeping the place interesting while united and in tune.83 This design proposes one main square to provide for 
essential needs, and smaller squares on the four corners to facilitate secondary functions such as physical cleansing, spir-
itual cleansing, eating and drinking.

83. BBC Persian. Pargar: Memari Emroozi Iran. Last Modified October 1, 2014. Accessed August 8, 2021. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IH-
JVrei8r9U

Design Strategies 

This section was grouped into Macro, Meso and Micro strategies. Macro design is the process of drawing boundaries 
and pathways, establishing connections according to the archaeological, geological and topographical state of the site. 
The initial inspiration behind the macro planning was the Silk Road network, followed by Shah Square, Contemporary 
Art Museum of Tehran, Shushtar New Town and the Hikma Complex. The main lesson from these cases was the method 
of honesty in the connection and respect in the disconnection. Meso design was inspired by Deir-e Gachin to establish 
the guidelines for private, semi-private and public spaces, as well as the access points of the structure. Al-Sabouni’s 
Homs City proposal inspired the further developments carried from the smaller courtyard, encouraging connection 
through smaller squares. This keeps the main square private while connected.  Micro design followed the most prom-
inent traditional elements that stay mindful of colours, patterns and textures, materials, artificial and natural lighting, 
warm and cold spaces, transitional spaces for people, and atmospheric elements. 

This project shows interest in place-making by focusing on access and linkage, comfort and activities, memory and 
sociability84. A place needs to invite occupation, resonate with the community, provide for different needs and desires, 
show flexibility and connectivity, and provide reassurance and security.85 

84 Project for Public Spaces, “What Makes a Successful Place,” Accessed July 10, 2021.
https://www.pps.org/article/grplacefeat
85 Jenny Donovan, Designing to Heal, CSIRO,2013.261
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Macro 

At the macro scale ideas about inviting and engaging were explored through the solidity and fluidity of boundaries. 
Shaping the character of boundaries was highly influenced by the design language used by Diba in the Contemporary 
Art Museum of Tehran. The thickness of the west wing walls of Deir-e No draw a solid borderline with the desert lands, 
to respect nature and claim its territory, while the rest of the boundaries carry a softer attitude to attract visitors and 
encourage further developments outside the structure. 

Entrance and exit ways enclose some space within the boundaries of Deir-e No to provide for visitors’ initial needs at 
the very moment of entrance.  An immediate sense of respect is therefore established at the gateway; the individual 
feels valued and psychologically comfortable to become a part of the place.86 The enclosed hallways on the sides, in 
addition to the open entrance to the central courtyard, empower the users by giving them a sense of choice.  The exit 
emphasises the watchfulness of the caravanserai over its surroundings by capturing some external space to establish 
trust within the inhabitants, which will encourage further developments by reassuring a peaceful relationship between 
the surrounding site and the structure.

86 Juhani Pallasmaa and Peter MacKeith, Encounters 2: Architectural Essays (Helsinki: Rakenusteito, 2012), 24.
Figure 58. Master Plan

Enlarged in the following page
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Meso 

At the meso scale, Deir-e No provides a combination of activities for people to participate in, giving them 
skills for further collective developments that help them feel a sense of ownership and belonging within 
the community and the place. Planned and unplanned interactions can occur in public spaces, the central 
square, for instance, and semi-public transitional or bumping spaces like arcades and stairways. 

According to Pallasmaa and MacKeith, “memory and fantasy, recollection and imagination are related and 
relations always have situational and specific content”.87 In Deir-e No the intention is that the connected 
spaces will enable the imagination of the user to create memories and bring something new from the self 
to the surroundings. Playful transitional spaces through the hierarchy of spaces engage vision and motion 
that are influenced by duration, movement and proportion. Interwoven courtyards embrace the differenc-
es and individuality of characters within one place.

