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CrossMark

Throughout history, Iranian mosques have embodied both esoteric and exoteric
aspects rooted in the four elements within their architectural design, and they
possess inherent symbolic and mythological dimensions. The present study aims
to elucidate the mythology of the four elements in the spaces of Iranian mosques
during the Timurid period, focusing on the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan and
Goharshad Mosque. The research employs a qualitative methodology based on a
phenomenological approach. Initially, a descriptive-interpretative method is used,
followed by a qualitative approach in the research stage, a holistic-to-particular
method in the reasoning stage, and a phenomenological method in the
interpretation of the four elements and components of the structures in the Jameh
Mosque of Isfahan and Goharshad Mosque. The results demonstrate that in the
selected mosques, grounded in the understanding of the four journeys, the
progression from earth to water, air, and fire, and the transition from the physical
world towards the intermediate and afterlife worlds, in alignment with the four
elements, sensory perceptions of spaces, archetypal images of elements and
components, and proportions and movement towards the realm of imagination are
consciously employed. This conscious application enables the representation of the
myth of creation and death, which can be perceived and understood through the
sequential transition of spaces. Based on the principles of spatial presence, the
perception of knowledge and sensory experiences, and the phenomenological
understanding of space, inlogical reasoning within the discussion, intuitive
knowledge of spatial perception necessitates an archetypal behavior in users, with
the goal of directing attention towards the metaphysical realm and perceiving the
sacred.

Keywords: Mythology, Four Elements, Timurid Period, Goharshad Mosque,
Jameh Mosque of Isfahan.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The architecture of Iranian mosques has historically been a significant representation of the
country's cultural, religious, and spiritual identity. This is particularly evident in the use of the four
classical elements—earth, water, air, and fire—which are deeply rooted in both the physical and symbolic
aspects of mosque design. These elements have been employed not just as material components but as
carriers of profound mythological and metaphysical meanings. The Timurid period, known for its
architectural grandeur, offers some of the most remarkable examples of this symbolic integration, with
the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan and the Goharshad Mosque standing as prime examples. This study aims to
explore how these four elements are manifested in the architecture of these mosques and how they
contribute to the spiritual experience of the worshippers, thereby reflecting the broader mythological and
cosmological narratives within Islamic thought.

Literature Review

The symbolic significance of the four classical elements—earth, water, air, and fire—has been
extensively explored in various cultural and religious contexts, with particular emphasis on their role in
Islamic architecture. Previous studies have highlighted how these elements are not only fundamental to
the material construction of Islamic buildings but also serve as profound metaphors for spiritual concepts
within Islamic cosmology. For instance, Mahdinia et al. (2018) emphasize that in traditional Iranian
mosque architecture, these elements are utilized to create spaces that resonate with the spiritual and
cosmological beliefs of Islam. They argue that the deliberate incorporation of these elements is intended
to guide worshippers on a symbolic journey, representing stages of spiritual development and the
connection between the earthly and the divine (Mahdinia et al., 2018). Similarly, Rasouli et al. (2020)
discuss the importance of these elements in creating sacred spaces that facilitate a deeper spiritual
experience, noting that the sensory engagement with these elements—such as feeling the coolness of water
or the warmth of sunlight—enhances the worshippers' connection to the divine and the metaphysical
(Rasouli et al., 2020).

In the context of Timurid architecture, the integration of these elements has been particularly
notable in the design of mosques such as the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan and the Goharshad Mosque. These
structures are celebrated not only for their architectural grandeur but also for their symbolic use of the
four elements to represent key Islamic cosmological concepts. Research by Kalantar et al. (2016) delves
into how the Timurid architects employed these elements to create a tangible representation of Islamic
mysticism within the mosque spaces, using them to symbolize the journey of the soul from the material
world to the divine (Kalantar et al., 2016). Furthermore, the works of Dari et al. (2018) explore how the
spatial arrangement and sensory experiences within these mosques are carefully designed to evoke the
presence of the divine and facilitate the worshippers' spiritual ascent (Dari et al., 2018).

Methodology

The research employs a qualitative approach grounded in phenomenology to explore the
mythological and symbolic meanings of the four elements in the architectural spaces of the Jameh Mosque
of Isfahan and the Goharshad Mosque. The methodology consists of multiple stages: firstly, a descriptive-
interpretative method is used to gather and analyze data about the architectural features of these mosques.
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This is followed by a holistic-to-particular approach in the reasoning stage, where the elements are
examined within the broader context of Islamic cosmology and mysticism. Finally, a phenomenological
method is applied to interpret how these elements contribute to the sensory and spiritual experiences of
worshippers within the mosque spaces. Data collection involved both field observations and a review of
existing literature, focusing on the architectural design, historical significance, and symbolic meanings of
the elements within these mosques.

Findings

The study reveals that the four elements—earth, water, air, and fire—are intricately integrated into
the architectural design of the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan and the Goharshad Mosque, each serving both
practical and symbolic purposes. The element of earth is prominently featured in the construction
materials, such as the bricks and tiles used in the mosques, symbolizing stability, origin, and the physical
foundation of life. Water, often present in the form of central courtyards or fountains, symbolizes purity,
life, and spiritual renewal. Air is represented through the open courtyards and the flow of breezes, which
facilitate a connection between the earthly and divine realms. Fire, embodied in the form of light—both
natural sunlight and artificial illumination—symbolizes divine guidance, knowledge, and the sacred
presence. These elements are not only aesthetically pleasing but also guide worshippers through a
symbolic journey from the material world to the metaphysical, aligning with the spiritual journey in
Islamic mysticism.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the deliberate and conscious use of the four elements in the
architecture of Timurid mosques, reflecting a deep understanding of Islamic cosmology and spiritual
practices. The integration of these elements in the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan and the Goharshad Mosque
serves to create a sacred environment that facilitates the spiritual journey of the worshippers, guiding them
from the physical realm toward higher spiritual and metaphysical realms. This journey is made tangible
through the sensory experiences evoked by the elements—such as the feel of cool water, the sight of
sunlight filtering through intricate windows, and the solid presence of earth in the mosque's structure.

The symbolic use of the four elements also reinforces the connection between the natural world
and the divine, a key concept in Islamic thought. By experiencing these elements within the mosque space,
worshippers are reminded of the divine creation and the eternal cycle of life, death, and rebirth, which are
central themes in Islamic mysticism. The study concludes that the architecture of these mosques not only
meets the functional needs of worshippers but also serves as a powerful medium for spiritual reflection
and connection with the divine. The research contributes to a deeper understanding of how Islamic
architecture can embody and convey complex metaphysical ideas through the use of symbolic elements.
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