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Abstract

In the field of architectural history studies, if we aim to move beyond structural studies and start to
investigate architecture in connection with social life, certain concepts from the social sciences that also
apply to historical societies can serve as useful tools for our understanding and interpretation. The aim
of this article is to explore one of these concepts, the concept of resilience, which has recently garnered
attention from researchers in vatious fields of the humanities and is utilized for interpreting and explaining
how human societies behave during times of crisis. This concept can also be highly relevant in understanding
architectural developments in precarious periods. The question is, if we want to employ the theory of
resilience in architecture studies, what topics should we investigate? The historical example chosen for this
article is Isfahan during the 9*/15™ century, which was one of the most challenging periods for the city.
However, Isfahan, with the help of certain factors, managed to be resilient and regained its prosperity.
During this century, only a few public structures were built in the city, but it seems that the functions of
these structures can be studied in the context of the city’s overall resilience. Investigations show that the new
constructions and the interconnected human network, both played a role as social, financial and physical
assets in enhancing the city’s resilience; and with simultaneous material and spiritual support from various
segments of society, they contributed to overcoming the crisis period.

Keywords:

Resilience, Timurid Architecture, Isfahan, Ninth Century, Boga (Shrine), Social Capital

*- Corresponding Author: nzn.shahidi

@gmail.com

©2024 by the Authours.This article is an open access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0 license)
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0


https://dx.doi.org/10.61186/ciauj.9.2.207
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-9683-2160
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-4085-5730
mailto:nzn.shahidi%40gmail.com?subject=
http://dx.doi.org/10.61186/ciauj.9.2.207

[ DOI: 10.61186/ciavj.9.2.207 |

Nazanin Shahidi Marnani, Niloufar Malek

Introduction

Applying the theory of resilience in architectural history studies can be beneficial but challenging. The first
difficulty is how to discuss the effective components of societal resilience when our access to quantitative
and statistical elements in historical subjects is often limited. It seems necessary to find a method adapted to
the extent and type of historical data for this purpose. Thus, the main question of this paper is: if we want
to apply the theory of resilience in the field of architectural history studies, what conceptual framework will
be effective? We will address this question with a practical example: the architecture of Isfahan during the
9™ /15" century. This century was one of the most challenging petriods in the history of the city of Isfahan.
During this period, after the widespread massacte by Timur in 789/1387, a plague outbreak in 810/1407,
and the massacre by Shahrukh in 817/1414, signs of utban decline in Isfahan began to emetge (Jafari,
1393, pp. 50-51). Large parts of the city were destroyed, and the population significantly decreased. It is
said that during this time, only one-sixth of the city’s neighborhoods were inhabited (Barbaro et al., 1381, p.
89). However, Isfahan endured this difficult period and gradually regained its prosperity, ultimately being
selected as the capital of the Safavid dynasty in the eatly eleventh century. In the process of resilience, many
factors contributed to the city’s recovery. Among these factors, it seems that architecture, through the city’s
active public buildings, also played a role in enhancing resilience.

Materials and Methods

In conducting this research, a historical interpretation strategy was employed. Data collection was carried
out in two parts: technical (historical evidence) and theoretical (resilience theory). In this section, field
observations and the study of secondary and primary sources were utilized. Then, in evaluating the findings,
a back-and-forth method was used between the technical and theoretical sections to select the most relevant
theoretical approach that aligned closely with the historical findings (the capital approach). By linking the
findings and theoretical concepts, an explanatory framework was proposed for interpreting the historical
evidence,

