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ABSTRACT 

 
In new urban planning changes and approaches, there are tracks characterizing designers and city planners’ attention to urban spaces 

and reviving urban squares. Although most modern cities bear public and traditional spaces, they lack elements like urban squares. Having 

a look at the history of city and city dwelling in Iran, it is obvious that some of our old cities had urban squares with a consistent spirit with 

public and were also landmarks. However, these valuable squares have lost their prosperity and vitality over decades ago all due to lack of 
attention. Urban Square as a space supplying part of social life covers a wide range of urban functions. This supportive role requires 

understanding urban potentials from a morphological point of view. A desirable urban square designed by a proper understanding and 

precise planning is an open urban space for commuting, pausing, stopping, resting and spending free times. The question of why modern 
squares have lost their original functions and turned into a circle is the topic of the current study. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 In a city’s organism, view and site, weather and 

topography are factors determining human-made 

environment meaning that the entire or part of the 

urban site or landscape can always be changed and 

this occurs only for adjusting space determining 

factors. City looks like a network of different 

functions consisting of a set of forms and elements. 

These forms and elements have been intertwined 

within a whole so as to secure the city’s organism 

performance. Urban planning designs aim at 

increasing elements’ data value through enhancing 

the elements from the visual viewpoint in relation to 

their performance. 

 Among various urban elements, urban square – 

as one of the main areas of social life and a place for 

emergence of economic, social, religion, cultural and 

political activities of citizens- has exposed to most 

changes. Looking back at urban square in various 

times, one can realize that urban space has 

heightened the identity of citizens through values and 

criteria such as security, peace of mind, balance, 

discipline, a sense of being trapped, landmarks, 

monuments and many other factors. Almost all past 

squares were among popular places of city residents. 

If public spaces are unintelligible, incomplete and 

devoid of life, it is difficult for people to 

communicate with them. Therefore, people will face 

problem understanding the city. In the current era, 

due to rapid growth of population, city sizes and 

cars’ torrent towards the city’s main streets, urban 

squares have changed shape and not only have they 

lost their former function but their meaning has also 

changed dramatically. The question has always been: 

what should urban space be like? What role does a 

square play? This study attempts to deal with the 

pathology of urban squares analyzing the authentic 

functions of a square. 

 

2. Modern cities: 

 By definition, space does not reveal any sort of 

features on its own. However, when a human group 

starts an activity in a place, the symbolic sense of the 

word appears and turns into a setting for human 

behaviors. 

 City by definition refers to population, type of 

economic activities, administrative field and etc. at 

global scale, in order to distinguish between city and 

village, population is emphasized. According to 

Iran’s state law, city is the center of social, cultural 

and political trades and bears at least ten thousand 

populations. Structurally speaking, city is a place 

where tall buildings, streets, parks, offices, urban 

infrastructure and facilities are available. 

 In the past, cities with homogeneous structure 

and textures had been formed I consistent with 

regional conditions, and people’s religious needs and 
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beliefs so there was a kind of balance between form 

and content. There was no one building which had 

not been influenced by people’s cultural and 

religious structure and city’s body. Nowadays, 

however, the rapid trend of modern world’s changes 

and the torrent of novel ideas and designs in 

designing and architecture have resulted in a kind of 

face for today’s city lacking both past harmony and 

disciplined combination, defined and meaningful 

structure of modern buildings. It must not be 

neglected that the mutual relationship between 

human and city structure is the determining factor of 

cities’ form, behavior and role.Beautiful city is one 

keeping balance among three elements of human, 

nature and structure. 

 In the present world, the chaos and disorder have 

such overshadowed urban bodies that it seems highly 

difficult to get rid of it. Continuous onslaught of 

colors, stones, glass, concretes, large bulk of ugly 

furniture with inappropriate horizontal and vertical 

lines and heterogeneous colors have brought along 

ugly windows and various entrances and materials of 

rootless, inhuman, uncoordinated cities. The 

strategies provided by architects, urban planners, 

transport planners and traffic engineers of urban 

designs in the last decades have not helped much on 

urban problems and often led to confusion of thought 

and behavior of citizens. Building architecture has 

lost its touch with ground, the sky, and proximities. 

Rather, the cities’ spatial organization and structural 

environment has turned into cubic volumes, single-

function without perspective and landscape, proper 

lightening and landmarks.  

3. Urban Squares: 

 The word “maydan” (square) is originally from 

Persian but it has turned into plural Arabic 

“mayadin” (squares). In past, any vast and open 

space where people gathered and did free activities 

was called square. It has taken different roles and 

functions according to special and time necessities. 

