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Abstract:

The architecture of contemporary Iran has undergone a tumultuous and intricate trajectory of formation and development over the past
century. The diverse formal manifestations of contemporary architecture reveal numerous contradictions and complexities that challenge our
understanding of this period. Contemporary Iranian architecture, particularly in Tehran during the 1950s to 1970s, experienced fundamental
transformations in both nature and identity. This study seeks to reinterpret the concepts of form and space within the design process of
residential houses in Tehran during these decades and to reconstruct the architectural movements and discourses of the period through a deep
analytical lens on contemporary Iranian—especially Tehran’s—architecture. The main research question is: What was the predominant
approach of third-generation architects in the residential design process? In the first part, the study employs the case study and interpretive—
analytical methods, while in the second part, it utilizes document analysis and descriptive methods. Data collection in the first part was
conducted through examination of selected architectural case samples, and in the second part through the use of documents and written
sources (books, research studies, and academic articles). The analytical framework of this study is interpretive—analytical in nature. The
findings indicate that the paradigm shifts in architectural design, along with transformations in the influencing factors of architectural
formation on one hand, and the inclination toward popular art on the other, are both reflected in the architectural output and in the evolution
of thought within the design process. The architectural morphology of Tehran’s residential buildings in the 1950s demonstrates modernist
characteristics; in the 1960s, features of high modernism and stylistic ambiguity are evident; and in the 1970s, there emerges a tendency
toward traditionalism, characterized by the use of Iranian—Islamic geometry.
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process in contemporary Tehran architecture; Form and space in contemporary Tehran architecture.
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Extended Abstract

The evolution of contemporary Iranian architecture over the past century has been a turbulent process shaped by profound
cultural, political, and technological transformations. Among the most significant phases in this trajectory were the decades
between the 1950s and 1970s, which witnessed radical shifts in the identity and philosophy of architectural design in Tehran.
These decades represent a transitional juncture where tradition and modernity, indigenous aesthetics and imported forms,
coexisted in tension. Understanding this period requires an analytical approach to form, space, and the design process as
interrelated dimensions that embody broader socio-cultural paradigms. From a theoretical perspective, architecture is
fundamentally an art of spatial organization that translates metaphysical and cultural ideas into material and perceptible form
(1).

Form, as a visual and structural manifestation, is determined by external criteria such as technology, economy, and
regulation, as well as by internal belief systems, aesthetic paradigms, and cultural values. Philosophically, it bridges the
ontological and epistemological dimensions of architecture, linking materiality to meaning (3). Space, conversely, is the
existential core of architecture, shaping human experience and expressing both physical and symbolic qualities (2). Thus,
studying the evolution of form and space within the architectural practice of mid-20th century Tehran is essential to understand
how architectural identity responded to the global currents of modernism while grappling with indigenous heritage.

During the Second Pahlavi period, Iran underwent rapid modernization, driven by state-led urban planning, industrialization,
and Westernization. The introduction of new materials such as reinforced concrete and steel, coupled with the dominance of
modernist ideology, transformed architectural expression. Yet, these transformations often led to a crisis of identity as the
architectural discourse oscillated between universalist modernism and local traditionalism. Within this context, the third
generation of Iranian architects sought to synthesize the rationality of modern form with the metaphysical and symbolic
dimensions of Iranian—Islamic spatial organization. The main research question addressed in this study is: What was the
predominant design approach among third-generation architects in the residential architecture of Tehran between the 1950s
and 1970s?

This research reinterprets the design process of Tehran’s residential houses during these decades by analyzing the changing
paradigms of form and space. The theoretical framework is grounded in interpretive and analytical perspectives that emphasize

the role of architecture as both a social artifact and an artistic expression of cultural transformation. Drawing on visual, formal,
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and documentary evidence, the study reconstructs how architectural thought evolved during the Second Pahlavi period under
the influence of global modernism, popular art tendencies, and shifting cultural paradigms (4).

Methods and Materials

The study employed a qualitative interpretive—analytical methodology based on two complementary approaches. The first
was a case study analysis of nine representative residential buildings in Tehran, selected through purposive sampling to
represent architectural evolution across three decades (1950s—1970s). Data collection involved direct analysis of architectural
drawings, photographs, and site observations where possible. The second approach was documentary research, encompassing
textual sources such as books, scholarly papers, and archival records addressing the socio-cultural and architectural context of
the period.

