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One of the most magnificent manifestations of architecture in Islamic
civilization is lranian architecture, which is rooted in Islamic culture and
shaped by unique celestial and mystical elements based on aesthetic and
creative principles. Iranian architecture is formed upon distinctive and precise
design founded on geometric principles, symmetry, symbolism in form,
ornamentation, and structural elements. This study, employing a descriptive-
analytical approach based on both library and field research methods, seeks to
answer the question of how the grandeur of Islamic culture is reflected through
the evaluation of Safavid-era architecture in the city of Sabzevar. The findings
indicate that Safavid architecture in Sabzevar was predominantly based on
simple and functional principles of elements and decorations. The architectural
decorations of the Safavid period, utilizing plasterwork and tilework, were
aligned with the fundamental concepts of Islam. The use of color schemes and
mugarnas work reflects the emphasis placed on religious and national identity
during that period, confirming the identity-constructing role of the structures
from this era.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The architectural heritage of the Safavid era stands as one of the most illustrative manifestations
of Iranian-Islamic cultural synthesis, where spatial organization, structural ornamentation, and
philosophical worldviews coalesce into a distinct architectural identity. This study explores how the
architectural decorations in Safavid-era structures in Sabzevar reflect Iranian-Islamic cultural values and
aesthetics. Rooted in the Islamic worldview, Iranian architecture integrates geometric precision,
symmetrical layouts, symbolic forms, and profound metaphysical meanings derived from philosophical
and mystical traditions. These principles are visibly embodied in the mosques and caravanserais of
Sabzevar, a historic city with rich cultural significance. The research adopts a comparative-analytical
approach, examining selected buildings from the Safavid period, including the Jameh Mosque of
Sabzevar, the Pamenar Mosque, and the Rabat Caravanserai. By analyzing decorative elements such as
tilework, plaster carvings, inscriptions, and spatial configurations, this study underscores the deeper
meanings and religious motifs encapsulated within architectural forms. The findings reveal a conscious
integration of function and symbolism, where decorations are not mere embellishments but vehicles for
expressing unity, divine order, and identity rooted in Islamic metaphysics and Persian traditions.

During the Safavid era, Iranian architecture reached a remarkable level of refinement, driven by
both political stability and cultural patronage. The philosophical underpinnings of Safavid architecture are
deeply informed by Islamic metaphysical traditions, particularly the integration of Greek philosophy and
Iranian mysticism into Islamic thought. Philosophers such as Ibn Sina and Suhrawardi provided
epistemological frameworks that shaped aesthetic and architectural sensibilities. Ibn Sina’s perspective on
the intermediate realm of imagination as a material extension of intellect inspired metaphysical
representations in architectural decorations (Irandoost & Hasandoost, 2015). Suhrawardi’s doctrine of the
imaginal world (alam al-mithal), a spiritual realm bridging the material and the intellectual, provided a
theoretical basis for envisioning architecture as an earthly manifestation of divine realities (Nasr, 1963).
Similarly, Mulla Sadra’s school of Transcendent Theosophy (al-Hikmah al-Muta‘aliyah) emphasized the
primacy of existence (wujud) over essence (mahiyyah), leading to a symbolic architectural language
where physical forms convey metaphysical truths (Sadri, 2007). These philosophical currents influenced
the layout, geometry, and decorative schemes of Safavid buildings, aligning form with transcendent
purpose and positioning architecture as a spiritual journey through space and meaning.

Central to the expression of these metaphysical concepts is the use of architectural ornamentation,
especially tilework, as a medium of sacred aesthetics. Tilework in Islamic Iran evolved from simple glazed
bricks into intricate seven-color compositions during the Safavid period, reflecting both theological
doctrines and artistic innovation (Seif, 1983). These polychromatic tiles were not only efficient to produce
but also effective in conveying symbolic meanings through floral, geometric, and calligraphic patterns.
The designs often represented divine unity within multiplicity, echoing the Sufi principle of wahdat al-
wujud (unity of being). Furthermore, the rhythmic placement of mugarnas and arabesques served to
dissolve the solidity of architecture, suggesting a transcendence of materiality (Hedayat, 1984). Hashemi
argues that the interplay between these decorative motifs and architectural mass creates a space imbued
with spiritual presence, where visual unity aligns with metaphysical harmony (Hashemi, 2007). Thus,
architectural decoration during the Safavid era, especially in religious structures, was deeply intentional
and spiritually charged, embodying the Quranic and Hadith-based paradigms of divine beauty and order.
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This aesthetic strategy rendered the architectural space not merely functional but contemplative, guiding
the observer toward higher realms of consciousness.

