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Abstract

The Mahtabi, as one of the semi-open spaces in Iranian architecture, not only fulfills climatic and functional roles
but also reflects the experiential and nature-oriented cultural patterns of Iranian society. This study aims to
elucidate the formation, spatial evolution, and functional applications of the Mahtabi within Iranian architecture,
with a focus on exemplary historical houses of Kashan. The research adopts a qualitative, typological, and
interpretive—historical methodology. Data were collected through documentary studies, analysis of historical
travelogues, examination of the Ganjnameh architectural records of Kashan houses, and field observations.
Findings indicate that Mahtabis in the historical houses and mosque—schools of Kashan can be classified into three
elevation-based types (courtyard-level, upper-floor, and enclosed rooftop) and four positional configurations
(central, linear, transitional, and those located above subterranean sardabs). The primary functions of the Mahtabi
include providing summer comfort, enhancing natural ventilation, creating intermediary spaces for spatial—
perceptual transition, improving courtyard visual quality, and enriching nighttime and moonlit aesthetic
experiences. Results further reveal that the Mahtabi, as a socio-cultural element, established a connection between
nocturnal living patterns, spiritual values, and the spatial system of the traditional Iranian house. Through a
typological—interpretive rereading of the Mahtabi, this study clarifies its architectural significance and highlights
its potential for application in contemporary design.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The architectural heritage of Iran reflects a
sophisticated interplay between built form,
climate, cultural symbolism, and patterns of
everyday life. Among the semi-open spatial
elements that embody this interaction, the
Mahtabi—a terrace-like elevated open space—
stands out as an architecturally distinctive and
culturally meaningful feature. Historically, the
Mahtabi served as both a functional device for
coping with the hot—arid summers of central
Iran and as a cultural setting for night-time
living, social gatherings, ritual practices, and
contemplation under moonlight. Yet despite its
prevalence in traditional Iranian houses and
mosque—schools, scholarly literature has rarely
examined the Mahtabi through a systematic
typological and interpretive lens. This research
aims to fill this gap by analyzing the formation,
spatial logic, and functional evolution of
Mahtabis, using Kashan as a representative
case. Kashan is chosen because it possesses one
of the richest concentrations of preserved
historic houses in Iran, where the Mahtabi is
consistently integrated into the spatial and
symbolic hierarchy of the built environment.
The study argues that the Mahtabi is not merely
an architectural appendage but a culturally
embedded spatial mediator. Its emergence
reflects centuries of adaptation to climate,
social norms, and aesthetic tendencies.
Understanding the Mahtabi is therefore
essential for reinterpreting Iranian spatial
identity and for exploring environmentally
responsive strategies relevant to contemporary
architectural design.

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative methodology
based on interpretive—historical analysis and
spatial  typology. = The  methodological
framework is structured around three
interrelated  steps:Primary and secondary
sources were analyzed, including historical
travelogues (Chardin, Morier, and Polak),
architectural treatises, contemporary academic
writings on Iranian architecture, and field
documentation from historic districts of
Kashan. Architectural documentation from the
Ganjnameh  collection provided detailed
drawings, elevations, and spatial arrangements

for the selected buildings. A purposive
sampling approach was used to select cases.
The criteria included: clear presence of a
Mahtabi as a distinct architectural element,
integrity and legibility of the historical
structure, representation of Safavid and Qajar
architectural periods, spatial diversity necessary
for typological comparison. Based on these
criteria, prominent houses such as the Abbasian
House, Borujerdi House, Sharifian House,
Ehsan House, Alageband House, and several
mosque—schools including Aqa Bozorg were
selected. Spatial typology was used to classify
Mahtabis according to recurring morphological
patterns. Two primary variables guided the
typology: Vertical elevation:
(a) ground-adjacent Mabhtabi, (b) upper-story
Mahtabi (first and second floors), (c) rooftop-
enclosed Mahtabi. Spatial configuration: (a)
central, (b) linear/peripheral, (c) transitional
(acting as circulation nodes), (d) Mahtabis
constructed above sardabs to exploit cool
airflow. The interpretive dimension of the
methodology analyzed cultural meanings,
environmental responsiveness, social usage
patterns, and the experiential role of moonlight
in shaping the spatial behavior of inhabitants.

Results and Discussion

The findings show that Mahtabis in Kashan fall
into three vertical categories: Ground-level
Mahtabis: Slightly elevated above the courtyard
surface, acting as transitional spaces between
the open yard and interior rooms. These often
hosted evening family gatherings. Upper-floor
Mahtabis: Positioned on first and second floors,
particularly adjacent to major halls (¢@lar) and
three-door rooms (seh-dari). In the Abbasian
House, these Mahtabis lighten the massing of
the courtyard and enhance cross-ventilation.
Rooftop Mahtabis: Created by enclosing parts
of the rooftop with low parapet walls. Used for
sleeping during summer nights, offering
privacy and exposure to night breezes and
moonlight. Four typological arrangements
emerged: Central Mahtabi: Symmetrically
placed along the main courtyard axis.
Linear/Peripheral Mahtabi: Extending along the
facade, often functioning as elongated terraces.
Transitional/Mediator Mahtabi: Serving as
connectors between rooms or different levels,
essential for circulation. Mahtabi Above
Sardabs: Positioned above subterranean spaces
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to maximize thermal comfort via cool airflow.
Cultural & Environmental Roles : Provided
natural ventilation and thermal comfort.
Functioned as platforms for moon-watching,
storytelling, resting, and religious rituals.
Integrated into mosque—schools for night
prayers and contemplative study. Strengthened
spatial hierarchy by linking private, semi-
private, and public zones. Enhanced visual
identity of the courtyard through compositional
balance. Across multiple historic houses in
Kashan, the Mahtabi consistently acted as a
cultural-environmental mediator. In Borujerdi
House, the Mahtabi aligns with the iconic
windcatchers to create a microclimatic synergy.
In Aga Bozorg Mosque—School, elevated open
terraces served as spiritual platforms. The
typology demonstrates a purposeful, not
accidental, architectural logic.

Conclusion

The study concludes that the Mahtabi is a
multifunctional spatial phenomenon shaped by
the convergence of cultural meaning,
environmental adaptability, and architectural
sophistication. In Kashan, where hot—arid
climatic conditions demand intelligent design
responses, Mahtabis provided thermal comfort,
night-time livability, and spatial linkage.
Simultaneously, they embodied symbolic and
cultural values associated with moonlight,
tranquility, and communal living. The
typological framework proposed in this study
clarifies how Mahtabis vary in elevation,
configuration, and function, offering insight
into their architectural significance. The
findings highlight the potential of reintegrating
Mahtabi-inspired spaces into contemporary
architecture, not as nostalgic references, but as
sustainable and culturally meaningful design
strategies.
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