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Abstract:

A mosque in Islamic culture is not merely a place for performing religious rituals; it is also a setting for experiencing tranquility,
concentration, spirituality, and connection with the sacred. In this context, physical signs and the way they are perceived by users play an
important role in the formation of a sense of sacredness. The present study aimed to analyze the role of physical signs in shaping the sense
of sacredness in Miane Maralan Mosque in Tabriz, with particular emphasis on audience perception. In terms of purpose, the research was
applied, and in terms of method, it was descriptive-analytical. A mixed approach was adopted to integrate theoretical and field-based data.
The data were collected through library studies, direct observation, physical analysis, a structured checklist, a Likert-scale questionnaire, and
semi-structured interviews with mosque users. The analytical indicators included urban legibility, exterior form and mass, the minaret,
entrance, mihrab, gibla axis, arches, Qur’anic inscriptions, tilework, brickwork, spatial organization, light, color, climatic comfort, tranquility,
stillness, and concentration during worship. The findings showed that the mosque’s corner location, the presence of a minaret, the use of
familiar materials, and the incorporation of symbolic elements enhanced its legibility within the surrounding urban context. In the interior,
the orientation of the prayer hall toward the gibla, the absence of central columns, and the presence of the mihrab contributed to spatial
concentration and continuity. However, insufficient emphasis on the entrance, the lack of a transitional space, and the incomplete centrality
of the mihrab weakened the intensity of the sacred experience. The results further revealed that users did not associate sacredness solely with
symbolic elements. Light, color, climatic comfort, stillness, and the possibility of concentration were also regarded as essential components
of spiritual experience. Overall, the sense of sacredness in Miane Maralan Mosque emerges from the interaction among physical signs, spatial
organization, environmental qualities, and audience perception.
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Extended Abstract

Mosques constitute one of the most significant spatial manifestations of Islamic culture, yet their architectural importance
cannot be reduced to the provision of a functional setting for congregational prayer. A mosque also operates as a perceptual
and symbolic environment in which tranquility, spiritual concentration, collective belonging, reverence, and a sense of
connection with the sacred may emerge through the interaction between people and space. In Iranian mosque architecture,
physical form has historically been inseparable from meaning, because architectural elements have functioned simultaneously
as material components, spatial organizers, and cultural signs. The mosque has therefore been understood as a place capable of
facilitating a transition from ordinary urban life toward contemplation and spiritual presence (1). Physical signs such as the
minaret, dome, mihrab, entrance portal, arches, Qur’anic inscriptions, brickwork, tilework, the qibla axis, spatial hierarchy,
light, color, and geometric order contribute to this transition by enabling users to recognize the building, understand its ritual
orientation, and interpret its religious identity. Architecture can evoke meanings through familiar forms and spatial
relationships, although the effectiveness of these forms depends on their ability to communicate concepts rather than merely
repeat historical appearances (2). Likewise, the minaret is not simply a vertical constructional feature; it operates as an urban
sign associated with the visibility of the mosque, the call to prayer, and the religious identity of the surrounding neighborhood
(3). Contemporary mosque architecture, however, has been affected by urban densification, restricted sites, new construction
systems, economic constraints, and the decline of transitional spaces such as courtyards and entrance sequences. Consequently,
certain contemporary mosques may remain visually recognizable while failing to generate a strong spiritual experience. This
problem has produced a growing concern that the use of isolated traditional motifs does not necessarily recreate the spiritual
qualities of historical mosques (9). The present study therefore examines sacredness not as an inherent property of an
architectural object, but as a relational quality produced through the convergence of physical signs, spatial organization,
environmental qualities, and audience perception.

