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Figure 1. Samples of citizens’ sketches of Nagsh-e Jahan Square in Isfahan
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Table 1. Components and drawn elements present in citizens’ mental maps
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Figure 2. Categorization of elements influencing the formation of users’ mental maps — Research model
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Continue of Table 2. Strategies for strengthening the spatial-physical dimension
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Chart 1. Frequency percentage of functional elements in the environment of Naqgsh-e Jahan Square
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Chart 2. Frequency percentage of structural elements in the environment of Nagsh-e Jahan Square
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Abstract

Urban squares are among the most significant public spaces where people engage in daily activities and social interactions.
Their design and spatial characteristics play a crucial role in shaping users’ experiences and perceptions. Numerous studies have
emphasized that enhancing the legibility and imageability of such environments influences the degree of public presence and
engagement. The clarity in the formation, composition, and organization of an urban space—based on its physical elements—
affects how it is visually and mentally perceived by its users. One effective method for evaluating the legibility of urban
environments is through the analysis of cognitive maps and mental maps created by individuals. These representations reflect
how people internalize and interpret spatial configurations based on their visual experiences. In fact, it is necessary to examine
how citizens represent the appearance of this environment and test the important environmental elements in their visual
perceptions. This study aims to investigate the legibility of Naqgsh-e Jahan Square in Isfahan by examining citizens’ mental
maps, derived from their visual perceptions and sketch-like drawings of the square. The research relies on qualitative data
collected from participants who were asked to draw mental maps of Naqgsh-e Jahan Square. These maps were then analyzed to
identify recurring patterns, elements, and spatial references. The findings reveal that certain physical components consistently
appear in the mental representations, indicating their importance in shaping spatial understanding and environmental identity.
The identified elements were categorized into three main groups: functional elements, structural elements, and architectural
micro-tools. Functional elements—such as entrances, pathways, and activity zones—were found to be the most frequently
represented and diverse, highlighting their central role in citizens’ mental perceptions. Structural elements, including domes,
minarets, and columns, also appeared prominently, serving as visual anchors and contributing to the square’s iconic image.
Architectural micro-tools, though smaller in scale, were often perceived as landmarks or symbolic features, reinforcing the
identity of the space. The study underscores the significance of functional diversity in urban environments. The presence
of varied and meaningful functions enhances the sense of place and fosters stronger connections between users and their
surroundings. Moreover, the interplay between structural and functional elements contributes to a cohesive and memorable
urban experience. In the case of Nagsh-e Jahan Square, the integration of functional diversity, structural clarity, and architectural
detail has proven essential in forming a legible and engaging urban space. By understanding the components that shape mental
maps, urban planners and designers can better align spatial configurations with public perceptions. This approach enables the
creation of environments that are not only visually coherent but also resonate with users on a cognitive and emotional level.
Ultimately, the study highlights the value of mental maps as tools for assessing environmental legibility and guiding urban
design. Recognizing the elements that citizens perceive and prioritize allows for more responsive and human-centered planning
strategies, particularly in historically and culturally significant urban squares. The insights gained can inform future urban
development projects, ensuring that public spaces are designed in ways that reflect and support the lived experiences and mental

frameworks of their users.
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