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Abstract:

This article seeks to interpret and provide a hermeneutic reading of meaning in mosques of the Qajar period, with particular emphasis on the
Nasir al-Mulk Mosque. It addresses the importance of this issue by arguing that the interpretation and production of meaning—on the one
hand shaped by political, social, and cultural transformations, and on the other hand by the synthesis of modernity with traditional architecture
during this period—has offered a response for the continuity of the cultural and identity dimensions of this monument. The study proceeds
to address the main research question: how are the layers of meaning embedded in the architectural body of the mosque continuously
reproduced, through changes over time, in interaction with the audience and diverse historical and social contexts, thereby leading to the
durability and continuity of its spatial meaning? The objective of the research is to examine, through a hermeneutic approach, the manner in
which spatial meaning is reproduced in the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque, and to investigate how various architectural elements—including light
and color, geometry, and ornamentation—effectively influence the process of interpreting and understanding spatial meaning. Adopting a
qualitative and interpretive methodology and drawing upon an integrated theoretical framework that includes phenomenology, semiotics,
aesthetics, and hermeneutics, the research analyzes mosque architecture as a “spatial text.” The findings indicate that in the Nasir al-Mulk
Mosque, light and color, as primary elements of perceptual experience, function as the driving forces that activate the process of
understanding. The temporality of light, the multilayered nature of signs, and the aesthetic order of space transform the spatial experience
into a recurring yet continually renewed event, enabling the observer, in each encounter, to arrive at a new rereading and reconfiguration of
meaning. This article concludes that the continuity of meaning does not imply the stability of a single, fixed meaning; rather, it signifies the
persistence of the possibility of interpretation and the ongoing reproduction of meaning through repeated encounters.
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Extended Abstract

The study undertakes an in-depth hermeneutic analysis of how meaning is generated, experienced, and perpetuated within
Qajar-era mosque architecture, focusing especially on the case study of the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque in Shiraz. It begins by
framing the mosque not simply as a historical artifact or a visual spectacle, but as a living “spatial text” whose significance is
continuously constructed through the ongoing interaction between the architectural form, its environment, shifting socio-
historical circumstances, and—crucially—the embodied experience of those who encounter it. The research seeks to address
fundamental questions regarding the persistence and transformation of sacred architectural meaning: How are layers of meaning

integrated, challenged, or reinterpreted over time? How do political, social, and cultural transformations impact the way such
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edifices are understood—not only in their historical moment but also across generations? The choice of the Nasir al-Mulk
Mosque, with its distinctive sensory presence and layered symbolism, provides a compelling lens through which these questions
can be explored on both a concrete and conceptual level (2, 12-14).

Central to the article’s approach is its integrated theoretical framework, drawing on the disciplines of hermeneutics,
phenomenology, aesthetics, and semiotics. Hermeneutics offers a model for understanding meaning as an ongoing, dynamic
interplay between parts and wholes, emphasizing the interpretive “circle” in which the beholder moves from fragmentary
impressions (such as a shaft of colored light or a geometric motif) to a comprehensive sense of sacred place—and then returns
to the details with this new holistic understanding. Phenomenology directs attention to embodied experience: the unique way
in which the mosque is understood not simply through sight but via movement, sensation, slowing down, and perception in all
its facets. Aesthetic theory allows for a consideration of beauty that transcends surface ornament, suggesting that the mosque’s
decorative and formal cohesion becomes a vehicle through which wonder, contemplation, and insight are awakened. Semiotics
opens up the analysis of symbolic layers encoded in inscriptions, ornament, light, and spatial sequence. Together, these
perspectives allow for a multidimensional reading that is responsive to both the formal and experiential richness of the Nasir
al-Mulk Mosque (13, 15-17).