Spacious, open spaces with a surrounded and/ or 

more or less determined enclosure located by a road 

or a juncture and have got communicative, social or a 

combination of two or multi above functions are 

called square. A space playing the part of clearing 

houses, urban or neighborhood elements is called 

space. It has sometime been a place for supplying 

goods, sometime government court or religious space 

and in the contemporary time most of its classic 

functions have transferred to surrounding buildings 

and streets. Among different meanings of square, 

what is more common is the field nature of square 

and what matters for urban planning is square is a 

gathering place for humans, forces and events 

present in the field. Whether this field is battlefield, 

magnetic one, hippodrome or fruit/vegetable filed. 

Converging and unity nature of square lead to the 

discourse among the form of the streets, walls, floors 

and furniture. The factor which urban square shares 

with pedestrians or vehicles changes all the time. 

 Square, a significant urban space across city, 

gets its entity from presence and meaningful 

hesitation of humans and from a certain goal in 

relation to population movement. It reveals 

communication, touch and human activity in addition 

to specific features it grants to a certain space 

(figures 1, 2). 

 

 
 

Fig. 1: Yazd Amir-Chakhmagh Square. 

 

 
Fig. 2: Isfahan Nagshe Jahan Square. 

 

4. Urban Identity within Urban Squares:  One of the challenges facing developing 

countries is the question of urban identity. It is, in 
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fact, collective identity which forms a kind of 

structural and functional discipline. This is the 

globalization trend of present era which has changed 

the urban identities and our urban spaces. 

 The concept of urban identity is in connection 

with life quality, causes human’s belonging to their 

city of residence and its scope is more dynamic than 

mere residence. Since identity is a set of qualities and 

characteristics distinguishing an individual or 

community from other individuals and communities, 

accordingly city is personalized and becomes 

independent. 

 Identity within city makes the citizens dependent 

due to the creation and association of general 

memories in them. Although the identity of a city is 

in direct connection with the cultural quality of its 

citizens, this process can provide relevant criteria ti 

citizens’ cooperation and judgment. When a city 

grows, some of its identity characteristics change 

along and reorganize. Therefore, urban identity – as a 

criterion for development and a factor for promoting 

environmental quality- must be brought up so it can 

provide the setting for individuals’ contribution and 

security. In the present era, there are squares free 

from the taste and initiatives of urban planning and 

architecture, regardless of the culture of cities and 

only has formal and aesthetic appearance. 

Unfortunately, lack of identity of urban bodies within 

contemporary urban planning is quite tangible to an 

extent that a square constructed in a given city does 

not have such a big fundamental difference with a 

square with the same situation and spatial value in a 

highly further city. 

 

5. History of Squares: 

1.5 Europe Urban Squares: 

 Square or Agora was the most important urban 

area in ancient Greece and formed the main stage of 

daily social, economic and political life of civil 

society. Physical relative centrality and its enclosure 

are of its main features in Greece. In cases where 

agora was not enclosed by buildings, there was a 

porch surrounding it. Agora was often rectangular 

and took 1.20 to 1.30 of the city. Urban space in 

ancient Rome was highly similar to Greek 

civilization. Only that social and religious centers 

would give a stronger centrality to square through 

gathering around square or forumand highlight 

leisure time centers as bathrooms and amphitheaters. 

The central role of trade and commercial has 

relegated to square and for its better performance, 

there were often obstacles on the way to vehicles in. 

although agora in Greece was located on the way of 

city’s main gate to Acropolis, forum was usually 

formed out of the intersection of two main passage 

ways. 

 European citizens held their most important 

collective events in squares from Greek antiquity to 

the 20th century. Greek agora and Rome forum 

words referred to citizen rallies. Plaza and other 

similar types among European races were the heart, 

rally place and social interaction. During Europe’s 

dictatorship (17th and 18th century), authoritarian 

governments not only did not dare to change square 

roles but also to share their power, they made its 

style and architecture more geometric and luxurious 

and added visiting troops to its functions. Following 

the overthrow of these governments, ceremonial 

function was quickly removed and it returned to 

become a place for the presence and social 

interactions of the citizens again.   

 In order for development and completion of 

“kampidolio” square, Michelangelo represented his 

own genius in understanding urban spaces, instilling 

national glory and enthusiasm and creating a 

spectacular space which was the government center 

for ancient Rome. Designing this square, he not only 

did apply constructions fitting the square’s status 

back then and brought harmony to the body, but he 

also attempted to floor, transfer and put up a 

beautiful sculpture in the center. 

