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Analyzing Formalism Components in the Interior Architecture of
Contemporary Iranian Cultural Spaces Based on Documentary
Thematic Analysis

Reza Naghdbishi
Abstract

Cultural spaces in the contemporary city, beyond their physical functions, carry symbolic and
experiential roles; the quality of their interior architecture can either intensify meaning,
identity, and spatial legibility or, conversely, produce a neutralized experience. Despite the
widespread presence of formalism in architectural discourse, the articulation of its qualitative
components at the scale of interior architecture in cultural spaces—and its translation into an
operational framework for analysis and evaluation—remains fragmented and insufficiently
systematized. This study aims to extract and explicate the qualitative components of
formalism in the interior architecture of cultural spaces and to propose a coherent conceptual
framework for their analysis and assessment. Conducted within an interpretive paradigm and
employing a qualitative approach, the research used documentary thematic analysis to
examine and code authoritative scholarly texts related to form, aesthetics, and the interior
architecture of cultural spaces. The findings indicate that formalism in this domain can be
explained through core themes including the primacy of formal logic in spatial organization,
the self-sufficiency of form, a tendency toward abstraction and the reduction of corporeal
elements, the foregrounding of the audience’s visual perception, and the equivalence of
material, light, and form. On the basis of these themes, a conceptual model is presented that
can serve as a foundation for critique, evaluation, and design decision-making in the interior

architecture of cultural spaces, while also contributing to greater conceptual clarity in future
studies.

Keys: Interior Architecture, Thematic Analysis, Formalism, Cultural Spaces, Documentary
Analysis, Contemporary Architecture, Formalist Approach
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Analyzing Formalism Components in the Interior Architecture of
Contemporary Iranian Cultural Spaces Based on Documentary
Thematic Analysis

Reza Naghdbishi

Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

In contemporary Iranian architecture, cultural spaces serve as vital platforms for
expressing collective identity, historical continuity, and artistic innovation. Among the
dominant theoretical tendencies influencing interior architecture, formalism has emerged
as a significant approach that emphasizes form, geometry, spatial composition, and
aesthetic autonomy. Despite the prevalence of formalist expressions in contemporary
cultural buildings—such as museums, galleries, cultural centers, and exhibition halls—
their underlying conceptual components have rarely been systematically analyzed.

This study aims to identify and analyze the key components of formalism in the interior
architecture of contemporary Iranian cultural spaces through a documentary thematic
analysis, providing a structured theoretical understanding of this architectural tendency.

2. Literature Review and Problem Statement

Formalism in architecture prioritizes visual order, geometric clarity, spatial hierarchy, and
material expression, often independent of symbolic or functional narratives. In Iran,
contemporary cultural spaces have increasingly adopted formalist design languages
influenced by global architectural movements while simultaneously negotiating local
traditions and cultural meanings.

Previous studies have largely focused on stylistic descriptions or case-based formal
analyses, lacking a comprehensive synthesis of formalist components grounded in
academic and professional architectural discourse. The research problem addressed in this
study is the absence of a coherent conceptual framework that explains how formalism
manifests in Iranian interior cultural architecture and what recurring components define
this tendency.

3. Research Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative approach using documentary thematic analysis as its
primary method.

The data set includes academic articles, architectural critiques, design guidelines,
professional interviews, and documented analyses of contemporary lIranian cultural
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spaces published between 2000 and 2024. The documents were selected through
purposive sampling based on relevance to interior architecture and formalist theory.

Data analysis followed the stages of open coding, axial coding, and thematic
categorization, allowing recurrent formalist concepts to emerge from the texts. Validity
was ensured through triangulation of sources and peer review of extracted themes.

4. Findings

The thematic analysis identified six major formalism components in the interior
architecture of contemporary Iranian cultural spaces:

1. Geometric Abstraction — Use of pure forms, modular systems, and mathematical order
in spatial organization.

2. Spatial Hierarchy and Sequencing — Controlled movement, axiality, and progressive
spatial experiences guiding users through cultural narratives.

3. Material Expressiveness — Emphasis on the inherent qualities of materials such as
concrete, brick, stone, and metal as formal elements.

4. Light as a Formal Element — Strategic use of natural and artificial light to define form,
volume, and spatial rhythm.

5. Minimalist Detailing — Reduction of ornamentation in favor of clarity, continuity, and
visual coherence.

6. Autonomy of Form — Spatial forms operating independently from explicit symbolic or
decorative references.

5. Discussion

The findings reveal that formalism in contemporary Iranian cultural interiors does not
imply detachment from cultural identity but rather reflects a reinterpretation of tradition
through abstract spatial principles. Formalist interiors often act as neutral yet powerful
frameworks that allow cultural content to be experienced without visual distraction.

Moreover, the dominance of formalist components indicates a shift toward architectural
self-referentiality, where space itself becomes the primary medium of expression. This
approach aligns Iranian cultural architecture with global design trends while preserving
contextual sensitivity through material choices and spatial proportion.

6. Conclusion

This study concludes that formalism in the interior architecture of contemporary Iranian
cultural spaces is characterized by a set of identifiable and recurring components derived
from architectural discourse. Through documentary thematic analysis, the research
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provides a structured theoretical model for understanding formalist tendencies beyond
individual case studies.

The results contribute to architectural theory by clarifying how formalism functions as a
design strategy in Iranian cultural interiors and offer a conceptual foundation for future
design and scholarly research.
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