87 Juhani Pallasmaa and Peter MacKeith, Encounters 2: Architectural Essays (Helsinki: Rakenusteito, 2012), 24.
Figure 57. Floor Plan
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Figure 60, Interactivity in the Persian Bath-house, https://www.tasteiran.net/stories/10047/persian-hammam
Figure 61. Deir-e No Bath-house, following the traditional bath house maze structure in a modern manner. The 
gradual transition from cooler space to warmer and then hotter prevents illness after bathing. There are four 

main rooms, Sarbineh (Cold Room): The first room is cold and dry with an octagonal shape, and furnished with 
benches and carpets, used as a changing room. Mian Dar (middle door): The second room is cold and wet con-
necting Bineh and Garmkhaneh (the warm room). The third room is warm and wet where bathing takes place. 

Khazineh: is a large cold or hot water pool located in Garmkhaneh.
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Micro 

Light and colour unify the space through colours that are tightly related to light and shadow. Christopher 
Alexander claims that if we hope to achieve inner light, “the simplest way is to create unity through co-
lours, add a small amount of one colour within the other, in order to soften the contrast in between the two 
opposites”.88  Alexander states, “inner light also requires a certain roughness of individual colour, a lively 
variation within the field of a single colour”.89  He goes on to say, “paradoxical ambiguity through utilizing 
clarity of intensity of single colours and showing no dependency on another colour while its effect is also 
created by the interaction and impact of other colours”.90 Light enables colours to come alive; natural light-
ing creates different atmospheres through every hour of the day, staying in touch with the travel of time 
into the space. Artificial lighting bringing modern comfort through the dark hours is used in some spaces 
such as accommodation and galleries, while candles, fire and torches are used for natural lighting in the 
free and informal spaces such as the restaurant, the mosque, the café, some parts of the main courtyard, 
and bathing spaces. Geometric patterns, textures, calligraphy and voids in brick walls allow the occurrence 
of special moments.  Niches within walls provide spaces for birds, plants and lighting elements. Squinch 
corners create vaults and domes, with a spiritual effect and an upward feeling, allowing air and light to 
create a more authentic quality through the space. 

88 Christopher Alexander, The Luminous Ground: An Essay on The Art of Building and Nature of the Universe Berkeley, CA: Centre 
for Environmental Structure, 2004), 206.
89 Ibid. 210
90 Ibid. 215

Figure 62. Nasir-ol-Molk Mosque in Shiraz, Iran, an example of stained glass using the sunlight to paint the interior space, a moving color, informing the 
inhabitants about the hour of the day, https://www.boredpanda.com/nasir-al-molk-pink-mosque-shiraz-iran/?utm_source=google&utm_medium=organ-

ic&utm_campaign=organic
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Design Programme Considerations

Encounters with luxury and with ruins, even though in opposition, are both desires of human 
nature. Luxury evokes hope for the future, and the nostalgia evoked by ruins keeps humans con-
nected with their past. Spirituality is another human desire keeping people connected with the 
unknown world, providing an excuse for discovering and excitement for more adventures in the 
distant future. The importance of depicting the perpetual heavenly gardens in Persian culture, 
by using fruit trees and water features, is highly regarded at Deir-e No.

Hierarchy of space is also an important consideration, movement from private to semi-private, 
to semi-public to public spaces. Consideration of this hierarchy helps engender a sense of order, 
unity and safety within the caravanserai. Materials, like humans, have two sides to them, spir-
itual and physical. The tactility of surfaces keeps inhabitants close to both the sacredness and 
the materiality of this world. Collective memory, shared between different objects and subjects, 
makes people a part of a bounded domain as a group, making every individual within the group 
important to the others. Spaces to help people remember and imagine will assist with the cre-
ativity of the inhabitants. Speed has a direct impact on making memories, remembering and 
imagining; therefore, the moments of pause, the journey, and speed of movement need to be 
considered. Memories awakening emotions are impacted by fragments, sounds and activities.

