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Abstract:

The Safavid and Islamic Republic periods represent two significant phases in the evolution of Islamic architecture in Iran, as the emphasis of
the Islamic government on reflecting Shi‘a identity and the profound interconnection between politics, religion, and culture led mosques to
serve not only as places of worship but also as spaces embodying Shi‘a religious concepts and doctrinal principles. The present study aims
to examine and compare the influence of the principles of faith and the beliefs of the Shi‘a school on mosque architecture during the Safavid
period and after the Islamic Revolution. In the first phase, through a qualitative, descriptive, and analytical research method using library and
documentary sources, the Shi‘a intellectual system and worldview were identified, and the theoretical foundations affecting the formation of
Shi‘a religious architecture were extracted and categorized. In the second phase, to empirically evaluate the theoretical findings, ten prominent
Safavid mosques in Isfahan and ten significant mosques constructed after the Islamic Revolution in Tehran were purposefully selected with
the consultation of experts in the field. These were comparatively analyzed through field observations, interviews, and photographic
documentation. Analysis of the sample indicates that the architecture of mosques from both the Safavid and Islamic Republic periods reflects
the fundamental beliefs and convictions of Shi‘ism. However, in the era of the Islamic Republic, the manifestation of the principles of faith—
particularly the concepts of tawhid (divine unity), ma‘ad (resurrection), ‘adl (justice), and imamah (leadership)—appears deeper and more
pronounced, whereas during the Safavid period, the principle of nubuwwah (prophethood) was more prominently expressed. Regarding Shi‘a
beliefs, faith in the ‘alam al-mithal (imaginal world) and the Taba tree is more vividly represented in the architecture of Safavid mosques
compared to those built after the Revolution, while the belief in luminous creation (khalq niirT) appears with nearly equal intensity in both
periods. Ultimately, it can be concluded that Shi‘a mosque architecture during the Islamic Republic period is primarily shaped by an emphasis
on the principles of faith, whereas in the Safavid period it was more deeply influenced by Shi‘a doctrinal beliefs.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The evolution of Islamic architecture in Iran is deeply intertwined with the religious identity and worldview of Shi‘ism, as
mosques have historically served as both sacred spaces for worship and as symbolic representations of theological and political
thought. The Safavid period, which established Shi‘ism as the official religion of Iran, and the post-Islamic Revolution era,

which reaffirmed Shi‘a ideology within a modern sociopolitical context, both represent critical epochs for the materialization
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of Shi‘a principles through architecture. In both eras, the mosque transcended its liturgical function to become an emblem of
the integration between faith, politics, and art (1-3).

During the Safavid dynasty, particularly in Isfahan, mosque architecture reflected the spiritual, educational, and propagative
roles of religion, as rulers sought to consolidate political authority through the dissemination of Shi‘a theology. This period,
often associated with the School of Isfahan, saw a synthesis of mystical philosophy and political legitimacy, where artistic
innovation served as a vehicle for the embodiment of metaphysical concepts (5, 6). The mosques thus became monumental
expressions of divine order, symbolizing the unity between heaven and earth. Conversely, following the Islamic Revolution in
1979, mosque architecture in Tehran reflected the ideological revival of Islamic governance and a deliberate articulation of
doctrinal Shi‘a concepts such as tawhid (divine unity), ‘adl (justice), imamah (leadership), and ma‘ad (resurrection) (7). The
spatial and decorative vocabularies of mosques in this era not only reinforced devotion but also served as aesthetic
manifestations of the post-revolutionary nation’s religious identity.

The comparative selection of the Safavid and Islamic Republic periods in this study stems from their shared political and
cultural foundation in Shi‘a thought but differing artistic articulations of theology. While both integrate religious and political
motifs into architecture, the Safavid approach was characterized by symbolic and allegorical representations, whereas the
Islamic Republic adopted more direct and ideological expressions of faith. Accordingly, the research aims to elucidate how the
fundamental principles of Shi‘a faith and the metaphysical beliefs of this school have been spatially and visually embodied in
the mosques of these two historical contexts (4). The study seeks to reveal whether the Shi‘a worldview—encompassing divine
unity, prophecy, justice, leadership, and eschatological belief—has evolved in its architectural expression from a metaphoric
aesthetic under the Safavids to an explicit ideological narrative after the Revolution.