The analytical process unfolded across three dimensions: (1) investigation of architectural movements and discourses in
contemporary Iranian architecture; (2) exploration of the interrelationship between form, space, and the design process; and (3)
detailed examination of the chosen residential case studies with attention to geometry, materials, and spatial composition. The
interpretive analysis aimed to reconstruct the design paradigms shaping these works, identifying how external factors
(regulations, technology, economy) and internal factors (worldview, cultural symbolism, and artistic intent) coalesced in
architectural form. The interpretive—historical strategy was adopted to situate architectural phenomena within their
sociocultural milieu, synthesizing both descriptive and explanatory insights.

Findings

The analysis revealed profound structural and conceptual transformations in Tehran’s residential architecture during the
1950s—1970s. In the 1950s, architectural form was predominantly modernist, characterized by simple geometries, red-brick
fagades, and clear functional zoning. The design process emphasized performance and rationality, reflecting the early influence
of modernism. Space organization in these houses followed the principle of plan libre (free plan), signifying openness and
flexibility.

During the 1960s, the emergence of high modernism introduced greater formal experimentation and stylistic hybridity.
Architects began to combine modern materials such as concrete and steel with selective references to traditional Iranian motifs.
Houses from this period exhibited a tendency toward volumetric articulation and fagade composition that reflected both
Western influence and local adaptation. The design process became conceptually more abstract, integrating aesthetic
deliberation with technical precision.

By the 1970s, a return to traditionalism was observed, manifested in the incorporation of Iranian—Islamic geometry and
vernacular spatial logic. The spatial organization of courtyards, transitional zones, and semi-private spaces reflected a renewed
interest in indigenous spatial typologies. The influence of postmodern thought, emphasizing symbolism and contextual
responsiveness, began to surface in architectural language.

Across the three decades, external factors such as the spread of modern construction technologies, the introduction of urban
master plans (notably the 1967 Tehran Comprehensive Plan), and the expansion of the urban middle class reshaped architectural
priorities. Internal factors—including aesthetic paradigms, shifting worldviews, and social values—transformed the conception
of form and space. As a result, the architectural identity of Tehran’s residential design transitioned from modernist
functionalism toward a hybrid language combining modernist abstraction with cultural symbolism.

The comparative analysis of case studies also revealed a gradual evolution in the design process paradigm:

e In the 1950s, design followed a bottom-up logic, driven by pragmatic and structural considerations.
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e In the 1960s, conceptualization emerged as an independent creative stage linking functional requirements with
aesthetic synthesis.

e In the 1970s, design became reflective and culturally referential, embedding symbolic meanings within spatial
composition.

Ultimately, the research identified a triadic relationship among form, space, and design process, where changes in one
dimension directly influenced the others. These relationships illustrate the intertwined dynamics of cultural transformation,
technological innovation, and ideological shifts in mid-century Tehran’s architecture.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study demonstrates that the architectural evolution of Tehran’s residential buildings between the 1950s and 1970s
cannot be reduced to stylistic change alone. It represents a broader epistemological shift—from an indigenous metaphysical
worldview to a materialist and Western-oriented design mentality. The transformation of form and space mirrored the
reorientation of Iranian society under modernization policies, where the pursuit of progress often entailed the erosion of
traditional aesthetic and spatial values.

At the same time, the persistence of Iranian—Islamic geometric and symbolic principles within certain designs indicates an
ongoing negotiation between modernity and identity. The third generation of architects acted as mediators in this negotiation,
striving to reconcile rationalist modernism with cultural continuity. Their works reflected both the anxiety and aspiration of a
society caught between two civilizations.

The interpretive—analytical exploration of architectural form and space thus reveals a dual trajectory: while the 1950s marked
the consolidation of modernist rationality, the 1960s represented its expansion and experimentation, and the 1970s indicated a
critical reflection on its consequences through a return to traditional forms. The design process evolved accordingly—from
functionalist pragmatism toward conceptually informed synthesis, and eventually to identity-driven expression.

In conclusion, the reinterpretation of Tehran’s residential architecture from 1950 to 1979 highlights the intricate relationship
between artistic intention, cultural transformation, and the philosophical foundations of design. By contextualizing form and
space within the socio-political and intellectual currents of the Second Pahlavi era, this study contributes to a more nuanced
understanding of how Iranian architects navigated modernity. The findings underscore the necessity of viewing architecture

not merely as a technical practice but as a cultural discourse that continually mediates between global paradigms and local

traditions.
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