Discussion on the Resilience of Isfahan in the Ninth Century AH

The characteristic of Isfahan in its ability to quickly recover after each disaster in the city has received
attention in recent studies (Dorand-Guedy 2018; Ahari 2021). Dorand-Guedy, in his research, enumerates
evidence of the city’s resilience, which includes the durability of Isfahan’s fortifications and their continuous
restoration throughout the period (the last repair being during the time of Jahan Shah Qara Qoyunlu),
the continuous evolution of the Jameh Mosque over time under various governments (specifically the
rule of Sultan Muhammad ibn Baysunghur and Uzun Hasan Aq Qoyunlu), the continuation of writing
and authorship traditions in Isfahan, and also the ongoing construction of significant buildings in the city
(same source, pp. 271-277). The buildings constructed in Isfahan during the ninth century, according to
existing evidence and textual sources, are few in number. However, it seems that these constructions had a
meaningful connection with the city. All public structures built during this time were pilgrimage Boqga’: the
Hosseiniyah Bogd (852/1448), Darb-¢ Imam Boqa’ (857/1453), Masoudiyeh Boqa’ (895/1490), and the
Zaviyeh Darb Koushk (902/1497). These structures also provided charitable services such as temporary or
permanent accommodation and daily meals. All of these buildings were endowed properties with revenue-
generating waqf and custodians. It is specifically known that the custodians of the Hosseiniyah and Darb-e
Imam Beqa belonged to the renowned Sayyid families of the city—Hosseini and Imami. Therefore, it
appears that there are connections between the formation of these charitable sites and the resilience of the
City.

Culture of Islamic Architecture and Urbanism, 2024; 9 (2) | 208


http://dx.doi.org/10.61186/ciauj.9.2.207

[ DOI: 10.61186/ciavj.9.2.207 |

Application of Resilience Theory in the Architectural History of Iran: A Focus on ...

Conclusion

In the resilience of Isfahan (duting the 9"/15"century), although various factors were influential—with issues
such as access to water, city walls, and the solidarity of the urban community playing a key and determining
role—a few new constructions in the city also played a role in sustaining the urbanity of Isfahan during a
period of decline. When the city faced severe political instability and its administration continually changed
hands among various governments (the Muzaffarids and the Timurid and Turkman princes), charitable
buildings based on the waqf tradition continued their activities despite changes in governance. While the
city repeatedly approached political collapse, each time accompanied by war, destruction, and sometimes
massacre, the social institution of waqf continued its relentless work through charitable constructions.
Therefore, the established religious Bega not only added a form of physical capital to the semi-ruined city
but also injected new financial capital into the city through the support of waqf. The administration of
this financial capital was managed by certain families of noble status, who were connected to the newly
established charitable buildings as founders or trustees. The Hosseini and Emami families, who were
responsible for the Hosseiniyah Boqd and the Darb-e Imam, had extensive endowments allocated to these
buildings from local or central power. The new endowments, being exempt from taxes, generated significant
income for these two families. Part of this income was distributed through the buildings as charitable
donations to those in need. For this reason, the presence of these local elites was considered a human
capital for the city. The constructed Beqa, apart from providing support to the poor, served as important
communal spaces in the city. On one hand, spiritual belief in pilgrimage in the 9th/15thcentury became
widespread, and on the other hand, the communal space of the Beqa provided a platform for solidarity,
fulfilling vows, and holding certain collective ceremonies. Specifically, the topic of holding ceremonies on
certain nights of the year (such as Ashura, Barat, and E’id) is mentioned in the 852/1448 waqf document of
the HosseiniyahBoga. These pilgrimage sites, along with the city’s main mosque, likely constituted the only
communal spaces in Isfahan, and their existence during such difficult times served as a form of social capital
for the city, fostering solidarity and a sense of cohesion among the local community. As a result, it appears
that the construction of the Boqa in the city was entirely related to and in proportion with the precarious
conditions of the ninth centuty.

Paying attention to the city’s crisis and its resilience offers a fresh perspective on understanding the reasons
behind the construction of the few public buildings of that era and their social functions within the city. The
table below attempts to illustrate the concepts linking architecture (through Beqa) with Isfahan’s resilience.
In this table, concepts that are related to the new buildings of the city on one hand and serve as resources
for resilience on the other are identified. Each of these topics can be discussed in further documented detail,
although that would be outside the scope of this article. Certainly, in examining the causes of Isfahan’s
resilience in the ninth century, many other topics could also be added to this table, which would fall outside
the current discussion or have weaker connections to it.
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Figure 1: Connection between Beqa and the Resilience of Isfahan in the 9*/15" Century
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