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Abstract:

Light is one of the metaphorical symbols in architectural art; therefore, among Iranians it holds a sacred and exalted status. Iranian architects
have employed the most immaterial element—Ilight—in design to connect their art to the celestial realm, thereby imparting a sacred
dimension. Islamic architecture in Iran places particular emphasis on light. This architecture serves as a locus for sacred space, life, presence,
and illumination, and it influences the human spirit. Sacred Islamic architecture is manifested foremost in the mosque. One of the most
important characteristics of light is its sequential variation with qualitative changes throughout the day, which results in the creation of diverse
reflective qualities on surfaces and produces different effects in environmental psychology. Considering the manifestation of light in the
architecture of the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque and its role in environmental psychology, the main research question arises as to how light is
reflected in the architectural decorations of this building and how it has been able to play its role in environmental psychology for visitors to
the site. This study aims to review the application of light and related beliefs in Islamic architecture—particularly in the decorative elements
employed in the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque—and to examine its role in environmental psychology. Using an analytical—descriptive and library-
based methodology, the study revisits the manifestation of light in the architectural decorations of the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque and analyzes
its environmental psychological role. The findings indicate that light-based decorations, as manifested beautifully through the interplay of
color and light in the components of the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque, were intended by the architects to exert a psychological influence on
individuals.
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Extended Abstract

Light has long occupied a privileged metaphysical, symbolic, and functional position in Iranian—Islamic architecture,
operating simultaneously as a material phenomenon and as a carrier of sacred meaning that mediates between the physical and
spiritual realms. In Islamic architectural thought, light is not merely an instrument of visibility but a constitutive element of

spatial experience that shapes perception, emotion, and cognition. Mosques, as the most explicit manifestations of sacred
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architecture, have historically served as environments in which light orchestrates the interaction between architecture and the
human psyche. The Nasir al-Mulk Mosque in Shiraz, constructed during the Qajar period, represents a paradigmatic example
of this tradition, particularly through its sophisticated use of stained glass, tilework, spatial sequencing, and daylight
modulation. From the perspective of environmental psychology, architectural space is not neutral; rather, it actively participates
in shaping affective states, behavioral tendencies, and cognitive interpretations of place. Environmental psychology emphasizes
the reciprocal relationship between humans and their built environments, highlighting how sensory stimuli—especially light—
affect emotional regulation, well-being, and perceptual meaning. Previous research has demonstrated that architectural
elements such as light, color, and ornamentation can evoke psychological responses ranging from tranquility and spiritual
elevation to arousal and attentional redirection (1). Moreover, exposure to natural light has been shown to influence hormonal
secretion and biological rhythms, reinforcing the importance of daylight in environments designed for contemplation and
presence (2, 3). Within this conceptual framework, the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque offers a unique case in which light functions as
both a symbolic and physiological agent, raising the central question of how light is manifested through architectural
decorations and how this manifestation contributes to environmental psychological effects among visitors.

The theoretical and empirical background of this study draws upon interdisciplinary scholarship spanning architectural
history, Iranian—Islamic symbolism, and environmental psychology. Prior studies have examined the aesthetic and symbolic
dimensions of ornamentation in Nasir al-Mulk Mosque, emphasizing its Qajar-era artistic innovations and its continuity with
earlier architectural traditions in Shiraz (1). Other scholars have underscored the centrality of light in Iranian religious
architecture, arguing that light transcends functional illumination to become an emblem of divine presence and metaphysical
order (4, 5). From an environmental psychology perspective, space is understood as a complex system composed of physical,
social, and perceptual dimensions that jointly influence human behavior and experience (13). Theories of environmental
perception emphasize that individuals do not merely receive sensory data passively; rather, perception emerges from the
integration of sensory input with prior experience, expectations, and cultural meanings (11, 14). In sacred spaces, this
integration is particularly pronounced, as architectural cues activate symbolic schemas and emotional responses that exceed
purely visual processing. Research on place theory further suggests that meaning is generated through interaction, rendering
architectural space inseparable from human presence and interpretation (17). These perspectives collectively provide the
conceptual grounding for analyzing how light-based decorations in the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque structure environmental
perception and psychological response.

