Rahpooye Memari-o Shahrsazi
(Quarterly Journal of Architecture and Urbanism)
Vol. 5, No. 17, Spring 2026

An Architectural-Oriented Reading of Sense of Place
Components in Iranian Melodrama Cinema during the
1980s (Case Study: The Mother)*

Maryam Rezaie?, Jamaluddin Soheili®, Maryam Armaghan*

Received: 2025-09-21, Accepted: 2026-05-25
DOI: 10.22034/rau.2026.736072

Extended Abstract

The understanding and recognition of spatial character through architecture
and cinema can be explored from the perspective of examining practical and
conceptual frameworks. Within this study, the central concern is how the cine-
matic language of Iranian melodrama in the 1980s, particularly as embodied in
the film The Mother directed by Ali Hatami, incorporates spatial and sensory el-
ements into its formal structure. This study establishes that melodramatic cin-
ema operates as both a narrative and architectural form, where the dialectical
interplay of space and sensation is central to meaning-making. This recognition
not only validates the proposed hypothesis but also underscores the poten-
tial of sensory-spatial analysis as a methodological contribution to the broader
study of cinema.

Accordingly, the comprehension of components arising from melodramatic cin-
ema, in coexistence with formal criteria, finds meaning within the authentic
sensory-spatial structure. This includes three foundational orientations: scene
planning (tending toward stability and pause), place determination (associat-
ed with linear movement), and topological orientation (related to upward or
downward trajectories in the narrative).
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This study suggests that melodramatic cinema is not only a narrative form but
also a spatiotemporal configuration where architecture, mise-en-scéne, and
sensory perception interact. The process of orientation is explored through the
identification of continuity and spatial elements and by framing them within
notions such as clarity, transparency, distancing, pause, stillness, and the qual-
ity of movement in the scene architecture. These categories, while seemingly
abstract, directly correspond to how spectators experience emotions and in-
terpret meaning within cinematic spaces. The convergence of these concepts
ultimately leads to the articulation of a dialectical sensory-spatial discourse, in
which the scene becomes both an emotional and architectural entity.

Methodologically, an analytical-descriptive approach combined with deduc-
tive reasoning was employed in this study. Data collection was based on library
sources and film analysis, while interpretation relied on conceptual models and
analytical diagrams to structure the process. The use of visual tools, such as
tables and models, allowed for the mapping the relationship between spatial
orientation and the sensory dimensions of the film. This method enables the
articulation of how mise-en-scéne elements such as light, shadow, sound, and
spatial arrangement correspond to human emotions, psychological space, and
the melodramatic narrative.

The case study of The Mother is especially significant, as Hatami’s film demon-
strates a highly architectural and symbolic use of space, intertwining the domes-
tic setting with themes of memory, loss, and reconciliation. For example, static
or paused orientations are evident in scenes of mourning and silence, where
stillness dominates the frame, reflecting emotional suspension. In contrast, lin-
ear orientations emerge in transitional or narrative-progressive moments, such
as family interactions that move the story forward along a metaphorical axis.
Topological orientations, either ascending or descending, correspond to narra-
tive peaks and troughs: upward movement during reconciliation and affection,
and downward trajectories in moments of loss and death. These spatial ori-
entations do not merely illustrate physical camera movement but, more pro-
foundly, they map the emotional and narrative rhythms of the film.

Based on this framework, the study hypothesizes that within the process of
event representation in The Mother, formal orientation derived from the con-
stitutive elements of melodramatic cinema can lead to a spatiotemporal prior-
itization of scenes. This means that scenes are not randomly constructed but
are organized according to spatial logic that reflects both narrative progression
and sensory impact. By analyzing framing in terms of planning, place determi-
nation, and topology, the study uncovers how Hatami’s mise-en-scene creates
coherence across scenes, ensuring that the emotional arc of the film is experi-
enced as a structured spatiotemporal continuum.

The findings demonstrated that sensory-spatial orientation provides a useful
lens for understanding melodramatic cinema, particularly in its Iranian context.
While melodrama often emphasizes heightened emotion and moral conflict, its
formal construction is equally dependent on spatial logic and architectural cues.
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This study revealed that the prioritization of scenes—whether through stillness,
linearity, or topological shifts—serves as a formal strategy to communicate the
dialectics of presence and absence, life and death, union and separation.

The significance of this work lies not only in contributing to the study of Iranian
cinema but also in offering a methodological framework that can be applied
more broadly to film analysis. By integrating architectural concepts of space
with cinematic analysis, the study bridges disciplinary boundaries and proposes
a new approach for understanding how films organize emotional and spatial
experiences. The methodological tools employed here can guide future studies
into other genres, such as comedy, social drama, or historical epics, and can
further enrich the field of film philosophy by grounding theoretical concepts in
formal and spatial analysis.

In conclusion, the study confirms that the spatiotemporal orientation of melo-
dramatic cinema, as exemplified in The Mother, is deeply tied to sensory-spatial
components. The prioritization and coherence of scenes are achieved through
architectural principles embedded within the mise-en-scéne, which not only
support narrative development but also shape the audience’s sensory and
emotional engagement.
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