ISSN (Online): 2717-1671

Research article

Received 09 Nov 2024

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

Journal of Greater Khorasan Handicrafts

Vol. 2, No. 8, 2025

Revised 16 Feb 2025 Accepted 28 Feb 2025 Published 15 Mar 2025

ISSN (Print): 2251-6131

Analysing the Symbols and Motifs of the Sufi Lodges of Greater Khorasan
(Case study: the Sufi Lodges of Bukhara)

Mahsa Shamadil "/ @, Behzad Vasigh ®*

a. MA in Architecture, Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism, Jundi-Shapur University of Technology, Dezful, Iran

(sh.mahsal378@gmail.com)

b. Associate Professor, Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism, Jundi-Shapur University of Technology, Dezful, Iran

Keywords
symbolism, Sufi Lodge,
Great Khorasan,
Bukhara, Sufism.

Citation
Shamadil, M., & Vasigh, B.
(2025). Analyzing the
Symbols and Motifs of the
Sufi Lodges of Greater
Khorasan (Case study: the
Sufi Lodges of
Bukhara). Journal of Greater
Khorasan Handicrafts. 2 (8),
49-70.

Use your device to scan and
read articles online

Abstract

Islamic art, particularly its architecture, has always been a manifestation of mystical
and spiritual ideas. This religious art offers a mystical interpretation of humanity, the
world, and one's life, with religion serving as the wellspring of this mysticism and
spirituality. Tile patterns and inscriptions in Islamic buildings not only enhance their
aesthetic beauty but also act as symbols of the unseen realms and spiritual
manifestations. The intricate geometric patterns used in tilework are a representation
of the unity of existence and the harmonious divine order of the universe. These
patterns, through their repetition and variety, allude to the infinity of God and his
appearance in various levels of being. This research focuses on Khangahs (Sufi lodges)
in the city of Bukhara, the exterior walls of which are adorned with decorations. These
Khangahs are a legacy of the Shaybanid and Ashtrakhanid periods, during which they
were built. The decorations on the exterior facade of these buildings, which mainly
include plant patterns, geometric patterns, and inscriptions, are mostly seen in the
eastern part of the ivan (a vaulted hall or space open on one side) and sometimes on
the ceiling of the porticoes. In this study, in addition to identifying the patterns used
in the decorations of the Khangahs, the position of these patterns within the building
and the mystical meanings inherent in them are also examined. The research method
in this article is based on the case study approach, and the data is gathered through
library and documentary research. By studying the decorations, it can be seen that
symbols such as light, eternity, and attention to the concept of unity in multiplicity are
expressed by images such as water lily flowers, Shah Abbasi flowers, Shamsahs based
on even numbers, and some selected verses of the inscriptions.
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Introduction

Religions and sects convey the expression
of divine concepts to their followers and
those around them in various ways, such
as literature, speech, art, and any other
means of expression.

Sufism, in Islamic thought, has drawn
upon the inner perception of divine
meanings for transmission or meaning
production. As a result, many of the
practices and teachings of this sect are
based on symbolism and signification,
manifested in devotional spaces, and
sometimes through religious discourse.
With the arrival of Sufism in Khorasan,
this idea spread widely, as evidenced by
the large number of Sufi lodges in the
region. This development paved the
ground for expressing Sufi mystical
symbols in buildings, as they allowed for
a more prolonged and secure articulation
compared to written texts. This is because
symbols, at first glance, possess an
aesthetic quality and are only accessible to
those engaged in Dhikr and the mystics,
whose doors to their meanings are opened
through contemplation and nightly
devotions. Therefore, they were less
vulnerable to destruction by opposing
forces in the future. In this research, an
attempt was made to describe and analyze
the symbolic decorations of these
buildings by introducing the Sufi lodges
of Great Khorasan. The research method
in this article is based on a case study and
the data gathering is based on library-
documentary  studies. The current
research seeks to answer this question that
what meanings do the paintings used on
the exterior walls of Bukhara Sufi lodges
contain?

