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Abstract:

Religious architecture is not merely a container for the performance of rituals; rather, it participates in the production of meaning through
spatial organization, orientation, scale, movement sequences, inscriptions, and ornamentation. The central problem of this study is how the
architecture of the Jameh Mosque of Yazd can be analyzed in relation to its spatial structure and historical layers without reducing its
constituent elements to a set of fixed and transhistorical symbols. The study employs a qualitative, historical-interpretive, case-study
approach. Its theoretical framework is based on Charles Sanders Peirce’s triadic relationship among the representamen, object, and
interpretant, as well as his distinction among icon, index, and symbol. The data corpus consists of authoritative sources on architectural
history, studies specifically addressing the Jameh Mosque of Yazd, research on inscriptions and ornamentation, architectural plans, and
published visual documentation. The analysis was conducted at three levels: chronology, the sign relations of architectural elements, and the
spatial network. Operational criteria were employed to identify iconic, indexical, and symbolic relations. The findings indicate that, within
the principal sequence of spatial experience in the mosque, indexical relations play a more fundamental role than isolated symbols in terms
of their functional priority and recurrence in orientation, connection, adjacency, and focalization. The entrance portal, threshold, pathway,
courtyard, gibla iwan, domed chamber, and mihrab, through their actual positions and spatial connections, organize ritual movement and
concentration, whereas inscriptions and the culturally informed recognition of certain elements reinforce symbolic layers of meaning. The
historical analysis further demonstrates that the existing network of signification was not formed in a single phase. Muzaffarid interventions,
particularly those undertaken in 1375-1376, in the entrance, inscriptions, mihrab, and ornamentation of the principal space are crucial to
interpreting the building in its present form. The study’s contribution lies in shifting the unit of analysis from the “element as symbol” to the
“relation as sign” and in simultaneously integrating architectural form, the object of signification, interpretive effect, type of sign relation,
and historical context.
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Extended Abstract

Religious architecture is not merely a physical container for ritual practices; it is simultaneously a material reality, a spatial
system, and a framework within which perception, movement, cultural memory, and collective action are organized.
Architectural components such as walls, entrances, thresholds, courtyards, iwans, domed chambers, mihrabs, light, inscriptions,
and decorative surfaces can therefore function as signs when they are understood in relation to spatial use, cultural habits, ritual
practices, and processes of interpretation. This issue is particularly significant in mosque architecture, where spatial
organization is closely associated with the gibla, collective worship, historical continuity, and culturally established patterns of
recognition. From a Peircean perspective, meaning does not reside inherently in architectural form but is generated through a
triadic relation among the representamen, the object, and the interpretant. Accordingly, the interpretation of architecture
requires examination not only of what a form looks like, but also of what it refers to, how that reference is established, and
what interpretive effect it produces (1, 3). This relational approach is also compatible with architectural semiotics, which
emphasizes that architectural forms acquire signifying functions through culturally recognizable codes, modes of use, and
spatial conventions rather than through fixed and universal symbolism (2). The Jameh Mosque of Yazd provides an especially
suitable case for such an analysis because its present form is the outcome of several historical phases rather than a single
moment of construction. Historical studies identify the formation of the principal eighth-century AH structure with the
development of the iwan, domed chamber, magsura, and related spaces, while subsequent Muzaffarid interventions affected
the entrance, congregational spaces, mihrab, inscriptions, and major decorative surfaces, and later additions and restorations

further contributed to the mosque’s current appearance (4-6). The dated inscription of svvv in the eastern vestibule constitutes

particularly direct evidence of Muzaffarid activity within the architectural complex and demonstrates the importance of
integrating chronological evidence into semiotic interpretation (7). The central problem of the present study is therefore how
the mosque can be interpreted semiotically without reducing its components to a catalogue of timeless symbols and without