The conceptual framework of the study is based on the proposition that physical signs in mosque architecture operate through
several interconnected layers. The first layer consists of formal and volumetric signs, including the minaret, dome, entrance
portal, facade composition, arches, openings, scale, and overall building mass. These features primarily influence the initial
recognition of the mosque within the urban fabric. The evolutionary role of the minaret in Iranian architecture demonstrates
that it has acquired both visual prominence and symbolic significance across different historical periods (12), while studies of
minaret semiotics confirm its capacity to distinguish religious buildings from surrounding urban structures (3). The second
layer includes spatial and geometric signs such as axiality, orientation toward the gibla, centrality, balance, hierarchy, transition,
pause, and the organization of movement. Such qualities are particularly important because they shape embodied experience
rather than functioning only as visual symbols. The gibla axis unifies the direction of worship, organizes prayer rows, and gives
the interior a clear spiritual orientation. Research on mosque elements has shown that legibility, spatial order, and directional
clarity contribute to both spirituality and urban identity (14). The third layer consists of directly symbolic elements such as the
mihrab, Qur’anic inscriptions, ritual water, decorative calligraphy, and other features associated with Islamic worship. The
fourth layer includes material, ornamental, and environmental qualities, including tilework, brickwork, arabesque patterns,
geometric motifs, color, texture, light, acoustics, and thermal comfort. Sacred art acquires meaning when its visual components

are integrated into an ordered whole rather than applied as detached decoration (8). Similarly, geometric forms such as the
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circle and square may communicate ideas of unity, order, and the relation between earthly and transcendent realms within
sacred architecture (15). In this framework, sacredness emerges when physical signs become readable, culturally meaningful,
spatially coherent, and experientially supportive of calmness, concentration, respect, and spiritual presence.

This study aimed to analyze the role of physical signs in the formation of a sense of sacredness in Miane Maralan Mosque
in Tabriz, with particular emphasis on the perceptions of worshippers and users. The research was applied in purpose and
descriptive-analytical in design, using a case-study strategy and a combined qualitative and quantitative approach. The mosque
was selected because it represents a contemporary religious building that incorporates recognizable elements of traditional
Iranian mosque architecture while also displaying spatial limitations associated with its urban site. It is located in the Maralan
neighborhood along a principal street and occupies a visually accessible corner position. Its exterior includes a minaret, pointed
arches, tilework, brickwork, Qur’anic inscriptions, and openings that evoke the established architectural vocabulary of
mosques. The interior is organized toward the gibla and contains a mihrab and decorative inscriptions, while the prayer hall is
relatively continuous and free from central columns. At the same time, the mosque lacks a courtyard, its entrance is not strongly
emphasized as a transitional threshold, and the mihrab is not positioned precisely at the geometric center of the gibla wall. Data
were obtained through documentary study, direct field observation, physical analysis, a structured checklist, a five-point Likert-
scale questionnaire, and semi-structured interviews with users familiar with the mosque. The analytical indicators included
urban legibility, exterior form, symbolic signs, entrance hierarchy, the gibla axis, mihrab centrality, interior spatial coherence,
ornamentation, light, color, climatic comfort, calmness, pause, concentration, and perceived spirituality. The questionnaire was
used to identify the relative importance assigned by users to these indicators, whereas the interviews allowed participants to
explain their first impressions, spiritual associations, experiences of the entrance and prayer hall, and suggestions for improving
the mosque. The interpretation of architectural works requires attention not only to objective form but also to the perceptual
and experiential processes through which users construct meaning (5); accordingly, the analysis compared observed spatial
conditions with audience responses rather than treating either source as independently sufficient.

The findings indicate that Miane Maralan Mosque possesses a relatively high level of urban legibility and religious
recognizability. Its corner location, accessibility from surrounding streets, and exposure to pedestrian and neighborhood views
contribute to its visibility, but the mosque’s identity is communicated mainly through familiar architectural signs rather than
monumental scale or complex massing. The minaret functions as the most prominent vertical marker and enables immediate
recognition of the building as a mosque, while the arches, tilework, brick surfaces, and Qur’anic inscriptions reinforce this
interpretation. Such findings support the view that the dominant physical presence of the mosque within its setting contributes
to its cultural and spatial identity (11). Nevertheless, the exterior composition is not fully balanced, partly because the mosque
has a single minaret located toward the edge of the facade. Its corner position mitigates this imbalance to some extent, since
the minaret assumes a relatively central role when the two visible elevations are perceived together. A more significant
weakness concerns the entrance. Although the doorway is identifiable, it does not create a sufficiently pronounced threshold
between the everyday city and the sacred interior. The absence of a courtyard, forecourt, or extended transitional sequence
reduces the opportunities for pause, gradual change in light, and psychological preparation before entering the prayer hall.
Spatial patterns that support pause, enclosure, transition, and belonging are fundamental to the experiential vitality of
architecture (19). The mosque therefore performs more successfully as an identifiable religious object in the urban context than
as a fully articulated sequence of spiritual transition. This distinction is important because urban recognition and sacred
experience are related but not identical: the fagade announces the building’s religious function, whereas the entrance must