Programme

Private accommodation for people is along the second layer of the structure, separated from 
the central courtyard by the workshops as the semi-public spaces. The northern side of the 
structure is only used to welcome and look after the visitors’ immediate needs at their arrival, 
and the stables are on the third layer of the eastern side. Permanent residents are accommo-
dated on the south side to encourage them to see the potential of further developments lead-
ing towards the Mohammad Abad Caravanserai. Temporary residents are accommodated on 
the eastern side to be near the carpark on the outside of the structure, close to their belongings 
and the road. The semi-public spaces hold galleries and workshops for teaching agriculture 
and horticulture, construction, crafts such as ceramic and rug making, and cultural clothing. 

The restaurant and market on the northwestern corner interact with people through the sens-
es of smell and taste. The baths on the northeastern side interact with people through the 
sense of touch, by the tactility of construction materials and water. The spiritual place on the 
southeastern corner has wall writing and audio recordings of Rumi poetry and Zoroastrian 
prayers to awaken the senses of touch and hearing.  The traditional café on the southwestern 
corner, as the first place visited by the road travellers, revives the story-telling tradition of Per-
sian cafés; storytellers hang printed rugs with Shah Nameh images to narrate stories of one of 
the most important Persian books that kept the Persian language alive after conquest by the 
Arabs. This place creates interactions with the senses of taste, touch, hearing and memory, in 
addition to the sense of vision, which is engaged at all times in all spaces.
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Figure 63. View of the Semi-Public Courtyard as the visitors enter the site, the courtyard framed by semi-private arcade Figure 64. Deir-e No, The Space In between (Semi-private 
Acade)
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Design Approach 

The introverted, fortified planning connects the internal known and protects it from external unknown entities. Thick external walls 
create a solid boundary to the outside, and the overall proportions of height and width have been designed to engender a sense of con-
fidence for a community seeking a place of calm within a wider, wild environment. The introverted, centralised courtyard architecture 
with a central water feature unites all entities and thus, satisfies the notion of Hayat, or free movement of life. 

The central courtyard configuration captures the sky and includes it as part of the structure. The internal walls frame the sky, draw-
ing it down into the courtyard towards the central water pool, where the squinch corners of the inverted ‘sky dome’ provide places 
to sit. The reflection of the sky into the courtyard space, the fountain sound, and the humid quality of water interact with people at a 
multi-sensory level. Movement of the courtyard sky, trees and people, as well as sound and air movement, generate a lively atmosphere 
with memorable moments in the most public place of the building.91 Light is used as a design tool by working with its direction and 
movement throughout the day, and with shadow or the absence of light. This is done at thresholds, at apertures like doorways and 
windows, and by using indents or niches to keep a tactile relation with every element present in place. 

The elevation of the structure and the use of wind catchers facilitate the capturing and directing of wind, so all spaces enjoy the ben-
efits of air movement, humidity control, and the filtering of scents and aromas from within and without.   Every place within the car-
avanserai, according to its function and construction materials, contains a different sound and smell. Rooms separated by thick walls 
create a subliminal reliance on members of the community, while assuring privacy. Active rooftops create a hierarchy of movement 
and act as a connector of the internal and external spaces, on both horizontal and vertical axes. The hierarchy of private, semi-public 
and public spaces creates a sense of ownership and freedom of choice within the community and the place. Interwoven courtyards 
keep the place unified while providing more transitional spaces. A careful balance between built areas and natural spaces establishes 
a respectful, unbreakable bond between the natural and the built environment that is reflected onto the inhabitants as well. Shape 
and proportion of entranceways play an important role in attracting and encouraging certain activities at the gates, while the earthen 
material connects with humans’ tactile, smell and visual sensations.

91 Pallasmaa and MacKeith, “Encounters 2: Architectural Essays”, 43.

Regional Design Elements

Hashti and Chaharsoo (octagon and four connecting alleyways) create visual harmony and moments of pause, impacting rhythm and 
movement of the place by slowing down the physical and psychological state of people to prepare them for a respectful entrance. 
Nestling enclosures lay a strong foundation of trust and connected Dallans (hallways) show thoughtfulness by providing protection 
through transitional spaces. The Eyvan (porch) generates buffering between private and public spaces and keeps all entities con-
nected. Thickness, apertures, textures, patterns and materials of vernacular walls provide privacy, allow interactions, transitions and 
excitement, and generate respect and hope through the boundaries.