ignoring the historical stratification through which its present spatial and visual system was formed.
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The theoretical framework of the study is based on two interconnected dimensions of Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotics:
the triadic relation among representamen, object, and interpretant, and the distinction among icon, index, and symbol. In this
framework, the representamen is the aspect that functions as the sign, the object is that to which the sign refers, and the
interpretant is the interpretive effect generated by the relation between them. The interpretant is therefore not identical with an
individual observer; rather, it may take the form of recognition, expectation, orientation, spatial understanding, or culturally
mediated meaning (1). The iconic relation depends on qualitative or structural resemblance, the indexical relation depends on
a real, spatial, directional, contiguous, or causal connection, and the symbolic relation depends on convention, linguistic codes,
learned cultural knowledge, or established social habits. A single architectural element may participate in more than one of
these relations simultaneously. The mihrab, for example, is indexically related to the gibla because of its actual location on the
gibla wall and its direct role in spatial orientation, while its identification as a mihrab and understanding of its ritual status also
depend on culturally learned conventions and therefore have a symbolic dimension. This study deliberately avoids employing
the full complexity of Peirce’s classificatory system and instead focuses on categories that can be operationalized in the analysis
of built space. Such a limitation is methodologically appropriate because the purpose is not to reconstruct Peirce’s complete
philosophical system but to develop an analytical model capable of distinguishing different types of architectural sign relations.
This approach is supported by studies that have applied Peircean semiotics to spatial experience and the built environment,
emphasizing the importance of action, movement, use, and embodied orientation in the generation of meaning (3).
Contemporary studies of mosque architecture have likewise shifted from the isolated interpretation of symbolic motifs toward
the analysis of spatial configuration, movement, form, materiality, and experiential sequence (8-10). At the same time, studies
of Islamic architecture have repeatedly demonstrated the necessity of considering historical, geographical, and functional
variation rather than assigning universal meanings to domes, colors, geometry, or ornamentation (11, 12). The present research
thus combines Peircean semiotics with a historically controlled reading of mosque architecture in order to examine the Jameh
Mosque of Yazd as a spatially organized and historically layered network of sign relations.

Methodologically, the research adopts a qualitative, historical-interpretive, case-study approach. The corpus of evidence
consists of four principal categories: sources on architectural history and local history used to distinguish phases of construction
and intervention; direct studies of the Jameh Mosque of Yazd, including research on its inscriptions, decorative elements, and
historical transformations; comparative studies of mosque architecture and spatial configuration; and published architectural
plans and visual documentation used to identify spatial position, adjacency, connection, gibla orientation, and variation in
decorative concentration. The study does not claim systematic field observation, behavioral tracking, quantitative measurement
of light, or independent urban visibility analysis; consequently, the interpretive claims are limited to features that can be
supported by published documentation. Analysis was conducted in three stages. First, each architectural element was examined
chronologically to avoid merging components from different historical phases into a single undifferentiated temporal layer.
Second, each element was assessed through four operational questions: what constitutes the representamen, what is the object
of reference, what interpretive effect can reasonably be inferred, and whether the relation between representamen and object is
predominantly iconic, indexical, or symbolic. Third, isolated elements were reintegrated into a spatial sequence extending from
the recognition of the building and entrance to the threshold, courtyard, gibla axis, iwan, domed chamber, and mihrab. The
identification of an indexical relation required evidence of real spatial connection, adjacency, directionality, causality, or
physical continuity, whereas symbolic interpretation required identifiable cultural, textual, or conventional support; iconic
interpretation required a demonstrable form of qualitative or structural resemblance and was not accepted merely on the basis

of symmetry, geometry, or repetition. The historical corpus was especially important because the existing mosque represents a
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stratified architectural system. Foundational studies of Iranian and Yazdi architecture provide the principal chronological
framework for distinguishing Ilkhanid, Muzaffarid, and later interventions (4-6). Direct studies of the mosque and its visual
and decorative components further support the analysis of architectural distinctions within the complex (15-17). The evidence
from the dated eastern vestibule inscription is particularly significant because it demonstrates how textual meaning and
historical indexicality can coexist within the same material feature (7).

The findings indicate that indexical relations constitute the primary organizing mechanism in the fundamental spatial
experience of the Jameh Mosque of Yazd, not because indexical signs simply outhumber other sign types, but because actual
spatial connections repeatedly guide orientation, access, sequence, and ritual concentration. At the urban interface, the entrance
portal and associated vertical elements contribute to the identification of access and the presence of the mosque complex. The
portal functions indexically because it is physically connected to the actual threshold and entrance route, whereas recognition
of the minaret as an architectural component associated with a mosque depends partly on cultural knowledge and therefore also
involves a symbolic dimension. The threshold functions even more directly as an index because crossing it produces an actual
change in enclosure, visual orientation, and spatial condition, enabling the recognition of transition between exterior and
interior. The circulation path continues this logic by linking successive spaces and progressively reducing ambiguity concerning
destination. Rather than merely transporting the user, the sequence of entrance, intermediate spaces, courtyard, gibla iwan, and
domed chamber generates spatial information through actual continuity and adjacency. The courtyard makes surrounding
relationships more legible by allowing several elevations and directional alternatives to be perceived in relation to one another,
thereby reinforcing the recognition of the dominant gibla axis. The gibla iwan gains semiotic priority through scale, axial
position, and direct connection with the domed chamber, and its principal relation is indexical because its architectural position
directs attention toward the principal ritual axis. The domed chamber similarly acquires spatial centrality through its location,
height, covering system, adjacency to the mihrab, and increased decorative concentration. These findings are consistent with
broader studies that emphasize spatial configuration, accessibility, movement, and sequential experience in the interpretation
of mosque architecture (8, 13, 18). However, the present study differs by insisting that spatial meaning must be linked to the
specific type of semiotic relation involved and by avoiding the automatic conversion of formal features such as height,
symmetry, or geometry into mystical or symbolic meanings without independent historical evidence.