Scholars have previously addressed the reflection of Shi‘a doctrines in Islamic art and architecture. Rostami et al. (2019)
identified the presence of theological notions such as justice and purity in Timurid and Safavid mosques through the use of
sacred numerology, color symbolism, and Qur’anic inscriptions (8). Other studies have examined specific principles of faith:
Akbarzadeh et al. (2021) analyzed the architectural symbolism of fawhid in Iranian mosques through the interplay of light and
geometric unity (9), while Najafi-Nejad (2017) and Alipour (2016) discussed how imamah and wilayah found political and
decorative expression during the Safavid state (10, 11). Similarly, the esoteric beliefs of Shi‘ism— ‘@lam al-mithal (imaginal
world), khalg nirt (luminous creation), and the 7iba tree—have been associated with Safavid ornamentation and metaphysical
cosmology (13-15, 17). Building on these foundations, the current study compares the materialization of these principles and
beliefs in Safavid Isfahan and post-revolutionary Tehran to delineate shifts in the theological and aesthetic priorities of Shi‘a
architectural thought.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a qualitative, descriptive—analytical design implemented in two stages. In the first stage, historical
and documentary data were collected through an extensive literature review of classical Islamic sources, philosophical treatises,
and architectural studies to identify the theoretical and metaphysical principles of Shi‘ism influencing sacred architecture. Core
categories—principles of faith (tawhid, nubuwwah, ma‘ad, ‘adl, imamah) and doctrinal beliefs (‘alam al-mithal, khalq nfirt,
Tiiba)—were extracted and operationalized into observable architectural indicators such as spatial symmetry, inscriptions, light
symbolism, geometric unity, and iconography.

In the second stage, empirical analysis was conducted through comparative fieldwork. Ten representative Safavid mosques
in Isfahan and ten post-revolutionary mosques in Tehran were selected via purposive sampling based on expert consultation.

Data collection included field observations, photographic documentation, and semi-structured interviews with architects and
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religious scholars. Each mosque was analyzed against predefined indicators for both categories—principles of faith and Shi‘a
beliefs—within two domains: physical form (spatial composition, structure, geometry) and decorative elements (inscriptions,
tilework, calligraphy, ornamentation). The collected data were then coded and analyzed comparatively to assess the degree of
manifestation for each theological principle.

Findings

Quantitative comparison of the coded indicators revealed distinct patterns between the two historical contexts. Among
Tehran’s post-revolutionary mosques, Shahid Haftad-o-Dotan and Baqiyatollah al-Azam exhibited the highest manifestation
of Shi‘a beliefs, achieving 7 out of 8 possible points, whereas Amir al-Mu’minin Mosque and Shahrak-e Gharb Mosque showed
the lowest with 4 and 3 points, respectively. The aggregate analysis indicated that belief in the ‘@lam al-mithal achieved the
highest degree of representation (77.5%), followed by khalg niirt (60%), while the Tiiba tree motif appeared least frequently
(20%). This suggests that the metaphysical notion of an imaginal intermediary world continues to play a decisive role in
structuring symbolic spatial hierarchies and chromatic design in contemporary mosque architecture.

In Safavid Isfahan, Imam Mosque, Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, and Ali Mosque demonstrated perfect scores (8/8), reflecting
the extensive incorporation of esoteric symbolism. The average manifestation rates were 87.5% for ‘alam al-mithal, 60% for
khalg nuri, and 40% for the Tiha tree. This confirms that Safavid architecture prioritized metaphysical representation—
particularly the imaginal and luminous worlds—through techniques such as mirror symmetry, polychrome tiles, and recursive
ornamentation. Comparative graphical analysis revealed that while both periods exhibit similar attention to khalg niri, the
Safavid era more vividly portrayed ‘alam al-mithal and Tiba, highlighting its greater emphasis on mystical cosmology.