Philosophical and political patronage during the Safavid dynasty further bolstered the flourishing
of Islamic thought in architecture. The establishment of Twelver Shi‘ism as the state religion by Shah
Ismail | and the patronage of scholars and philosophers like Sheikh Baha’i created an intellectual
environment conducive to the fusion of faith and aesthetics (Farahani Monfared, 1998). Sheikh Baha’i, a
key figure in the School of Isfahan, exemplified this synthesis by promoting the integration of religious
mysticism and architectural functionality. The transmission of philosophical knowledge by scholars such
as Mulla Sadra, Mir Damad, and Mir Fendereski during this era transformed architecture into a spiritual
discourse, where the physical structure became a symbolic expression of cosmological and theological
principles (Irandoost & Hasandoost, 2015). According to Nasr, the Islamic worldview, influenced by
Hermetic and Neoplatonic traditions, viewed architecture as a metaphysical diagram representing the
order of the cosmos (Nasr, 1963). In this view, the form of a mosque or madrasa is not arbitrary but reflects
a divine archetype residing in the imaginal realm. The revelation of these archetypes through human
craftsmanship is thus an act of sacred imitation, aligning the artist-architect with the prophetic mission of
unveiling hidden truths through visible forms.

The city of Sabzevar, historically known as Bayhag, served as a significant cultural and religious
center during the Safavid era. The city’s architectural legacy, including the Jameh Mosque, Pamenar
Mosque, and the Rabat Caravanserai, exemplifies the confluence of Persian-Islamic aesthetics and
Safavid-era innovations. The Jameh Mosque of Sabzevar, with its central dome chamber, axial iwans, and
geometric layouts, reflects the modularity and symmetry characteristic of Safavid mosques. Decorative
elements such as stucco, brickwork, and seven-color tiles convey theological messages through Quranic
inscriptions and abstract patterns. The mosque’s spatial hierarchy—from the entrance vestibule to the
courtyard and sanctum—embodies the journey of the soul from the profane to the sacred (Hosseini, 2014).
The Pamenar Mosque, characterized by its iconic minaret and minimal courtyard design, displays early
Safavid elements while maintaining older structural forms. Historical records attribute parts of the mosque
to earlier Islamic centuries, with modifications during the Safavid reign (Bayhagi, 1991); (Sani' al-Dawla,
1886). The Rabat Caravanserai, though functionally distinct, follows similar aesthetic and spatial
principles, with domed halls and decorative brickwork that align with Safavid ideals of order, hospitality,
and divine symmetry. These structures collectively reveal how religious and cultural narratives were
embedded into the architectural grammar of the time.

Sabzevar’s religious and civic architecture also illustrates the principles of sacred geometry and
proportion rooted in both Islamic metaphysics and Iranian architectural heritage. In both the Jameh
Mosque and the Pamenar Mosque, the proportions of width to height, the positioning of iwans, and the
spatial alignment with the gibla direction reflect a careful application of symbolic geometry. The
recurrence of octagons, circles, and square-to-octagon transitions in domes exemplifies the metaphysical
aspiration to transcend from the earthly to the divine (Labaf Khaniki & Saber Moghadam, 2006). In the Rabat
Caravanserai, the organization of rooms around a central courtyard and the use of rhythmic brick patterns
mirror the Islamic concept of spatial unity and communal coherence. According to the principles proposed
by Suhrawardi, architectural spaces serve as microcosms of the imaginal world, where the traveler or
worshipper moves through levels of meaning and existence (Nasr, 1963). The function of light, color, and
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acoustics within these spaces further enhances this experiential quality. As Stirlin notes in his exploration
of Islamic architecture, the interpretation of such spaces depends on deciphering the layered symbolic
language that adorns them, where each tile and arch becomes a verse in the divine script of creation (Stirlin,
1998). These interpretations reaffirm the idea that Safavid-era buildings in Sabzevar were not merely
functional entities but embodied philosophical and religious thought in physical form.

In conclusion, the comparative analysis of architectural decorations in Safavid-era structures in
Sabzevar reveals a profound intersection between aesthetics, function, and belief. These buildings serve
as enduring testimonies to a culture that valued beauty as a pathway to spiritual insight and architectural
space as a canvas for metaphysical expression. The integration of Iranian artistic traditions with Islamic
theological concepts produced a uniquely sophisticated architectural language that continues to resonate
in the cultural memory of Iran. As historical artifacts and living monuments, these structures offer valuable
insights into the religious, philosophical, and social dynamics of the Safavid period. Moreover, they
remind contemporary society of the importance of preserving architectural heritage not merely as physical
remnants but as vessels of cultural identity and spiritual meaning.
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