transform that recognition into an embodied movement toward worship.
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The interior findings reveal that the gibla orientation, continuity of the prayer hall, and absence of central columns contribute
positively to visual clarity, collective alignment, and concentration. Users can identify the direction of worship without
difficulty, and the relatively uninterrupted interior supports the continuity of prayer rows and the perception of a unified
congregation. The gibla axis is therefore not merely a functional requirement but a spatial sign that organizes attention and
reinforces communal unity. Conceptual principles for religious architecture emphasize that ritual functions and architectural
meaning should be integrated within the spatial order of the building (16). However, the mihrab’s displacement from the
geometric center of the gibla wall weakens the complete coincidence of the visual, geometric, and ritual axes. Although the
mihrab remains symbolically intelligible, its off-center location produces a degree of imbalance and reduces its capacity to act
as the undisputed visual focus of the prayer hall. Audience responses further demonstrate that sacredness is not perceived solely
through symbolic elements. Climatic comfort, light, color, calmness, stillness, and the possibility of concentration were
evaluated as major components of spiritual experience. Light was understood not only as illumination but also as a means of
creating clarity, softness, and emotional calm. Previous research has shown that light can articulate spatial sequence and
reinforce transitions within mosque architecture (4). Color and familiar materials also activated users’ memories of older
mosques, while thermal and environmental comfort directly influenced their ability to remain attentive during worship. This
finding confirms that spiritual identity in mosque architecture depends on the relationship between sacred concepts and the
environmental conditions in which they are experienced (17). Participants’ suggestions, including the stronger use of Qur’anic
decoration, colors associated with historic mosques, a more prominent entrance portal, and the introduction of a courtyard or
water element, reveal the continuing influence of collective architectural memory. Yet these preferences should not be
interpreted as a demand for literal imitation; they indicate a desire for clearer transition, familiarity, symbolic legibility, pause,
and sensory calm.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the sense of sacredness in Miane Maralan Mosque is produced through the
interaction of recognizable physical signs, spatial orientation, environmental comfort, and audience interpretation. The mosque
succeeds most clearly in communicating its religious identity through its minaret, arches, inscriptions, tilework, brickwork,
mihrab, and gibla direction. These features allow users to recognize the building, associate it with the historical image of the
mosque, and interpret it as a place of worship. However, sacredness is intensified only when symbolic recognition is supported
by spatial coherence and sensory experience. The weak emphasis on the entrance, absence of a transitional courtyard,
incomplete balance of the facade, and off-center position of the mihrab reduce the continuity between exterior recognition and
interior spiritual concentration. The findings suggest that contemporary mosque design should avoid treating traditional
elements as isolated visual motifs. Instead, minarets, portals, mihrabs, inscriptions, materials, light, color, and geometric order
should be integrated into a coherent spatial system that guides users from the city toward worship. Environmental comfort must
also be regarded as part of the sacred experience, because concentration, calmness, and presence cannot be sustained in
physically uncomfortable conditions. The primary contribution of the study is to define sacredness as a relational and
continually reproduced quality rather than a fixed architectural attribute. Physical form creates possibilities for meaning, but
those possibilities become sacred experience only through movement, memory, interpretation, ritual use, and sensory
engagement. Accordingly, the continuity of tradition in contemporary mosque architecture should not be pursued through
formal repetition alone; it should be achieved by reactivating the capacity of architectural signs to create orientation, unity,

pause, tranquility, collective belonging, and spiritual presence.
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