Dome, vaults, niches, arches and squinch corners create a heavenly atmosphere, respect the height and shape of the inhabitants, and 
show understanding of the air circulation and physical support of the structure. The elevated doorway respects the change of place, 
and keeps dust and insects away. Stained windows repel insects and reduce heat while using sunlight to create colourful interiors that 
contrast with the exterior’s uniform, neutral, earthen colours.  Central water features cool the air, generate audible vibrations, and 
mirror the above images, and use all human senses to create a deeply balanced connection in the atmosphere. Fire cleanses, warms 
and dries the night. Symmetrical green spaces in the courtyard cool the air, create sound and movement in a vertical and horizontal 
axis, part the courtyard in half, ensuring life and growth, while the symmetricity keeps the internal spaces balanced and spiritual, the 
harmony contrasting with the external chaos. All these elements contain their own scent that marks memories as individual and as a 
whole.  Unity between the plan and elevation presents harmony of the place from a distance and from within the structure.

Figure 65. A panemone windmill is a type of vertical axis wind turbine. It has 
a rotating axis positioned vertically, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panemo-
ne_windmill#/media/File:Perzsa_malom.svg



112 113

Figure 66. Nashtifan thousand-year-old windmills, used to grind grains, https://mustdiscoveriran.com/the-ancient-windmills-of-
nashtifan/

Figure 67. Activation of roof spaces, often used for drying fruits, vegetables or potery and other materials, https://www.green-
prophet.com/2010/05/wind-catchers-iran-yazd/
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Figure 68. Persian Wind Catchers creating an intresting roof space, https://www.greenprophet.com/2010/05/wind-catchers-iran-yazd/ Figure 69. Hierarchy of events in the structure dependent on the time of the month and day
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Figure 70. Dolat abad Garden with the tallest wind tower 
at the height of 33 meters, https://www.researchgate.net/
figure/The-eight-sided-wind-catcher-of-Dowlat-Abad-Gar-
dens-edifice-in-Yazd-is-the-tallest-in_fig2_308532117

Figure 71. Wind Catcher Schematic Drawing, https://www.researchgate.net/fig-
ure/Traditional-bi-directional-wind-catcher-basic-principle_fig1_281742334

Figure 72. Air Circulation, https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Traditional-bi-directional-wind-catcher-ba-
sic-principle_fig1_281742334 
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Figure73. Persian Garden Patterns, Drawn by  Sahar Mehrabi
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Construction and Materials 

This project creates a connection with its context and the two caravanserais by using the same material as 
Deir-e Gachin on most of the spaces and especially on the northern side.  Stones are used on the southern 
shade wall outside the square leading towards the Mohammad Abad Stoney Caravanserai. The material and 
construction parts of the project are highly influenced by the Hikma complex. The use of contemporary ma-
terial stabilises the building while relating it to its modern era. The use of metal and concrete enable cantile-
vered arches on the west side of the structure, which suits the western side in terms of its connection with the 
concrete highway. 

Fired mud bricks are assembled with plaster and covered with mortar rendering. Fired mud bricks absorb the 
harsh heat of desert days and slowly release it during the cold desert nights.  Mud bricks contain clay that gives 
materials a natural waterproof quality, but with low insulation, which then requires additional mud bricks to 
suit Deir-e No’s climate. 92  Deir-e Gachin, as the main point of reference, uses brick in layers to strengthen the 
structure and insulate it at the same time. The southern side of the structure has a double-screen facade to 
keep the harsh sunlight away from private spaces, while taking some materials out of walls allows a beneficial 
amount of light through. Stained glass keeps the internal spaces cool and well-lit. Bright colours and other 
external fabrications create slight variations on the surface of materials. Both concrete and fired mud bricks 
are guaranteed for more than one hundred years, with four-hour and one-hour fire resistance ratings, respec-
tively. Fire rating is of great importance due to the harsh sunlight and the use of fire. The use of solar panels 
outside the structure and some within the courtyard convert sunlight into electricity.