 

 
 

Fig. 3: Kampodolyou square by Michelangelo. 
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Fig. 4: Italian square, New Orleans, America. 

 

2.5 Iran Urban Squares: 

 In ancient Iran, squares were often established 

out of cities’ walls and in front of fire-temples. They 

played quite the religious part and were places for 

dialogue and decision-making. Cities in Islamic era 

lacked a central element as the determining one. 

Squares, mosques, schools, water storage and 

bathroom are inseparable backbone elements and 

they are all connected. Square was increasingly 

growing popularity and taking various functions as 

commercial, sport, religious and governmental.  In 

this era, main squares were the most important rally 

places due to the connection to central mosques and 

took a multi-functional role and people’s presence 

was its most important and sustainable factor. 

 Analyzing historical evolution of squares across 

Iran cities, it is obvious that squares like other 

influential and functional elements, it plays an 

effective presence in the ongoing life of the city. 

From the Seljuk period onward, square began to 

establish itself though it reached deep and functional 

meanings in architecture and urban planning in the 

Safavids and has reached its ultimate role at the end 

of Qajar period, it gradually faded its color to the 

point that it lost its identity amidst Pahlavi period and 

it has been living in absolute uncertainty in the past 

two decades. The most public and popular urban 

spaces in Iran were local markets and squares and 

Arg or major city squares belonged to government 

institutions and city authorities and played 

ceremonial parts. The meeting of the routes leading 

the gates of a city formed an openness which was a 

place both for trade and commerce and public 

gathering. In Kajar dynasty, the peak burgeoning of 

urban planning in Iran, squares took a more 

important role in organizing city space. The symbolic 

role of square was relegated to the central square and 

local squares met the people’s need with their 

markets, bathrooms, mosques, etc. in this period, 

squares are different with respect to function and city 

role such as military squares, state squares and trade 

squares. In Kajar dynasty period, Tehran had five 

important squares called Toupkhaneh, Baharestan, 

Ark, Pagapg and Mashg. This period was coincident 

with the industrial revolution in Europe with which 

vehicles took their way into cities and most of city 

spaces and squares turned into a circus for vehicles. 

They made the space smaller for public’s presence 

and made pedestrian’s move unsafe and impossible 

at times. Square’s function was gradually relegated 

to a bunch of other city spaces and square’s vast 

place was taken over by car’s move. This caused the 

construction of main city roads, especially with 

ignoring city’s spatial texture and organism and 

ultimately changing hierarchical system of the cities, 

breaking general and private concept of space and 

naturally ended up in destroying functional system of 

the squares. 

 

6. Urban Square or Traffic Circles: 

 Public understanding of square refers to a kind 

of space emerged from the intersection of several 

major and minor roads for separating vehicle move 

and formed by a combination of vegetation, 

fountains and sometimes statues and has nothing  

logical to do with human presence and motion 

whereas square is senseless with human’s influential 

role. Basically, traffic control issue is not related to 

squares. Square walls are consistent with the square 

itself and what is considered to be a value for squares 

in urban design is its social and interactive role in the 

collective life of citizens. Many contemporary 

squares where there is no track of economic and 

public activities, cultural and social centers, etc., they 

are reckoned to be traffic jam and it is not correct to 

call them “square”. So what are these 

spaces?“Traffic circle” is nothing but an openness at 

the intersection of urban streets whose prevailing 

function is to distribute vehicle’s motion. The only 

thing which is not considered in designing a circle is 

the human presence and deep hidden concepts in 

urban spaces. The original founder of this concept 

was a French man called “Eugene Hnard”. This 

crossed his mind that in the early 20th century that 

damage and crash possibility of two cars from the 

sides is much less than collision. Circle and square 

are different regarding function and concept. 

Motorists would never manage to create fruitful 

gatherings. Squares have always played the role of a 

social knot and have been the scene at both local and 

city scales for various annual happenings including 

ceremonies and moaning. Modern squares at 

pedestrian scale do not instill the sense to pedestrians 

or observers since they have initially been designed 

for facilitating car motions. 

 

7. Different Types of Square: 

7.1 From the View Point of Geometric Shape: 

 Many states, military and local squares and some 

trade squares had geometric grounds which were 
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mostly rectangular and in some cases square. In fact, 

all the squares which were first designed and then 

constructed usually had a geometric and regular 

shape. Circular shape which is often used for many 

of the connecting squares of cities rose from function 

and movement of vehicles and it was rarely used in 

the past. Some trade squares constructed outside of 

the city had a commercial function such as horse 

field or straw field and etc. and they lacked 

geometric and specific shapes. 

