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Extended Abstract

Murals are a kind of environmental graphic designs which in addition to adding to the
environment’s beauty play a significant role in shaping the visual identity of the cities and
due to their structural features are widely used in subway stations. Metro environment is
one of the most crowded places in today’s modern life which has a substantial impact on
the society’s cultural and identity changes. The purpose of the present study was to
investigate the status and role of environmental graphics as a powerful medium in
fashioning and influencing the city’s visual identity as well as its role in the revival of
culture, art, and national and local identity. To this aim, 70 murals of Tehran subway
stations were selected and analyzed quantitatively with respect to different dimension of
national identity as well as different components of its cultural dimension. Finally, the
data were analyzed both qualitatively and quantitatively based on their content and
structure. The data related to theoretical part of the study were gathered through library
method and using the existing documents and information and the data associated with
the analytical part of the study were collected through field research and employing
observational tools.
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INTRODUCTION

Cities have attracted much attention in different historical periods as the locus of
culture, civilization, welfare, and prosperity. However, today the visual identity of
the cities has been affected by the comprehensive expansion and development of
Islamic cities and the lack of congruence and correspondence between the three
essential factors in developing cities namely the intellectual, concrete, and physical
atmospheres and the national culture and identity. The comprehensive expansion
and development of the cities has caused considerable changes in the interactions
between people and the environment and their relationship due to the speed
variable existing in today’s modern life. Following the spread of the cities and the
growing demand for fast communication, high-speed transportations such as
subway were introduced in cities as a result of which the citizens were forced to
widely use new environments. Subway is one of the factors of the modern world in
Tehran and one of the crowded places which plays a significant role in the society’s
social, cultural, and economic changes. Using this place for a variety of social,
cultural and commercial advertisements attests to the significant role of the subway
stations in this regard.

Environmental graphic design is one of the main indices of visual identity in
cities which adds to cities’ beauty and shapes society’s visual taste and literacy. In
spite of its significance, the issues of culture, art, and national identity have rarely
attracted the designers’ attention either visually or conceptually. This may result in
citizens’ visual literacy being far apart from Iranian- Islamic visual identity.
Additionally, the lack of congruence and beauty in conjunction with the absence of
alignment between visual factors present in cities and local and national identity,
art, and culture have yielded in chaos and disorder. While congruence and beauty in
the cities’ landscape can have a direct effect on citizens’ spirit and subsequently on
all aspects of their life.

PURPOSE

The purpose of this study is to investigate the role of the environmental graphic
design as a powerful medium in shaping the visual identity of the cities and its effect
on local and national culture, art, and identity. To this aim the data were gathered
and analyzed from subway environmental graphic designs in Tehran including
some murals in metro stations.

METHODOLOGY

Seventy murals were analyzed quantitatively with respect to the extent they reflected
different dimensions of national identity as well as different components of its
cultural dimension. Qualitative and quantitative analysis of data were also



employed in the mural structure and content. Qualitative and quantitative data
analysis was carried out according to the following 4 steps:

1) Quantitative analysis of 70 murals based on the comparative method and
according to the graphic representation index of national identity dimensions
including: cultural, historical, social, territorial, and political.

2) Quantitative analysis of 62 selected samples from among 70 which had the
conceptual features of the cultural and historical dimensions of the national identity
and according to the index of alignment with different components of cultural
dimension of national identity including various artifacts, religion, myth, history,
language and literature, folklore, law, and social organizations.

3) Qualitative and quantitative analysis of 20 murals from among 60 in the
previous stage according to the index of maximal conceptual and visual alignment
with different components of the cultural dimension of national identity and their
conceptual categorization into 3 groups: works with Iranian- Islamic art identity,
works with religious identity, and works with mythical identity.

4) Qualitative analysis of the remaining 20 works based on exploratory causal
analysis and interpretive analysis and according to the index of visual factors and
quality including content, construction, visual language, composition, color, etc.

RESULT

The results of the study indicated that from among the components of the cultural
dimension of national identity, the element of different artifacts, which is in fact a
visual representation of the cultural dimension, was represented meaningfully in the
murals. Through the representation of national graphic arts in the environmental
graphic designs which are in fact one of the components of city landscape and visual
identity, the culture and national identity can be reinforced and promoted in cities.

The results obtaining from the analysis of 20 murals revealed that city designers
pay special attention to calligraphy as one of the major ornamental elements in
Islamic Art Explicit transmission of ideas joint with direct visual language and
validity has changed it to one the most practical ornamental items, in comparison to
other ornamental elements, particularly in works related to religious identity. The
results also indicated that human graphic design and specifically mythical
characters prevailed in works representing mythical and national identity.
Furthermore, plant ornamentals were mainly used in works with an Iranian-
Islamic art identity. On the other hand, geometric shapes as one the main
ornamentals in Iranian- Islamic art were the least- attended elements in the final 20
works being analyzed.
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Direct visual language and validity was mainly employed in works with religious as
well as mythical and national identity besides those related to Iranian- Islamic art
identity. Symbolic and invalid language was employed to ensure the achievement of
the purposes.

CONCLUSION

Based on the results obtained from this study, it can be concluded that the way
people feel their national identity constitutes part of their psychological domain and
through this, they can internalize the society’s cultural values and achieve cultural
identity. As a matter of fact, the effect of the environment on human identity or the
interaction between human and the environment is mutual i.e. either human
accommodates the environment, or is gradually affected by the environment and
his culture and behavior are altered. Therefore, the identity formation process or
the compliance of human with the environment is the impact of the environment
on human in which they seek their identity and in particular their cultural and
historical identity and this way, they consider the identity of their environment as
their own. City view can be regarded as an inseparable constituent of its visual
identity. This part of the city’s contrived identity which is composed of various
factors including architecture, city design and environmental graphics is in fact the
contrived choices in city design which make up the city’s visual identity.

Visual intelligence and literacy are the pre-requisites for understanding the
visual messages presented in the cities. Citizens are unconsciously affected by the
visual depictions in the cities, their visual tastes are directed and the level of their
visual literacy is enhanced. That is why the kind of the visual messages to which
they are addressed is of significance.

The results also showed that two main purposes reported in the study hypotheses
can be attained through visual representation of different dimensions of national
identity and via the influential medium of environmental graphic design namely:

1) Shaping visual identity through visual representation of different dimensions
of national identity and via the influential medium of environmental graphic
design.

2) The promotion of visual intelligence, improving visual literacy, and
navigating citizens’ visual tastes towards national and local art, and as a result the
use of national and local art in environmental graphic design.

NOVELTY

In recent years, the interrelationships among human, identity, culture, and the
environment have been among hotly-debated issues considered for research in
different areas. Since a large part of human behavior is affected by the environment,



cities as physical environments should respond to a variety of the citizens’ physical
and mental needs and qualify their social and individual life. Metro system is one of
the factors of the modern world in Tehran and is one of the highly crowded places
which play a significant role in social, cultural, and economic changes in the society.
In the current study, environmental graphics has been posed as one of the main
components of the cities’ visual identity. The way the environmental graphics has
been employed as an identity medium in metro stations, its role in reflecting and
reviving the national culture and identity as well as its part in directing the cities’
visual identity is among the topics discussed in this research.
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