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Abstract:

Mosques in the tradition of Iranian Islamic architecture have not merely functioned as physical structures; rather, they have consistently
embodied sacred and identity-forming spaces in which geometric elements, light, ornamentation, and spatial organization evoke a
multilayered experience of presence and meaning. This spatial quality is clearly perceptible and identifiable in historical mosques such as the
Jameh Mosque of Isfahan, Jameh Mosque of Yazd, and Goharshad Mosque, where form and function, aesthetics and meaning, are integrated
within a coherent framework. Moreover, through a structured spatial order, these environments guide users toward active participation in a
sacred and collective experience. In contrast, the architecture of many contemporary mosques in Iran, due to transformations or deficiencies
in their physical structure, has developed a certain distance from this tradition. Dominant approaches in the design of new mosques tend
either to focus solely on form and function or to employ traditional elements in a superficial, diminished, and purely decorative manner. This
outcome has not only weakened the sense of belonging and psychological tranquility but has also distanced these spaces from the cultural
memory of society. The present study, adopting an interdisciplinary and comparative approach, re-examines the spatial identity of
contemporary Iranian mosques and seeks to propose a conceptual model for integrating tradition and modernity in mosque design. In this
regard, three fundamental layers—spatial-physical identity, perceptual-psychological identity, and cultural-semiotic identity—are analyzed
in an integrated manner. By comparing historical and contemporary examples, the study extracts both theoretical and practical dimensions
of these layers. The findings indicate that the re-creation of spatial identity in contemporary mosques becomes feasible when tradition and
modernity are positioned not in opposition but in constructive interaction, enabling mosque architecture to reestablish its authentic role as a
sacred, identity-bearing, cultural, and social space within the context of contemporary life.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Mosques in the tradition of Iranian Islamic architecture have historically functioned not merely as physical structures, but
as sacred, identity-forming environments in which spatial organization, geometry, light, and ornamentation collectively
generate a multilayered experience of meaning and presence. In exemplary historical cases such as the Jameh Mosque of
Isfahan, Jameh Mosque of Yazd, and Goharshad Mosque, the integration of form, function, aesthetics, and symbolic meaning
produces coherent spatial systems that actively engage users in a collective and spiritual experience. These environments are
characterized by a structured spatial hierarchy that facilitates movement, contemplation, and participation in sacred rituals.

However, in recent decades, contemporary mosque architecture in Iran has increasingly diverged from this integrated
tradition. Many new designs either prioritize functional and formal considerations in isolation or incorporate traditional
elements in a superficial, decorative manner. This shift has led to a weakening of users’ sense of belonging and psychological
tranquility, as well as a disconnection from cultural memory and symbolic continuity. Consequently, the spatial identity of
contemporary mosques has become fragmented and, in some cases, diminished.

Theoretical contributions in the field emphasize the importance of integrating experiential, symbolic, and spatial dimensions
in architectural design. For instance, the concept of “lived experience” and sense of place highlights the role of psychological
and perceptual qualities in shaping spatial identity (1). Similarly, the symbolic and semiotic dimensions of architecture
underscore the relationship between visual elements and cultural memory (2). Despite these contributions, many contemporary
studies have focused primarily on formal, stylistic, or functional aspects, neglecting the integrated analysis of spatial-physical,
perceptual-psychological, and cultural-semiotic layers (3-6).

Furthermore, theoretical perspectives on architectural identity emphasize that spatial meaning emerges through the
interaction between physical structure and human perception. The notion of “sense of place” highlights the emotional and
cognitive bond between individuals and their environment (11), while the phenomenological approach conceptualizes
architecture as a medium for “being in the world,” embedding cultural and historical meanings within spatial experience (12).
In addition, urban imageability and spatial legibility contribute to the formation of identity and orientation in built environments
(13).

From a cultural-semiotic perspective, architecture functions as a system of signs through which religious and cultural
meanings are communicated. Sacred architectural elements such as domes, minarets, and mihrabs act as mediators of
transcendence and collective memory (14), while decorative motifs and calligraphy convey symbolic narratives embedded in
cultural traditions (15). These perspectives collectively indicate that spatial identity is a multidimensional construct requiring
the integration of physical, perceptual, and symbolic dimensions.

In response to the identified gap, the present study adopts an interdisciplinary and comparative approach to re-examine the
spatial identity of contemporary Iranian mosques. By analyzing three fundamental layers—spatial-physical, perceptual-
psychological, and cultural-semiotic—the study aims to develop a conceptual model that enables the constructive integration

of tradition and modernity in mosque design.
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Methods and Materials

The present study employs a qualitative, analytical-comparative, and interdisciplinary research design to investigate the
spatial identity of contemporary Iranian mosques. The research approach integrates multiple data sources and analytical
methods in order to capture the multidimensional nature of spatial identity.

The study sample consists of selected historical and contemporary mosques chosen through purposive and criterion-based
sampling. Selection criteria include spatial diversity, architectural style, structural organization, and cultural significance,
ensuring that each case represents a distinct spatial pattern or design approach. This sampling strategy enables meaningful
comparative analysis across different temporal and stylistic contexts.

