Journal of Architecture and Humanistic Environments

Autumn 2025. Vol 2. Issue 3
ISSN: 3092-6513

https://sanad.iau.ir/journal/hae

ISLAMIC AZAD UNIVERSITY
SAVEH BRANCH

Type of article (research article)

Analyzing the Role of Spatial Contrast in the Formation of Place Identity
Based on a Spatial-Perceptual Approach
(Case Studies: Ribat Sharaf Caravanserai and Chenaran Service Complex)

Mahdi Taghavi Khorasani: Department of Architecture, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University, Mashhad, Iran.
Seyed Mohammad Khosro Sahaf*: Department of Architecture, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University, Mashhad, Iran
(CorrespondingAuthor) (Khosro.sahaf@iau.ac.ir)

Hiro Farkish: Department of Architecture, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University, Mashhad, Iran.
Davood Chouganiyan: Department of Islamic Mysticism, Neyshabur Branch, Islamic Azad University, Neyshabur, Iran.

Article Einfo

Keywords:

Robat Sharaf, Spatial
Contrast, Place
ldentity, Spatial
Structure

Abstarct

The formation of place identity in both traditional and contemporary
architectural spaces is influenced by spatial relationships, physical
configurations, and users’ perceptual experiences. In recent decades, the crisis
of place identity in contemporary architecture—resulting from spatial
uniformity and the disconnection between humans and their environment—has
become one of the major challenges in urban design. Therefore, recognizing the
factors that strengthen the sense of belonging and spatial perception is an
undeniable necessity .This study, adopting a spatial-perceptual approach,

analyzes the role of spatial contrasts in shaping place identity and seeks to
explain the relationship between spatial organization, user experience, and the
mental consolidation of place. The research method combines quantitative and
qualitative analyses. In the quantitative phase, spatial indicators such as
integration, relative depth, connectivity, control, dispersion, and visibility were
extracted using DepthMap software and analyzed based on field data and plan
maps of two case studies: the Ribat Sharaf Caravanserai as a traditional model
and the Chenaran Service Complex as a contemporary example .The data

enabled the identification of main and secondary paths, key spatial nodes, and
focal points, facilitating the evaluation of the relationship between spatial
components and users’ perception of place identity. Findings indicate that in
the traditional case, the contrast between enclosed and open spaces,
longitudinal routes and chambers, as well as the integration of intermediate
spaces with the central courtyard, create a richer spatial experience and
reinforce the sense of belonging. Conversely, in the contemporary case, the
focus on lobbies and central spaces leads to reduced spatial diversity and a
weakened perception of place identity .Overall, the results demonstrate that

spatial contrasts, route legibility, and structural integration are key elements in
creating meaningful spatial experiences and consolidating place identity in
users’ minds.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Spatial contrast is a fundamental principle in architecture and urban design, playing a central role in shaping
users’ perceptual experiences. Contrast refers to noticeable differences in volume, light, texture, scale, and
function of spaces, enabling the creation of rhythm, visual diversity, and guided movement within the
environment. In traditional Iranian architecture, particularly in caravanserais, bazaars, and public spaces,
the intelligent use of spatial contrasts has led to hierarchical structures and focal points, contributing to the
mental consolidation of place identity. Contrasts enhance legibility and spatial organization, enriching users’
cognitive and emotional experiences while strengthening their sense of belonging. In contemporary

architecture and urbanism, however, one of the significant challenges is the crisis of place identity. The
expansion of cities through uniform patterns and neglect of cultural and historical contexts has rendered
many urban spaces devoid of meaning, leading to a weakened sense of attachment and disconnection
between people and their environment. Place identity is a multidimensional concept based on the interaction
between users’ perception and the physical characteristics of the environment, influenced by physical,
social, and psychological factors. Place experience emerges from active engagement between individuals
and their spatial environment, with spatial contrasts acting as intermediaries in this interaction. Sudden
variations in volume and scale, modulation of light and shadow, and combinations of open and enclosed
spaces exemplify the application of contrast in traditional Iranian architecture, enriching users’ perceptual
experience. Beyond visual aspects, spatial contrasts enhance functional and social dimensions, guiding
movement, defining gathering points, and facilitating social interactions and collective activities.
Consequently, meaningful experiences and a strong sense of place attachment are established, particularly
in traditional environments with multifunctional economic, cultural, and social roles. The main objective of

this study is to analyze the role of spatial contrasts and their impact on place identity in both traditional and
contemporary lranian architecture. Focusing on the historical Ribat Sharaf Caravanserai and the
contemporary Chenaran Service Complex, the research investigates how differences in volume, light,
pathways, and open and enclosed spaces influence perceptual experience and mental consolidation of place
identity. The central research question is: “How do spatial contrasts affect place identity and users’
perceptual experience, and which architectural features strengthen the sense of attachment to place?”
Addressing this question identifies key factors for enhancing the perceptual and functional quality of
architectural spaces and offers guidance for designing urban and historical environments with sustainable
identity.

