Research article

/https://hgj.imamreza.ac.ir

Handicrafts of
Great Khorasan
Vol. 2, No. 6, 2024

Accepted 13 Aug 2023 Published 15 Sep 2024

ISSN (Online): 2717-1671 ISSN (Print): 2251-6131

Revisiting the Wisdom of Architectural Ornaments from the Perspective of
Astan Quds Razavi Master Artists (Case Study: The Holy Shrine of Imam

Reza (PBUH))!

Navid reza Esmaeili @, Navid Jalacian Ghane®, Khosro Sahaf ©

a. Ph.D. Candidate, Young Researcher and Elite Club, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University, Mashhad, Iran.
b. Ph.D. Candidate, Young Researcher and Elite Club, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University, Mashhad, Iran.

(Navid.jalaeianghane@iau.ac.ir)

c. Assistant Professor, Faculty of Art and Architecture, Mashhad Branch, Islamic Azad University, Mashhad, Iran.

(Khosro.sahaf@iau.ac.ir)

Keywords
Wisdom, Architectural
Ornamentations, Handicrafts,
Holy Shrine of Imam Reza,
Astan Quds Razavi Artists.

Citation
Esmaili, Navid Reza; Jalaian
Ghane, Navid; and Sahaf,
Khosro. (2024).
Reinterpretation of the
Wisdom of Architectural
Decorations from the
Perspective of Master
Craftsmen of Astan Quds
Razavi (Case Study: The
Holy Shrine of Imam Reza).
Handicrafts of Greater
Khorasan, 2(6), 111-143.

Use your device to scan
and read articles online

Abstract

The architectural ornamentations in religious buildings, particularly in the Holy Shrine
of Imam Reza (PBUH), are not only visually captivating but also embody profound
spiritual and divine meanings, aiming to convey these concepts to their addresses. A
deep understanding of the wisdom and hidden symbolism within these architectural
elements can facilitate a more profound comprehension of Islamic principles and
values. This study seeks to reinterpret and analyze the wisdom of these ornamentations
from two primary perspectives: first, through written sources, and second, from the
viewpoints of master artists in the Astan Quds Razavi. Initially, using a descriptive-
analytical method and library research, the study examines the concepts associated
with architectural ornamentations in written texts. Subsequently, through a field-based
approach involving semi-structured interviews with master artists of Astan Quds
Razavi, their perspectives on the wisdom underlying these ornamentations were
explored. Finally, the findings of both sections were compared and analyzed. The
results indicate that the architectural ornamentations of the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza
(PBUH), beyond their beautiful appearance, reflect religious beliefs, values, and a
profound culture. Based on written sources, these ornamentations encompass nine
overarching concepts. The study reveals that elements rooted in the Islamic worldview
are manifested in the shrine’s craftsmanship through various principles, including
“Unity in Diversity,” “Light and Shadow,” “Symbolism and Allegory,” “Reflection,”
“Nature Elements,” “Purposefulness,” “Geometric Values,” “Hierarchy,” “Identity,”
and “Beauty.” The interviews with master artists further corroborated these concepts,
highlighting their tangible expressions within the shrine's architecture.
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Introduction

Since ancient times, art has a special and
significance place among the people of
Iran. Among the various forms of art
employed throughout different historical
periods, the use of decorative arts in
architectural  structures stands out
prominently. Iranian architecture during
the Islamic-era reflects the devotion and
creativity of skilled artists, such as
masons, tilemakers, stone carvers,
plasterers, woodcarvers, mirror artists
(Ayneh-Kar), house painters,
miniaturists, illuminators, calligraphers,
and architects. Their love for Iranian and
Islamic architectural arts has elevated the
art forms associated with Iranian
architecture into sacred offerings for the
Islamic world and humanity at large.
Since Iranian-Islamic architecture is

regarded as one of the greatest
manifestations of artistic truth in
architectural ~ form, the  tangible

embodiment of Islam is vividly observed.

