Sournal of Shlamic Art Odtudies

www.sysislamicartjournal.ir

Examining the Principles of Formal Aesthetic in the Architecture of the Qajar
and Pahlavi Periods Based on Gestalt Theory

Fariba Amini ® ', Ghasem Motalebi ® *2, Samaneh Dabbaghchi ® 3

1 PhD student in Architecture, Karaj Branch, Islamic Azad University, Karaj, Iran. fariba.amini621@gmail.com
*2 (Corresponding author) Associate Professor, Faculty of Architecture, College of Fine Arts, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran. motalebi@ut.ac.ir
3 Assistant Professor, Department of Architecture, Karaj Branch, Islamic Azad University, Karaj, Iran. s.dabbaghchi@kiau.ac.ir

Article Info ABSTRACT

Aesthetics, with an empirical-analytical approach based on sensory perception and a

Research Article psychological perspective aimed at achieving the process of "conformity" in the experience of

Issue 62 beauty, is influenced by Gestalt theory. Gestalt theory of perception is among the prominent
Volume 23 theories of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Given the influence of modern

architecture on contemporary Iranian architecture, examining its application in contemporary
Page 7 to 25 modern buildings in Iran is deemed necessary. The aim of this research is to explain the formal

aesthetics of contemporary Iranian architecture (from the late Qajar period to the second Pahlavi

era) from the Gestalt perspective. In this research, to determine the criteria of formal aesthetics

Submission Date: 2023/04/17 with an approach based on deductive-inductive reasoning, survey methods and correlational
L research have been employed. The Kolmogorov—Smirnov statistical test and Pearson correlation
Review Date: 2023/07/07 were used to determinle3 th}é relationship bgtween the components, and accordingly, the priority
Acceptance Date: 2023/08/27 of application of each component in the case studies is determined. Subsequently, the research
Publication Date: 2026/06/22 is re-validated using the "case-based reasoning" method. The results indicate that the most
important perceptual components in the design of architectural form, with an internal correlation

coefficient of 0.663, fall within a single category of Gestalt principles, revealing a reciprocal

Keywords and bilateral relationship between them.
Aesthetics Research Objectives:
Architecture, 1. Explaining the formal aesthetics of architecture from the Gestalt perspective.

Qajar and Pahlavi Periods, 2. Explaining the formal aesthetics of contemporary Iranian architecture from the Gestalt

Gestalt Perspective. perspective.

Research Questions:
1.  What is the formal aesthetics of architecture from the Gestalt perspective?

Cite this article 2. What is the formal aesthetics of contemporary Iranian architecture from the Gestalt
Amini,F i Motalebi,G and perspective?

Dabbaghchi,S . (2026). Examining the

Principles of Formal Aesthetic in the

Architecture of the Qajar and Pahlavi

Periods Based on Gestalt

Theory. Islamic Art Studies, 23(62), 7-

25.

B dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.
*******.****.**.**.*.*/

dx.doi.org/10.22034/1AS
.2023.407795.2252

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/BY/4.0/)

8 2676-7759/ © 2025 Islamic Art Press. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
OPEN ACCESS CO/P E


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1717-5969
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6548-7911
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4693-6715
https://www.sysislamicartjournal.ir/article_178063.html?lang=en
https://www.sysislamicartjournal.ir/article_178063.html?lang=en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/BY/4.0/

2

Sournal of Slamic At Qdtudbes
Issue 62, Volume 23, June 2026

Introduction

Given the importance of the role of form in the formation of an artwork in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, theorists regarded form and formalism as the
fundamental characteristic of contemporary art. Form is recognized as one of the key
categories of aesthetics, and knowledge of "shape" is the first condition for its creation.
In the perceptual perspective of aesthetics, the experience of beauty occurs based on
two types of perception: sensory and cognitive. Sensory perception relates to formal
characteristics, while cognitive perception relates to symbolic characteristics (Nasar,
1994: 380). In this regard, due to the dominance of the factor of "perception" in
encountering the formal characteristics of buildings in aesthetic experience, it can be
said that among the approaches proposed in the field of environmental aesthetics
(Mansouri, 2004: 83)—namely the ecological approach, the phenomenological
approach, and the psychological approach—the psychological approach can be used to
examine formal aesthetics.

