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Abstract

In the Safavid era, with the official establishment of Shia Islam, mosques’
architecture became a medium to reflect Shia beliefs and worldview. Shia
architects were able to express their religious convictions more freely in
designing mosques. Two key concepts, "spiritual leadership" and "justice,"
which are fundamental principles of Shia, played significant roles in shaping
the social identity of Shia Muslims. It is expected that the structure of
mosques, as the main gathering places for Muslims, would reflect these
principles and strengthen the social identity of the Shia community. This study
seeks to analyze the role of “spiritual leadership” and “Justice” in formation
of dome structures in Safavid-era mosques. The research examined 55 domed
mosques from both before and after the recognition of Shia Islam in Iran to
assess the openness of the dome structures to adjacent spaces. These
characteristics potentially reflect different methods of spatial organization and
the meaningfulness of architectural elements in expressing religious identity.
The research method combines a historical interpretive approach with a
comparative analysis to investigate the architectural characteristics of Shia
mosques in their domed spaces. The findings showed that, despite major
significant structural similarities between Shia and pre-Shia mosques, the
principles of spiritual leadership and justice are reflected in the domed spaces
of Shia mosques in a different and meaningful way. This matter indicates a
correspondence between the architectural form of Shia mosques and the
identity and spiritual concepts of this religion, striving to reflect the social and
spiritual identity of the Shia community through spatial structures.
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Introduction

Since Islam reached Iran until the 10th
century AH, Sunni Islam was the
dominant religion, and Shia Muslims
were in the minority. With the emergence
of Shah Ismail Safavi, Shia Islam became
the state religion of the country, and Shia
scholars replaced Sunni ones. This is
considered as one of the most important
historical periods in Iran, because, for the
first time in many years, a centralized
government took control of the entire
country. The Safavid dynasty, which was
claiming to govern based on religious
principles, by making a deep connection
between religion and government, created
a successful period considering the
political, economic, and social matters.
After the Safavids, although religion and
government were separated in the Qajar
period, architecture, due to the effect of
Shia worldviews, continued to express the
religious thoughts, especially in mosque
designs. The innovative and meaningful
designs of mosques, reflected the
religious beliefs and fundamental
principles of Shia Islam, such as spiritual
leadership and justice. This study aims to
explore the influence of Shia worldview
on the design of dome structures of
mosques and their manifestation in
connecting architectural spaces, by
emphasizing the role of this architecture
in clarifying the history of Iranian
architecture.

Materials / Methods

This study uses a combination of
interpretive-historical and comparative
methods. After reviewing relevant papers
and documents, the necessary variables to
answer the research question were
identified. These variables, which had to
be measured and recorded numerically,
were  extracted  from  mosques’
documentation and were transferred by
software. After classifying the data,

clarifying the descriptive statistics, and
comparing the findings of the pre- and
post-Safavid periods, the results were
analyzed by logical reasoning analysis.
Mosques with dome structures are the
statistical population of this research. As
the dome was added to mosques after the
Seljuk dynasty, the sampling time frame
includes the Seljuk dynasty up to the end
of Qajar dynasty. 55 mosques were
selected as the sample among which 32
mosques belonged to periods before the
officialization of Shia Islam (Seljuk,
llkhanid, and Timurid periods) and 23
mosques belonged to the Safavid and
Qajar dynasties when Shia Islam became
official in the country. Major of mosques
examined in this study were those with
authentic architectural documents, so the
sample selection did not follow a
predetermined pattern.

Discussion / Findings

Since long ago, humans devoted part of
their economic and technological powers
to the construction of worshiping places.
The architecture of Shia mosques is
formed due to the influence of Shia
worldview, particularly by principles of
spiritual ~ leadership  and justice.
Meanwhile, dome structures, as decisive
elements, have played a key role in
reflecting these principles and achieving a
shared social identity. One of the
prominent features of Shia Mosques’
dome structure is their openness to
surrounding spaces, which materializes
these concepts:

1- Openness of the dome and the
spiritual leadership:

The dome’s openness towards the iwan
(portico) and the mihrab (prayer niche),
provides a clear path for guiding
worshippers. This openness makes the
mihrab, as a symbol of spiritual leadership
and the center of worship clearly visible
and reinforces the sense of social identity
and collective belonging. This openness
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also allows natural light to enter the dome
structure, and besides illuminating the
place physically, this will also
symbolically convey spiritual guidance
and induces the attainment of divine unity
and it strengthens the visual and spatial
connection between the dome and the
iwan. In the mosque of Hakim in Isfahan,
the openness of dome to iwan by taking
advantage of natural light, created a
transparent and guiding space that guides
worshippers towards the mihrab and the
gibla (the direction of prayer).
2-Openness of the Dome and Spatial
Justice:

The dome's openness to surrounding
spaces enhances spatial balance and
integrity in  the mosque.  This
characteristic creates spatial justice by
equalizing the value and accessibility of
all parts of the mosque. Light, as one of
the key elements of this openness, plays
an important role in this justice. The light
entering through the dome to the shabistan
(the prayer hall) and the other spaces
strengthens the spatial continuity and
sense of collective unity. In Safavid and
Qajar dynasties’ mosques, such as the
Agha Bozorg Mosque in Kashan, this
openness and the flow of light through it,
created spatial cohesion and strengthened
the shared social identity.

The openness of the dome creates a bridge
between the inner and outer spaces of the
mosque, and it has played a crucial role in
fulfillment of justice, spiritual leadership,
and creating social identity in Shia
mosques. The Imam Mosque in Isfahan
and the Agha Bozorg Mosque in Kashan
are some prominent examples that have
expressed this feature to the fullest.

Conclusion

By examining 55 mosques from the
periods before and after formalization of
Shiism in Iran, and measuring the degree
of openness of the dome walls towards
adjacent spaces including the iwan,

shabistan, and mihrab, as well as
conducting descriptive and analytical
studies, it was found that the degree of
openness of dome walls increased
between 6% and 12% in all four sides.
Analyzing dome structures built during
the Shia period in Iran revealed that
although Shia mosques were not different
structurally from those built in earlier
periods, the concepts of Shia Islam and
the principles of spiritual leadership and
justice were manifested in the mosques’
dome structures in the most meaningful
way.

The principle of spiritual leadership has
imbued the environment with the
characteristics of readability and clarity,
illumination and guidance, along with a
hierarchical ~ system, light, and
transparency. The study also showed that
how dome structures by their degree of
openness in different ways such as not
giving preference to one space over
another, create a sense of balance,
symmetry, and harmony. These factors
ultimately help strengthen a shared social
identity in society and create an emphatic
and cohesive atmosphere in the mosque.
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