92 Mud brick, “key points”, accessed 6, October, https://www.yourhome.gov.au/materials/mud-brick

Figure 74. Squinch, https://blog.kaarwan.com/squinches-and-pendentives-in-architecture-8359cf6b8825 
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Conclusion 

The overall aim of this project was to address the issues of placelessness and loss of identity occurring in 
many modern societies through revitalisation of the Silk Road network. The typology of the Silk Road’s 
caravanserai was used to grasp a section of the desert land, embrace all entities as a whole, and create a 
sense of place for the inhabitants. Connective qualities of phenomenological aspects of traditional Iranian 
architecture were used to create a sense of place. Consideration of the modern context and people kept 
the project relevant. Adaptation of the caravanserai typology creates an opportunity for modern societies, 
especially the younger generation, to feel a sense of place. Regional vernacular architecture lowered the 
cost and advanced the sustainability of the place, while the phenomenological aspect of forms and ma-
terials helped establish a sense of place. Revitalisation of the ancient Silk Road network as an integrated 
social movement generates a sense of belonging within the community and the place, making them inde-
pendent and prosperous. Exchange of knowledge and wisdom through this network creates unity within 
the immediate community and those at a distance. Temporary visitors use their gathered knowledge for 
development of distant places and the permanent inhabitants ensure the development and maintenance 
of Deir-e No and other ancient caravanserais near the site. 

Tactility of the pathways and structures and interactivity of the entities through multi-sensory manner investments 
in the relationship of movement, emotions, memory and imagination lay out the strategy of creating a timeless pat-
tern language. Comfort and nostalgia, modernism and traditionalism, help create a balance between people’s phys-
ical and psychological needs and desires. A multi-sensory journey creates a deeper connection by interacting with 
all human senses; once the connection is established at a deep level, the inhabitants feel a sense of ownership of the 
place, trust their surroundings, and their community. This project builds a new caravanserai following the ancient 
caravanserai typology and exhibits its success through traditional activities and spaces. Connection of the ancient 
and the modern helps people to feel close and connected to their roots while carrying on with their familiar, modern 
lifestyle. The traditional bathhouse is another important element being forgotten, although it held many traditional 
functions. The traditional café that is considered outdated now, was a place of gathering, of learning poetry and 
traditional tales__one of the important spaces that kept the Persian language alive. Markets, which in modern days 
are the place of selling, were used as a place of meeting and exchanging knowledge as well as goods. Reviving the 
true essence of these spaces and using regional methods to keep these places connected helps the inhabitants feel 
the harmony and unity within the functionality of the place.

Vernacular construction technology was not covered at this stage; however, that would be the next area of interest 
for this project if it was to be continued further. 

The project outcome is purely speculative, the distance from site being a major limiting factor, as is the political 
situation in Iran. It is, however, about the hopes and aspirations of all Iranians, and it is hoped that the imminent 
recognition of Deir-e Gachin as a World Heritage site, together with a speculative project such as this, will help en-
gender a sense of belonging within the self, the community, and place for all Iranians. 
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Figure 75. Firoozeh koobi, Esfahan handicraft, using turquoise and copper to create luxurious plates, 
https://iranianholiday.com/handicrafts-in-iran/

Final Design
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Figure 76. Southwestern entrance Figure 77. Northwestern entrance
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Figure 78.Semi-private hallway between the private rooms and semi-public galleries Figure 79. Galleries as the semi-private arcade in between the private space and the semi-private space
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Figure 80. The Restaurant Figure 81. Restaurant’s main entrance                    
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Figure 82. Semi-private workshops Figure 83. Private rooms
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Figure 84. Northern entrance Figure 85. Southern entrance
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Figure 86. Poster one, presenting the external views of the entrance ways Figure 87. Poster two, presenting the internal spaces of the four courners
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