The psychological approach is in fact the psychological factor that contributes to our
analysis of identifying specific patterns of visual experience. This theoretical
foundation is based on our standpoint from the perspectives of behavioral sciences and
Gestalt psychology, and their theory is known as Gestalt theory. Gestalt theory, as a
type of perceptual theory, considers the basis of perception to be the spontaneous
transfer of sensory data to the brain (Banihashemi, 2010). The attention of Gestalt
psychologists has been directed toward the organization of sensory perceptions (Koftka,
1935), and they acknowledge that to recognize a visual phenomenon, one must know
its constituent parts and attain its overall form (Andis, 1992). On the other hand,
considering the simultaneity of the introduction of this theory at the Bauhaus school in
the 1930s (Steinret, 2014) and the beginning of the influence of modern architecture on
contemporary Iranian architecture during that period, one can observe changes in the
architectural styles of contemporary Iran (from the late Qajar period to the second
Pahlavi era), which consequently brought about changes in the formal aesthetics of
buildings as well. Therefore, this necessitates research in this field, especially in
contemporary modern buildings.

In this regard, with the aim of explaining the formal aesthetics of contemporary Iranian
architecture from the Gestalt perspective, the question arises as to how contemporary
Iranian architecture, from the viewpoint of the Gestalt approach in terms of
environmental perception, has expressed this type of formal and desirable aesthetics. It
seems that contemporary Iranian architecture (from the late Qajar period to the second
Pahlavi era), with an emphasis on the continuity of Iran's identity and cultural values,
has acted based on the main criteria of Gestalt aesthetic theory, such as the principles
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of composition, order and disorder, and proportions. Therefore, in conducting this
research to study the perceptual principles of Gestalt in contemporary modern buildings
of Iran, a combination of quantitative (correlational) and qualitative (descriptive-
analytical) methods, based on a survey strategy (case-based reasoning), has been used.
For this purpose, among the existing public buildings, considering the influential factors
in their design as well as the availability of existing documents, 10 specific buildings
within the research domain were selected as case studies from the works of those
architects with a modern orientation. The findings and results of the research can
demonstrate the importance of applying Gestalt perceptual principles in the design of
contemporary modern buildings and can also serve as a guide for researchers in the field
of architectural design, particularly regarding formal aesthetics.

With the emergence of the postmodern movement, the attention of design theorists
toward environmental symbolism increased. This attention represents a renewed
emphasis on the importance of formal aesthetics. Formal aesthetics deals with the values
inherent in forms. In this context, numerous theories have been proposed, including the
ecological theory of perception, perception-interaction theory, and Gestalt theory
(Lang, 2009: 215). Form and the formal characteristics of buildings in architecture are
among the arts perceived by the audience through sensory perception. In this regard,
Gestalt psychologists have focused on the organization of sensory perceptions. In the
influence of Gestalt theory on art, Wertheimer's 1923 article titled "Theory of Form"
had a growing impact. This article was presented under the pseudonym "Treatise on the
Point" because it was illustrated with abstract motifs of dots and lines. Wertheimer
states that "different Gestalts are created based on our innate tendencies to group, or to
see as 'belonging together', elements that are similar (grouping by similarity), elements
that are close to each other (grouping by proximity), or those that have structural
economy (good continuation)" (Behrens, 2004, 14). Therefore, the conscious
application of Gestalt principles that Wertheimer proposed based on human visual
perception can be considered fundamental for architectural design and the formation of
architectural forms based on audience experience. Although Koffka showed great
interest in this field and published many writings on the analysis of art through Gestalt
theory, it was Rudolf Arnheim who extensively applied the implications of Gestalt
theory to the perception of architecture (Steinert, 2014).