Regarding the principles of faith, post-revolutionary mosques displayed their strongest alignment with ‘ad! and imamah
(each 90%), followed by tawhid (84%), nubuwwah (50%), and ma ‘ad (30%). The dominance of ‘ad!/ and imamah indicates a
theological shift toward justice and leadership as guiding themes for architectural form and symbolism in the Islamic Republic.
In contrast, in Safavid mosques, imamah again registered the highest presence (90%), followed by ‘adl (83%) and tawhid
(62%), while nubuwwah (55%) and ma ‘ad (10%) were less represented. The stronger expression of nubuwwah in Safavid
structures—particularly through inscriptions invoking the Prophet and salawat—underscores the era’s focus on prophetic
legitimacy within its artistic vocabulary.

Statistical synthesis revealed that the overall emphasis of Safavid architecture leaned toward the representation of doctrinal
beliefs, especially metaphysical and esoteric dimensions, whereas the architecture of the Islamic Republic prioritized explicit
articulation of the foundational principles of faith. Symbolic continuity between the two eras was evident, yet their visual
languages diverged: the Safavid mosques favored allegorical and ornamental abstraction, while post-revolutionary architecture
employed clearer, ideologically charged forms, larger inscriptions, and monumentality to convey religious messages.

Discussion and Conclusion

The comparative findings demonstrate that both historical periods express the spiritual and doctrinal essence of Shi‘a Islam
through distinct architectural vocabularies. The Safavid period, influenced by the metaphysical doctrines of the Isfahan School,
embedded theology within artistic symbolism, geometry, and chromatic harmony. Concepts such as divine unity (fawhid) and
the imaginal world ( ‘alam al-mithal) were articulated through spatial symmetry, reflection pools, and tilework suggestive of
celestial order. Conversely, post-revolutionary architecture, shaped by the ideological imperatives of an Islamic state, utilized
architectural scale, clarity of inscriptions, and direct representation of Qur’anic principles to communicate faith to a broader

public.
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Justice (‘adl) and leadership (imamah), core to the political theology of the Islamic Republic, dominate its mosque design,
reflecting both social equity and hierarchical order. The architectural emphasis on vertical lines, balanced proportions, and
symmetrical layouts embodies divine justice, while the integration of calligraphy invoking the Imams asserts continuity of
sacred authority. Meanwhile, ma ‘ad—the belief in resurrection—found more tangible representation after the Revolution
through the use of natural motifs symbolizing renewal, such as gardens and courtyards, transforming the mosque courtyard into
an allegory of paradise.

The Safavid focus on nubuwwah and metaphysical belief systems reveals a more inward, contemplative religiosity, aligned
with the mystical-philosophical synthesis of that time. Its mosques reflect not only religious devotion but also metaphysical
imagination, wherein artistic complexity and layered ornamentation invite reflection on divine mysteries. In contrast, the
architecture of the Islamic Republic seeks social activation and ideological presence—its mosques are civic monuments of
faith, instruments of collective identity, and manifestations of a living theology integrated with governance and education.

In conclusion, Shi‘a mosque architecture, across both the Safavid and post-revolutionary eras, illustrates a continuum in
which theology is materialized through built form. Yet the locus of emphasis has shifted: Safavid architecture visualized belief
through metaphysical symbolism and esoteric ornamentation, while post-revolutionary architecture foregrounded doctrinal
principles and ideological clarity. Thus, the Safavid mosque can be seen as an aesthetic embodiment of belief, whereas the
mosque of the Islamic Republic emerges as an ideological proclamation of faith. Together, they demonstrate how architecture,
as an art of synthesis, has served to spatialize the Shi‘a worldview—merging theology, politics, and aesthetics into enduring

expressions of sacred identity.
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