The analysis of the mihrab, inscriptions, ornamentation, color, and historical layers demonstrates that the mosque’s
signifying system is not exclusively indexical but operates through overlapping semiotic modes. The mihrab provides the
clearest example of simultaneous indexical and symbolic relations: its actual location on the gibla wall establishes a direct
spatial relationship with the direction of prayer, while recognition of its ritual status depends on cultural and religious
convention. Inscriptions constitute the most explicit symbolic signs because linguistic meaning is based on conventional
relations between written forms and their semantic content. Yet inscriptions may also acquire indexical value when they provide

direct evidence of historical presence, patronage, or intervention. The inscription dated svvv in the eastern vestibule therefore

functions both symbolically, through its textual meaning, and indexically, through its material relationship to a documented
historical phase (7). Decorative surfaces, tilework, and color must be treated with greater caution. Studies of the visual elements
and chromatic-motif harmony of the Jameh Mosque of Yazd show that decorative concentration is unevenly distributed and
that major architectural zones such as the entrance, iwan, and gibla space receive stronger visual emphasis (15, 16). In the
present analysis, these differences are interpreted primarily as mechanisms of spatial differentiation and emphasis rather than
as evidence of fixed symbolic meanings such as infinity, heaven, or transcendence. A contextual indexical relation may be

proposed when greater decorative density coincides with spatial prominence, but conventional color symbolism is accepted
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only where independent cultural or historical evidence is available. Light is treated even more cautiously, because the absence
of time-based illumination measurements and systematic field observation prevents it from serving as a primary evidentiary
basis. Historically, the findings also confirm that the existing signifying network was formed through successive interventions
rather than as a unified system. The earlier structural organization of the principal axis and domed space was modified and
enriched by Muzaffarid interventions, while later additions further altered the spatial and decorative configuration. Comparative
and historical studies reinforce the necessity of distinguishing these phases when interpreting stylistic and spatial characteristics
(4, 6, 14). The principal theoretical contribution of this approach is therefore the integration of architectural form, object of
signification, interpretive effect, type of sign relation, and historical context within a single analytical framework.

In conclusion, the semiotic interpretation of the Jameh Mosque of Yazd becomes more precise when the primary unit of
analysis is shifted from the isolated architectural element to the relation through which that element acquires meaning within a
spatial and historical network. The mosque is not best understood as a collection of independent symbols, nor can its present
configuration be treated as the product of a single homogeneous architectural phase. Its basic spatial logic is organized through
repeated indexical relations: the entrance indicates access, the threshold marks an actual transition, the circulation sequence
reveals successive destinations, the courtyard clarifies relative spatial organization, the gibla iwan strengthens directional
hierarchy, the domed chamber concentrates the principal ritual zone, and the mihrab stabilizes the relationship between
architectural space and the direction of prayer. Symbolic relations remain essential, especially in inscriptions, cultural
recognition of ritual elements, and conventionally understood architectural forms, but they operate upon and within a spatial
structure whose primary intelligibility is frequently generated by actual position, connection, adjacency, and direction.
Historical stratification is equally central to the interpretation, because the current signifying system emerged through
successive phases, including the foundational eighth-century AH structure, major Muzaffarid interventions, and later additions
and restorations. The Muzaffarid phase is especially significant because it affected the entrance, inscriptions, mihrab, and
decorative organization of the principal spaces and therefore substantially shaped the present architectural reading of the
mosque. The study consequently proposes a five-component analytical model consisting of architectural form, object of
signification, interpretive effect, type of sign relation, and historical context. This model allows architectural semiotics to move
beyond a dictionary-like treatment of fixed symbols and toward an explanation of how meaning is gradually produced through
the interaction of spatial configuration, cultural recognition, and historical transformation. Within this framework, the Jameh
Mosque of Yazd can be understood as a dynamic historical-spatial network in which meaning is generated progressively from

urban presence to threshold, from movement to orientation, and from orientation to the ritual destination.
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