In the analytical discussion of this theory regarding the perception of form in
architecture, one can refer to Rudolf Arnheim's book The Dynamics of Architectural
Form, in which he discusses the importance of addressing architectural form (Arnheim,
2003). In Iran, little research has been conducted on aesthetics with a Gestalt approach.
Examples of such studies can be found in some research by students and professors of
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art (landscape architecture, architecture, and graphic design) that have produced
separate findings in the field of aesthetics and Gestalt: Golchin et al. (2016) in
"Evaluation of the Environment and Landscape of Archaeological Sites with an
Emphasis on Visual Aesthetics Approach (Case Study: Bishapur Region - Tang-e
Chogan)" considered the visual aesthetic quality of the landscape to possess all three
biological, physical, and man-made variables. Rostam Gholami et al. (2013) in "Gestalt
in the Design of the Persian Garden Plan" examined the achievement of criteria for
analyzing historical gardens based on Gestalt theory. In this article, the principles of
figure-ground, symmetry, similarity, connectedness, etc., were examined, and their
findings show that all these principles exist in the design of the Persian garden plan to
some extent, and as a result of these principles, the Persian garden plan takes on a legible
and familiar form in the viewer's mind. Asadpour and Fayzi (2013) in "Recognition of
Architectural and Landscape Proportions Based on Gestalt Perception Theory"
examined the relationships between the architectural work (figure) and its surrounding
landscape (ground) based on the Gestalt perception process. Etehad-e Mohkam et al.
(2017) in "Application of Gestalt Principles of Visual Perception in the Graphic Design
of Advertising Billboards (Case Study: Commercial Billboards in Tehran, 2015)"
explained the performance of each Gestalt perceptual principle in the design of
advertising billboards. The research findings indicate that each of the principles has
been employed to some extent in the design of texts and images on Tehran's billboards.
Moreover, numerous studies have been conducted up to 2015 in the field of aesthetic
theory and Gestalt (Nasar, 2015; Steinert, 2014; Berg, 2014; Carlson, 2012; Xenakis &
Arnellos, 2012; Uzunoglu, 2011; Herbert, 2007; Gunay, 2006; Behrens, 2004; Smith,
2003; Nasar, 1994; Nasar & Ewans-cowley, 1983; Nasar, 1984).

Despite the examination of Gestalt principles in various arts, including architecture,
according to the studies conducted, no reference has been made so far to the effect and
value of applying Gestalt principles as a model for formal aesthetics in contemporary
modern buildings of Iran. On the other hand, the present research seeks to formulate
formal aesthetic criteria based on Gestalt principles as a model for design, which can
improve the quality of building design when applied in the educational context.

Conclusion

Among the most frequently applied Gestalt principles in the decoration of contemporary
Iranian buildings (during the late Qajar period, when architectural ornamentation
remained highly prominent), which were predominantly manifested in exterior
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decorative elements such as stucco work, entrances, columns, capitals, and arches, are
the following:

o The principle of isomorphism (Pragnanz): through the application of alternating
and rhythmic movements of vegetal curved lines on facade walls, repetition and
rhythm in windows with Romanesque arch designs, and rhythmic variation in
the repetition of windows.

e The principle of symmetry: through the observance of vertical axial symmetry
in the application of columns and capitals on facades.

o The principle of organization: through creating harmony between the type of
decorations and their colors.

o The principle of similarity: through the similarity in the form, color, and size of
decorative capitals within each building.

o The principle of closure (objective set): through the unity between decorative
elements and their placement and design on the facades.

o The principle of proximity: through the closeness and interrelatedness of
decorative elements placed alongside each other.

Among these, in comparison with the analytical case studies selected regarding the
geometric structure of plans and facades, the decorative factor has made greater use of
the principle of similarity and the principle of isomorphism. In terms of proportions,
materials, and color, simple and dynamic proportions, along with homogeneous and
color-coordinated materials, have been used to achieve simplicity and the perception of
"good form," which in some ways indicates the application of the components of
repetition, similarity, proximity, and the factor of forms related to the principles of
similarity, proximity, and organization.
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