 

7.2 From the Viewpoint of Roof’s Coverage: 

 Shape, characteristics and situation of urban 

squares are different regarding their location: 

neighborhood, district or city. Squares are often open 

and without any roof. However, due to some 

activities running in these squares, they needed a 

covered space, so they used light structures as tent to 

cover part or whole the square. Moreover, when 

some public and official ceremonies such as moaning 

in Moharram and Ramadan were supposed to be 

held, some parts of the square where the authorities 

and high-ranking individuals sat down were 

constructed as porch and alcove and its surrounding 

was a covered space for the public to watch the 

ceremony. 

 

8. Lateral Surfaces of Urban Squares: 

 Square’s space refers to the main form of the 

square, articulation of the body wall and floor’s 

surface. Creating a sense of besieged depends on 

these elements’ orientation. Studying urban spaces of 

the past centuries, architects and professionals not 

only did design and plan the square but also cared for 

lateral surfaces of the square and continuously 

designed all the surfaces to the open side of the 

square in harmony and correspondence together. 

Therefore, four open sides of the square always had 

designed and coordinate surfaces. 

 Surrounding environment of most of the squares 

initially designed and planned, there were more or 

less buildings and spaces constructed simultaneously 

with a function consistent with the functional role of 

the square, so there were buildings around which 

were consistent and coordinate with the square 

functionally and more importantly structurally and 

visually. In fact, the body and surrounding surfaces 

belonged and were depended on the square. Placing 

several architectural spaces with different functions 

and facades but supplementary and relevant to each 

other resulted in a common structure. Isfahan 

Naghshe Jahan, Kerman Ganjalikhan and Tehran’s 

Toupkhane are of these types of squares. In the 

present age, also called anonymous architecture, 

many of the architectural and urban-planning units 

are in short of designed facades at all exterior 

surfaces which means inconsistent and not designed 

facades for lateral surfaces of the squares whose 

open space is enclosed among several units and 

spaces independent from each other. Inconsistency 

and lack of visual and conceptual connections among 

lateral surfaces of some squares are considered to be 

of major problems for our urban planning. Of the 

proposed solutions, one can refer to two dimensional 

paintings. Using this method, these disconnected and 

inconsistent surfaces would change into a consistent 

surface belonging to the square and subsequently 

there would be some kind of harmony among these 

spaces independent from the square. Of fine 

renovated lateral surfaces, one can refer to 

Hassanabad square. This square’s walls illustrate its 

historical features. 

 

9. Characteristics of a Desirable Urban Square: 

 An urban design which has been designed based 

on urban planning basics and principles and on the 

interests and needs of citizens, it not only decreases 

traffic jam but also is considered to be an ideal 

element for vehicles and pedestrians. Desirable 

designing of landscape and vegetation turns the 

square into a place to breathe, where citizens van 

form social, economic relationships and cultural 

events. While the square being a representative of 

identity and originality of a city, it also provokes the 

citizens’ belonging sense (figures 4 & 5). As a good 

example, we can refer to “San Marco” in Italy, 

“Mayor” in Spain and “ Naghshe Jahan” in Isfahan, 

Iran. 

 “Naghshe Jahan” square has been state 

headquarters, religious place, economic place and 

sport field (polo). This is one of its kind in the world 

with respect to majestic beauty and architectural 

aspects. 

 There are expectations from the square, whether 

ceremonial, urban or local in society arising from its 

concept, independent of its types. For example, in 

front of inevitable dynamics of streets, squares must 

provide the possibility of pause or rest among the 

network of streets. Pause would cause to increase 

building relationships with others. More importantly, 

it enables the individual to get a good insight into the 

space’s structural details. 

 

9.1 Unity: 

 Square causes unity. This unity would emerge 

both within the internal area of the square and 

surrounding buildings as a single whole. Square 

orientation relates to its different degrees of 

enclosure. Visual realization of this orientation 

relates to its given type. 

 

9.2 Inertia: 

 Square’s space must sound silent and encourage 

humans to hesitation. It must be an easy place for 

citizens to go regarding both convenience and 

environmental tranquility. It must provide the 

possibility for various social groups to go to. It is 

also essential to provide enough security and 

facilities for various social and age groups of women, 

children, elderly and handicapped. 
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9.3 Gathering Place: 

 Square is a place for gathering and rally so it 

must provide citizens’ gathering. I so doing, an 

appropriate space is required, a kind of space which 

does not distort motion directions around the square 

and let the people get together geometrically 

speaking.The existence of various activities in the 

square would cause people’s gathering in it and 

enhances its gathering feature. 