Methodologically, the research is qualitative and interpretive, structured as a case study centered upon the spatial and
perceptual dimensions of the Nasir al-Mulk Mosque. The study proceeds in a three-part sequence: description, analysis, and
interpretation. It begins with a thick descriptive approach—registering the textures of experience as one moves through the
mosque, with a special focus on phenomena such as the interplay of light and color at different times of day, the drama of
thresholds and the sequence of arrival, and the shifting relationship between the visitor’s own body and the architecture. The
analytical phase then situates these observations within the integrated theoretical framework, articulating how individual design
elements—ornament, spatial rhythm, geometric pattern, window design, inscriptions—operate across the phenomenological,
semiotic, and hermeneutic layers. Finally, the interpretive phase returns to the question of meaning-making, reading the
assembled evidence through the lens of the hermeneutic circle and asking what enables the mosque to continually renew its
significance for successive generations.

One of the study’s most important findings is the centrality of light and color as engines of perceptual experience and spatial
meaning. The famed colored light that enters the Nasir al-Mulk’s prayer hall through intricate stained-glass windows is not
simply a visual delight nor solely a decorative flourish; rather, it becomes a medium by which the spatial qualities of the mosque
are continually transformed. The temporality of light—the way it shifts with the hours and seasons—ensures that the experience
of the mosque is never static or repetitive. Each encounter with the interior produces new visual and affective responses,
activating a sense of perpetual freshness. This dynamic and ever-changing quality is crucial for the study’s argument about the
renewal of sacred meaning: it is precisely in the non-replicable, time-bound, and embodied nature of the encounters that the
persistence and vitality of meaning are secured. This process is further enriched by the layered symbolism found in decorative
inscriptions and motifs, which offer multiple pathways into interpretation, inviting the visitor into a dialogic relationship with
the building (6).

Another key contribution of the research is its discussion of order, rhythm, and unity in the mosque’s design. The geometrical
rigor of the Nasir al-Mulk’s planning works in concert with the elaborate patterning of tiles, the measured cadence of
architectural elements, and the logic of spatial progression. This coordination of part and whole produces an effect that is both
visually rich and integrally ordered, guiding the observer away from confusion and toward contemplation. Ornament in this

context is not merely superficial embellishment; it becomes a means of synthesizing sensory multiplicity into an intelligible
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and compelling sacred unity. The visitor is subtly directed from the discrete, sensory detail (a shaft of luminous color, a couplet
of inscription, a tessellated motif) toward an intuition of the mosque’s holistic, transcendent message, and then—through a
process of interpretive oscillation—back again to the details, which now appear charged with greater depth.

The article’s final arguments revolve around the concept of interpretive continuity. Continuity, in this analysis, does not
consist in the simple preservation of a fixed doctrinal or symbolic message that remains unchanged across time. Rather, it is
located in the mosque’s inherent openness to re-interpretation and its ability to generate new meanings while remaining
anchored in enduring spatial and sensory structures. The Nasir al-Mulk Mosque serves as a “living text”: its architectural
language is grammatically robust yet semantically generative, so that each visitor, in each epoch, has the possibility of
contributing to the construction of its significance through their own perceptual and interpretive engagement. This renders the
mosque not a museum piece preserved in amber, but a vibrant participant in ongoing cultural and spiritual discourse.

In sum, the article presents a sophisticated and original approach to the study of sacred architecture, demonstrating the power
of integrated theoretical analysis for uncovering not only the persistence of meaning but also its dynamism and adaptability.
The hermeneutic, phenomenological, and semiotic tools deployed allow for a multilayered interpretation attentive both to the
aesthetic magic and the intellectual depth of Qajar mosque design. Most importantly, the research advances the broader
argument that sacred architecture achieves its deepest significance not through the fixation or closure of meaning but,
paradoxically, through the cultivation of structured openness: a readiness to invite, renew, and reshape interpretation across
generations and in response to changing contexts. The Nasir al-Mulk Mosque thus attests, in spatial form, to the possibility of

ongoing spiritual, aesthetic, and intellectual encounter.
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