Methodologically, this study adopts an analytical-descriptive approach grounded in library-based research and architectural
analysis. Rather than employing experimental or survey-based techniques, the research systematically examines historical
documents, architectural descriptions, theoretical texts, and prior analytical studies to reconstruct the role of light within the
mosque’s spatial and decorative system. This approach enables a layered reading of the mosque as both a physical artifact and
a perceptual environment. The analytical process focuses on the sequential experience of space—from entrance to courtyard to
prayer halls—and the manner in which light conditions change qualitatively across these zones. Particular attention is paid to
the orientation of the building, the spatial hierarchy created through transitions from darkness to illumination, and the technical
deployment of stained glass, tile surfaces, mugarnas, and reflective materials. By situating these architectural strategies within
established models of environmental perception, the study interprets how spatial light dynamics contribute to cognitive
orientation, emotional modulation, and symbolic meaning. This descriptive-analytical methodology allows for an integrative

understanding of architecture as a sensory system that mediates between environmental stimuli and psychological experience.
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The findings indicate that light in the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque operates as a deliberately orchestrated phenomenon designed
to produce a non-uniform, dynamic, and immersive perceptual field. The architectural sequence from the dim entrance spaces
to the luminous courtyard exemplifies a symbolic transition from profane to sacred space, reinforcing orientation and
expectation through contrast (7). Within the prayer halls, particularly the western shabestan, stained glass windows filter
morning sunlight into fragmented chromatic patterns that animate walls, floors, and columns, producing a continuously
changing visual environment (9). This diffusion of colored light disrupts uniform illumination and encourages contemplative
engagement rather than direct visual dominance. The distribution of light also subtly redirects attention, as lateral illumination
influences perceptual focus and bodily orientation within the space (6). From an environmental psychology standpoint, these
conditions enhance sensory richness and perceptual complexity, which are known to increase aesthetic engagement and
emotional resonance (13). Moreover, the mosque’s light environment aligns with biological considerations, as exposure to
natural daylight supports circadian regulation and hormonal balance, contributing to feelings of vitality and psychological
comfort (2). These findings suggest that the mosque’s architects intentionally harnessed light not only as an aesthetic medium
but also as a regulator of perceptual and emotional experience.

Interpretatively, the interaction between light and decoration in the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque can be understood through key
theories of environmental psychology and phenomenology. According to interactionist models, perception arises from active
engagement between the individual and the environment, rather than from environmental stimuli alone (14). In this context,
light functions as a primary mediator that structures experiential meaning. Norberg-Schulz’s phenomenological framework
highlights how atmosphere, orientation, and existential meaning converge in architectural space, particularly in sacred
environments (16). The mosque’s light-based ornamentation fosters a sense of presence and spiritual attunement by dissolving
rigid boundaries between material form and immaterial illumination. Furthermore, research on biological and psychological
effects of light demonstrates that photons influence neurochemical processes, including the regulation of serotonin, endorphins,
and cortisol, thereby linking architectural lighting conditions to emotional stability and well-being (19, 20). In this sense, the
mosque’s luminous environment may be interpreted as a form of implicit light therapy embedded within architectural design.
The convergence of symbolic meaning, perceptual richness, and physiological responsiveness underscores the
multidimensional role of light in shaping environmental experience within Iranian—Islamic architecture.

In conclusion, the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque exemplifies how architectural light can function simultaneously as a symbolic,
perceptual, and psychological force within sacred space. The interplay of natural daylight, stained glass, ornamentation, and
spatial sequencing creates an environment that supports emotional calm, perceptual engagement, and spiritual reflection. The
study demonstrates that light is not an auxiliary element in mosque architecture but a central organizing principle that mediates
the relationship between humans and their environment. By shaping sensory perception, influencing biological rhythms, and
reinforcing symbolic meaning, light contributes to a holistic architectural experience that integrates body, mind, and spirit.
Understanding this integrative role of light has broader implications for contemporary architectural design, particularly in

contexts where psychological well-being and environmental quality are central concerns.
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