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Abstract:

The present study aims to analyze the triad of form, meaning, and narrative in Iranian Art Deco architecture in order to elucidate the narrative
capacities of architecture within the cultural and historical context of the country through an examination of prominent examples of this style
in Tehran. The research adopts a qualitative, review—analytical, and comparative approach and is conducted through documentary analysis,
examination of architectural plans and visual documents, and case study analysis of buildings such as Radio City Cinema, the Jeep Building,
and Laleh Guesthouse. In this study, characteristics such as symmetry, geometric forms, symbolic entrances, spatial sequencing, and thematic
ornamentation are identified as narrative-generating components within the spatial structure. The findings indicate that Art Deco architecture
in Iran is not merely a reflection of Pahlavi-era modernity, but also plays an effective role in the production of cultural meanings, the
representation of collective memory, and the shaping of urban experience. This research provides a theoretical framework for reinterpreting
narrative in contemporary Iranian architecture and lays the groundwork for comparative studies across other cities and architectural styles.
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Extended Abstract

The study of architecture has increasingly moved beyond formalist readings toward interpretive frameworks that emphasize
meaning, experience, and narrativity as core dimensions of spatial production. Within this shift, the concept of spatial narrativity
has emerged as a critical lens through which architecture is understood not merely as a physical artifact, but as a medium
capable of structuring experience, memory, and cultural discourse. Narrative theory, originally rooted in literary studies, has
been progressively adapted to spatial analysis, highlighting how sequences, symbols, and embodied movement construct
meaning over time (1-3). In the Iranian context, this interpretive turn has opened new avenues for re-examining architectural
styles associated with modernization, particularly those that emerged during the Pahlavi period. Among these, Art Deco
occupies a distinctive position as a hybrid language that simultaneously articulated global modernist aesthetics and locally
embedded cultural meanings (4, 5). Although previous studies have addressed the stylistic, formal, or historical aspects of
Iranian Art Deco architecture, its narrative capacity and role in producing spatial meaning have not been systematically
explored. The present research addresses this gap by focusing on the triadic relationship between form, meaning, and narrative,
proposing that Iranian Art Deco architecture functions as a spatial storytelling system through which modernity, power, and
collective identity were communicated in the urban fabric (5-11).

Art Deco, as an architectural and artistic movement, originated in early twentieth-century Europe and reached global
prominence through its emphasis on geometric abstraction, symmetry, verticality, and decorative stylization. Unlike early
modernist movements that rejected ornament, Art Deco embraced a controlled and symbolic use of decoration, positioning
architecture as both functional and representational (33). In Iran, the introduction of Art Deco coincided with state-driven
modernization policies and the construction of new civic, cultural, and commercial spaces. Architects adapted the language of
Art Deco to local conditions by integrating indigenous motifs, national symbols, and references to pre-Islamic and Islamic
visual traditions (6-8). This process of adaptation transformed Art Deco from a purely imported style into a culturally mediated
architectural expression. Scholars have noted that Iranian Art Deco buildings often exhibit a dual character: while their formal
vocabulary aligns with international modernism, their symbolic content resonates with narratives of nationalism, progress, and
historical continuity (9, 27). However, these observations have largely remained descriptive. By reframing Art Deco

architecture through the concept of narrativity, the present study argues that these buildings actively structure meaning through
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spatial sequences, symbolic entrances, rhythmic facades, and experiential transitions that guide users through a narrative
encounter with the built environment (12, 14).

The theoretical framework of the study draws on interdisciplinary sources from narrative theory, architectural semiotics,
and phenomenology. Narrative is understood not as a linear story imposed upon space, but as an emergent structure arising
from the interaction between spatial form, symbolic codes, and embodied experience (2, 15). In architectural terms, narrativity
is produced through elements such as circulation paths, thresholds, visual focal points, and symbolic ornamentation that
together generate a sense of progression and meaning. Semiotic approaches further clarify how architectural forms operate as
signs, conveying ideological and cultural messages beyond their functional role (13, 17). Within this framework, the triad of
form, meaning, and narrative serves as an analytical tool for decoding Iranian Art Deco architecture. Form refers to geometric
configuration, materiality, and compositional order; meaning denotes the cultural, political, and social values embedded in
architectural expression; and narrative emerges from the dynamic relationship between these elements as experienced by users
over time (18, 19). This approach allows architecture to be read as a spatial text that communicates through movement,
perception, and memory rather than through verbal language alone.

Methodologically, the research adopts a qualitative, review—analytical, and comparative approach. Data were collected
through documentary analysis, examination of architectural drawings and historical photographs, and detailed case studies of
three prominent Iranian Art Deco buildings in Tehran: Radio City Cinema, the Jeep Building, and Laleh Guesthouse. These
cases were selected due to their architectural clarity, urban significance, and representativeness of different functional
typologies—cultural, commercial, and hospitality—within the Art Deco spectrum. The analytical process involved qualitative
content analysis and thematic coding to identify narrative-generating components such as symmetry, geometric articulation,
symbolic entrances, spatial sequencing, and thematic ornamentation (4, 9). Comparative analysis was then employed to
examine how these components operate across different contexts and functions, revealing both shared narrative strategies and
context-specific variations. By aligning empirical observations with theoretical constructs, the study constructs a coherent
framework for interpreting narrativity in Iranian Art Deco architecture without resorting to quantitative metrics, thereby
preserving the experiential and interpretive depth of architectural meaning (11).

The findings demonstrate that Iranian Art Deco architecture functions as a narrative system in which spatial form actively
produces meaning rather than merely reflecting stylistic trends. In Radio City Cinema, narrativity is expressed through a
theatrical sequence that guides users from the urban street into a progressively immersive interior, culminating in the cinematic
space itself. The building’s vertical emphasis, illuminated fagcade, and choreographed circulation path create a narrative of
anticipation and spectacle aligned with modern urban culture (9). The Jeep Building, by contrast, articulates a narrative of
industrial modernity and economic power through its disciplined geometry, modular facade, and functional clarity,
transforming commercial architecture into a spatial representation of technological progress (11). Laleh Guesthouse presents a
different narrative structure centered on hospitality, elegance, and controlled luxury, achieved through balanced proportions,
rhythmic ornamentation, and carefully staged spatial transitions that evoke comfort and prestige (51). Across all cases, form
operates as a symbolic language, meaning emerges from cultural and historical associations, and narrative is constructed
through the user’s movement and sensory engagement with space (20, 22). These findings confirm that Iranian Art Deco
architecture played an active role in shaping collective memory and urban experience, embedding narratives of modernization
within the everyday life of the city.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that Iranian Art Deco architecture cannot be fully understood through stylistic or

formal analysis alone; rather, its significance lies in its narrative capacity to mediate between form, meaning, and lived
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experience. By conceptualizing architecture as a narrative medium, the research reveals how Art Deco buildings in Tehran
functioned as spatial storytellers that articulated modernity, identity, and cultural aspiration within the urban landscape. The
proposed triadic framework of form—meaning—narrative provides a robust tool for re-reading modern architectural heritage in
Iran and offers broader implications for contemporary architectural design and conservation practices. Understanding
narrativity in architecture enhances our ability to interpret historical buildings not as static artifacts, but as dynamic cultural

texts that continue to shape perception, memory, and identity in the city.
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