Accordingly, ornamentations in
architectural works are the result of an
Islamic worldview based on wisdom,
cultivated through years of experience
which is manifested at the highest level
possible. Exploring the hidden spiritual
teachings or the Islamic worldview within
the wisdom and art of Iranian-Islamic
architecture, particularly in
ornamentations, can significantly
contribute  to  understanding  the
philosophy and purpose behind these
elements. Obviously art is the most
prominent means of expressing internal
beliefs and convictions, consistently
bearing traces of the religious and
philosophical doctrines of its time. It
serves as a reflection of the culture and
values of each society, shaped by the
prevailing worldview of that society.

Given the importance of architectural
ornamentations as an inseparable element
of religious structures during the Islamic
era, particularly in the Holy Shrine of
Imam Reza (PBUH), this study
investigates the wisdom underlying these
ornamentations from the perspective of
the master artists of Astan Quds Razavi.

Materials / Methods

This study is categorized as qualitative
research and contains of three main steps.
In the first step, the subject of
architectural ~ ornamentations,  their
concept, and their  philosophical
significance are explored and examined in
written research sources to establish a
framework for conducting interviews.
Next, in the second step, master artists of
Astan Quds Razavi are selected, and
semi-structured interviews were
conducted with them on the topic of
wisdom in architectural ornamentations.
Finally, in the third step, the findings
related to the wisdom of ornamentations
from written sources are compared with
the insights obtained from the interviews
with the master artists.

Discussion and Findings

In the findings section, the topic of
architectural ornaments and their
definition was addressed, followed by a
review of the concept of wisdom
(Hikmah) in its linguistic sense.
Subsequently, wisdom-based meanings
derived from the Islamic worldview as
expressed in the Quran were extracted and
simplified for better comprehension. In

the next step, the semantic role of
architectural ornaments in written sources
was examined, and various topics
outlined, accompanied by examples of
ornaments from the Holy Shrine of Imam
Reza (PBUH). Subsequently, semi-
structured interviews were conducted
with traditional master artists of the Astan
Quds Razavi. The interviews were
transcribed and  analyzed  using
MAXQDA 24 software, where concepts
were coded. The coded concepts from the
interviews with artists were then
compared and aligned with the
components extracted from written
research sources. Observations indicate

that all semantic components of
architectural ornaments were articulated
by the artisans of Astan Quds Razavi, with
examples of  these ornaments’
manifestations in the Holy Shrine of
Imam Reza (PBUH) provided.
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Conclusions

The traditional artist, through their
specialized language, has the ability to
transform an intangible existence into a
material form, situating it within a
specific time and space. Thus, the
audience must approach with inquiry and
a quest for meaning and truth. For
example, the use of geometric elements
(such as triangulation to transform a
square into a circle), reflections, blue
mirrors, and the creation of hierarchies
serves as the artist’s language for seekers
of truth to uncover the essence of
existence. In this context, symbolism
conveys the message that behind the
outward form lies an inner essence
imbued with meaning. This mystery acts
as a veil, shifting perception from the
physical eye to the spiritual eye, revealing
the unity between form and essence.

Another fundamental principle in wisdom
is the duality of the apparent and the
hidden, emphasizing both the internal and
external dimensions of all creations of
God, with primacy always given to the
inner essence. Architectural
ornamentations, as reflections of religious
and cultural beliefs and values, are deeply
rooted in the Islamic worldview.
According to the teachings of the Quran
and the views of scholars, these principles
encompass concepts such as “Towhid”
(Unity of God), “Unity of Existence,”
“Manifestation,”  “Glorification by
Creation,” “Contemplation of Divine
Signs and the Order of Creation,”
“Movement within the Material World,”
“The Mystic’s  Spiritual  Journey,”
“Beauty and Majesty,” and “Proximity
and Distance”.

These concepts are expressed in
architectural ornamentations through
meaning-oriented indicators such as
“Unity in Diversity,” “Light and
Shadow,” “Symbolism and Allegory,”
“Reflection,” “Nature Elements,”
“Purposefulness,” “Geometric Values,”
“Hierarchy,” “Identity,” and “Beauty.”
These meaning-oriented indicators were
derived through interviews with Astan
Quds Razavi artisans and coded using
MAXQDA 24 software. Finally, the study
explored the manifestation of these

indicators within the Holy Shrine of Imam
Reza (AS), showcasing their profound
meanings and the intentionality behind
the shrine’s architectural ornamentations.
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