Data collection is conducted through a triangulation strategy involving three primary sources: textual data (including
scholarly literature and historical documents), visual data (architectural drawings, plans, and photographic documentation), and
field data (direct observation and semi-structured interviews). The interviews involve three groups of participants: architects
and designers involved in mosque projects, academic researchers and experts in architectural theory, and users of mosque
spaces including worshippers and visitors.

Semi-structured interviews are employed to explore participants’ perceptions of spatial qualities, symbolic meanings, and
experiential dimensions of mosque architecture. The questions address themes such as spatial organization, the relationship
between form and meaning, cultural symbolism, and the psychological impact of architectural elements.

Data analysis is conducted using a combination of content analysis and comparative analysis. Content analysis facilitates
the extraction of recurring themes and patterns related to spatial identity, while comparative analysis enables the identification
of similarities and differences between historical and contemporary mosque examples. This dual approach allows the study to
move beyond descriptive analysis toward interpretive and conceptual insights.

To ensure the validity and reliability of the findings, several methodological strategies are employed, including data
triangulation, expert review, theoretical saturation, and systematic documentation of the research process. These measures
enhance the credibility and transparency of the study.

Findings

The findings of the study reveal that spatial identity in mosque architecture is a multidimensional phenomenon emerging
from the interaction between physical form, perceptual experience, and cultural meaning.

In terms of architectural form and symbolism, historical mosques demonstrate a strong integration between functional and
symbolic dimensions. Elements such as domes, minarets, iwans, and mihrabs serve not only structural and functional purposes
but also convey cultural and spiritual meanings. In contrast, contemporary mosques exhibit three dominant patterns: the
elimination of traditional forms, the superficial replication of traditional elements, and the reinterpretation of tradition in a
meaningful and context-sensitive manner. The results indicate that the absence or superficial use of symbolic forms leads to a
weakened sense of place and spiritual experience.

Regarding spatial organization and hierarchy, historical mosques are characterized by a clear hierarchical structure guiding
users from entrance spaces to central prayer areas. This hierarchy facilitates a gradual transition from the external environment
to a sacred interior, enhancing the spiritual experience. In many contemporary examples, this hierarchical organization is either
disrupted or entirely absent, resulting in spatial confusion and a lack of focal points. The findings suggest that the absence of
spatial hierarchy diminishes the sense of sacredness and orientation.

The analysis of light and environmental qualities highlights the crucial role of natural light in shaping psychological and

spiritual experiences. In historical mosques, light is carefully controlled and directed through architectural elements such as
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domes and openings, creating a dynamic interplay of light and shadow that enhances the sense of transcendence. In contrast,
contemporary mosques often rely on artificial lighting or lack a coherent lighting strategy, leading to spaces perceived as cold
and devoid of spiritual depth. Natural light is consistently associated with calmness, concentration, and a heightened sense of
presence.

User behavior and lived experience constitute another significant dimension of the findings. In historical mosques, users
exhibit behaviors characterized by contemplation, pause, and active engagement with the space. In contemporary mosques,
however, user behavior tends to be more functional and less spiritually engaged, particularly in spaces lacking meaningful
design elements. The findings indicate that architectural space directly influences user behavior, with meaningful environments
fostering deeper spiritual engagement.

Finally, the dimension of cultural memory and sense of belonging reveals that historical mosques function as repositories
of collective memory, embedding cultural and social practices within their spatial structure. In contemporary mosques, the
disconnection from cultural memory results in spaces perceived as purely functional and lacking emotional attachment. The
findings emphasize that the continuity of cultural symbols and familiar spatial patterns is essential for maintaining a strong
sense of belonging.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that spatial identity in mosque architecture cannot be reduced to formal or functional
attributes alone, but must be understood as a complex and integrated phenomenon involving physical, psychological, and
cultural dimensions. The results highlight the importance of moving beyond superficial approaches to tradition and toward a
deeper reinterpretation of cultural and symbolic elements in contemporary design.

The comparative analysis indicates that the decline in spatial identity observed in many contemporary mosques is primarily
due to the fragmentation of the relationship between form, meaning, and user experience. When architectural elements are
detached from their symbolic and experiential context, they lose their capacity to convey meaning and to facilitate spiritual
engagement. This finding underscores the necessity of a holistic design approach that integrates physical structure with
perceptual and cultural dimensions.

The study also reveals that the relationship between tradition and modernity should not be understood as a binary opposition,
but rather as a dynamic and constructive interaction. Successful contemporary mosque designs are those that reinterpret
traditional elements in a way that is responsive to contemporary needs while preserving their symbolic and cultural significance.
This approach allows for the continuity of identity while enabling innovation and adaptation.

Moreover, the findings highlight the critical role of user experience in shaping spatial identity. Architectural design must
consider not only visual and formal aspects but also the psychological and emotional responses of users. Elements such as
spatial hierarchy, natural light, and symbolic forms contribute to the creation of meaningful environments that support spiritual
practices and social interaction.

In conclusion, the re-creation of spatial identity in contemporary Iranian mosque architecture is achievable when tradition
and modernity are integrated through a multidimensional approach that encompasses physical, perceptual, and cultural layers.
By fostering a constructive dialogue between these dimensions, mosque architecture can reclaim its role as a sacred, identity-

bearing, and socially significant space within contemporary society.
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