Methodology

This study employs a mixed-method approach combining quantitative and qualitative analyses. In the
guantitative phase, spatial metrics including integration, relative depth, connectivity, control, dispersion,
and visibility were extracted using DepthMap software. These indicators were analyzed based on field data
and plan maps of two case studies: the traditional Ribat Sharaf Caravanserai and the contemporary Chenaran
Service Complex. The analysis enabled identification of main and secondary pathways, key spaces, and
focal points, facilitating assessment of the relationship between spatial elements and users’ perception of
place identity.Qualitative observations complemented the quantitative data, focusing on perceptual,

behavioral, and social aspects of spatial experience. Field surveys and user observations were conducted to
evaluate how spatial contrasts influence movement patterns, social interactions, and engagement with the
environment. The integration of quantitative spatial analysis with qualitative evaluation provides a
comprehensive understanding of the interplay between architectural configuration and perceptual
experience.

Results and discussion

Findings indicate that spatial contrast, as a core principle of architecture and urbanism, significantly affects
users’ spatial experience and perception of place identity. In both case studies, contrasts can be observed in
metrics such as spatial integration, depth, access routes, control, and dispersion, impacting the overall
perceptual quality of the environment. Analysis of DepthMap indicators revealed that the highest levels of
integration and interaction occurred in central courtyards and main entrances (for Ribat Sharaf) and in
central courtyards and access points (for Chenaran). These spaces play a crucial role in guiding movement,
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enhancing spatial experience, and reinforcing attachment and place identity. In the traditional caravanserai,

contrasts between enclosed chambers and open central courtyards, as well as between entrances and
transitional spaces, created diverse spatial experiences, strengthening mental representation of place
identity. In the contemporary Chenaran complex, contrasts among service spaces, circulation paths, and
open areas contributed to varied spatial experiences and dynamic social flow. Behavioral and psychological
analysis demonstrated that environments with appropriate spatial contrasts encourage longer presence,
social interaction, and participation in cultural activities. Particularly, transitional and central spaces with
high connectivity and visibility facilitate visual interaction and social engagement, enhancing both
individual and collective sense of ownership and belonging. The study corroborates previous research
(Relph, 2008; Lynch, 1984; Akcakaya & Inceoglu, 2023), confirming that spatial experience and perception
of contrast form the foundation of place identity and attachment. Quantitative metrics such as integration,
depth, connectivity, and dispersion provide key indicators for analyzing and designing both urban and
traditional architectural spaces. High connectivity in main pathways and central courtyards highlights their
role in directing movement and creating focal points for meaningful spatial experience. Appropriate control
and access improve user satisfaction, reduce circulation conflicts, and enhance perceptual quality. Practical

recommendations derived from the findings include:

Emphasizing spatial contrast through the combination of open and enclosed spaces to create diverse
movement flows and experiences.

Focusing on central and focal points, such as courtyards, entrances, and lobbies, to facilitate observation,
social interaction, and environmental comprehension.

Designing multiple and varied pathways (linear, curved, and interconnected) to enrich spatial experience
and reinforce place identity.

Enhancing connectivity and access to support smooth movement and diverse social interactions.

Considering users’ perceptual and psychological experience in transitional and social spaces to strengthen
attachment and ownership.

Utilizing quantitative spatial analysis tools to identify key focal points, access routes, and circulation
patterns.

Aligning design with cultural and historical values to preserve spatial contrast, movement patterns, and
traditional spatial experience alongside modern functionality.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that spatial contrast not only enhances perceptual experience and social
interaction but also consolidates place identity and strengthens users’ sense of belonging. Combining
quantitative analysis with qualitative observation enables design aligned with users’ functional, social, and
psychological needs.

Conclusion

Spatial contrast is a pivotal factor in the formation of place identity in both traditional and contemporary
Iranian architecture. By integrating quantitative spatial analysis with qualitative evaluation, this study
demonstrates that contrasting spaces—through volume, light, pathways, and functional differentiation—
enhance perceptual richness, guide user movement, and strengthen attachment to place. Traditional
caravanserais, such as Ribat Sharaf, provide exemplary models of how hierarchical organization, central
courtyards, and transitional spaces create meaningful and memorable spatial experiences. Contemporary
complexes, like Chenaran, benefit from incorporating such contrasts to enhance user experience and social
interaction. These insights provide valuable guidance for designing urban and architectural spaces that
maintain or enhance place identity in line with cultural and functional needs.
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