9.4 Integration: 

 The continuity of structural elements refers to 

the fact that space has continuous body and space. 

High-level difference (to the extent that both 

perceptual and action relationships are stopped) must 

be avoided and square flooring shall follow an 

overall system structure. 

 

 
Fig. 5: Kernam Ganjali Khan Square. 

 

 
Fig. 6: Yazd Khan Square. 

 

10. Problems of Square Designing: 

 Square designing is a complicated issue. Lack of 

attention to this issue would cause the majesty of this 

valuable urban space decrease to an unknown circle 

formed by the intersection of several streets. The 

designer of an urban square, whether an architect or a 

city planner, must always take into account both city 

identity and its existing structure. In other words, the 

history and background of the city and its citizens, 

important events happened in the city over time, 

commemorating poems, writers, champions and 

elites can all be inspiring issues for designers of 

urban squares. It must be noted that high quality of 

urban bodies such as allies, streets and squares will 

make a good city. Desirable city is a collection 

desirable buildings not spiritless and unknown 

squares. Designing a square, its effectiveness must 

well be taken into consideration. Square is a symbol 

of cultural growth and structural identity of any 

neighborhood, place and its residents so it must be 

designed in a way that fascinates the citizens and at 

the same time gives peace, tranquility and sense of 

responsibility to the residents and visitors. In other 

words, square shall be memorable for urban visitors 

and supply the public’s dynamic and extensive 

presence rather than just playing the part of traffic 

(figures 7 & 8). 

 
Fig. 7: Arak Shohada Square (National Garden), 1976. 
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Fig. 8: Bahman Gas Square, 2011. 

 

11. Conclusion: 

 In past, urban squares were a place for gathering, 

walking, sitting and drinking, looking around and 

residents’ rest. In modern city planning, however, 

with the borrowing of foreign concepts and 

separating from Iranian’s original values, squares 

have lost its initial identity and concept. Having 

entered into cities, vehicles occupied pedestrians’ 

territory and subsequently squares lost its texture and 

impact and turned into circles merely designed for 

turning and facilitating traffic.  

 Square designing is speculative as an open urban 

space and one of the city’s landmarks. Presence, 

motion and human activities in recent squares not 

only have been ignored but also are impossible at 

times. Modern squares have often been formed 

accidently in the process of city planning and once 

they are constructed, they are used for commuting, 

pause and stop and have taken a kind of incomplete 

definition considering the function imposed on them. 

Table 1 shows some modern problems of the squares 

and suggestions for tackling them. 

 
Table 1: Existing Problems and Some Suggestions for Tackling Them at the Modern Urban Squares. Source (authors, 2011). 

Suggestions for Solving Problems of Urban Squares Urban Squares’ Plights 

Drawing inspiration from historical records and background of a city in designing 

squares 

1. Disregarding the identity and history of 

the city 

Easy access to square from surrounding streets or buildings 2. Impending pedestrian’s easy access to 
squares. 

Designing urban furniture appropriate, comfortable and consistent with the residents 3.  Lack of proper space for people to sit 

and rest 

Designing elements and architectural spaces for creating mental pictures and charming 
and memorable squares 

4. Not designing view and landscape or an 
architectural event for drawing people’s 

attention 

Designing contemporary exhibition spaces for the sale and supply of goods such as 
crafts stand. 

5. Removal of trade and economic 
activities 

Changing the buildings and nearby structures’ function into public, cultural and social 

functions. 

6 .Removal of cultural and social activities 

such as library 

Dissent planning and designing for the square’s vegetation in order to cast shadow and 
create desirable view and landscape 

7. Improper design of square regarding 
vegetation and landscape designing 

Dissent planning and designing for the square’s vegetation in order to cast shadow and 

create desirable view and landscape 

8. Lack of unity among form, meaning and 

functions of squares. 

 9. Congestion of columns and billboards at 
the squares 

 10.  Poor designing and urban furniture 

irregularities. 

 

 In short, it is recommended that there be an 

extensive survey of the region’s residents when 

designing a given square so that the needs and 

interests of the users come to light and designing be 

based on the majorities’ vote. In this way, the 

residents’ opinion is appreciated and citizenship 

culture would be improved as well. Then, there 

would noticeably be less subsequent problems. This 

study strived to bring up a new approach to 

pathology of urban squares- less discussed- and 

introduce it to the community of due students and 

researchers. 
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