Materials / Methods

The aim of the research is to identify the
origin of the symbols used on the external
walls of the Bukhara Sufi lodges. From
the perspective of the nature of the
research, this research is in the field of
descriptive research. The research method
is based on case studies. Considering the
date and location of the Sufi lodges, most
of the Sufi lodges were built in the
Bukhara region. Information was

collected from buildings for which
reliable evidence could be found.
Considering the geography of the
research, images related to this use were
collected and then by examining its
motifs, an attempt was made to categorize
them. Among the twenty-two Sufi lodges
that could be examined in Bukhara, only
six buildings with intact decorations
remain.

Fig 1- Map of Sufi lodges: a. Chorbakr, b.
Qasim Sheikh, c. Khwaja Zainuddin, d.
Faizaobod, e. Nadir Diwan Begi, f.
Kizbibi

Discussion and Findings

Decorations are mainly on the eastern part
of Sufi lodges, and only in one of them the
decorations were on the ceiling. In other
facades, there are no decorations or, like
QasimSheikh Sufi lodge, decorations are
used in all the porches except the western
one. This could be a sign of the
symbolism of the dawn in the eastern
body. In Kizbibi Sufi lodge, the geometric
knots are decorated with Tangerine with
arabesque motifs, and arabesque and
Khatai are not used separately. Among the
plant motifs, the lotus flower is the most
used, and the Shah-Abbasi flower was

Analysing the Symbols...

Journal of
Groator Khorssun Handicrafis

Vol. 2, No. 8, 2025
50



Analysing the Symbols...

Jaurnal of
Grester Khorasan Handiorniiy

Vol. 2, No. 8, 2025
51

used in the Khwaja Zainuddin and Nadir
Diwan Beigi Sufi lodgs. Arabesque is the
simultaneous  manifestation of the
universe, the sky, and worldly nature, and
therefore has both heavenly and earthly
meanings. The lotus flower is a symbol of
light and purity in the universe, and the
Shah Abbasi flower symbolizes the
constant and renewed manifestation of
mystical meanings. The multi-leaf flower
is also a symbol of paradise. From
examining the geometric knots used in the
Sufi lodges of Bukhara, it is understood
that the shamsahs are drawn in the form of
six, eight, nine, ten, and twelve points.
The six-point Shamsa represents the first
step of Solok. In the sixth principle of the
Nagshbandiyyah path, turning towards
God during remembrance is essential and
necessary. The eight-point Shamsa has
been used in Diwan Begi and Chorbakr
Khangah. The twelve-point Shamsa,
based on the number twelve, were
common in the 16th century.

Conclusions

The architectural decorations used in
religious buildings express aesthetic
views. By studying the decorations of the
Bukhara Sufi lodges, we can understand
concepts and symbols. Many decorations
were used on the eastern facade of the
buildings. These motifs can be
categorized and analyzed as plant,
geometric, etc. Plant motifs are rooted in
the ancient belief in the sanctity of plants
and a deep respect for nature. Arabesque
and Khatai motifs as one of the most
widely used plant motifs were seen in all
the Sufi lodges except for the Kizbibi Sufi
lodge. The Shah-Abbasi flower or
pomegranate flower, which is a modified
version of the lotus flower, was also used
in the tiles of the Sufi lodge of Khowaja-
Zeynodin and Nader Divan Baigi. The
water lily and multi-petaled flowers were
used in most of plant patterns except for
the Chorbakr Sufi lodge. Plant motifs in
the Bukhara Sufi lodges refers to the
process of cosmic evolution and creation,
symbolizing purity and light, the
manifestation and renewal of creation. In
other words, flowers can be considered as
a sign for the Salik to pay attention to the

overall process of creation and to focus on
his individual creation and luminous goal,
and ultimately to know that the ultimate
path of the Salik is light, purity, and
heaven.

In the geometric designs of the Bukhara
Sufi lodges, six-pointed, eight-pointed,
nine-pointed, ten-pointed, and twelve-
pointed Shamsahs can be seen, among
which the ten-pointed Shamsa is the most
widely used. The Shamsa symbolizes the
plurality of manifestations of God's
attributes and evokes the concept of light.
The six-pointed Shamsa is an expression
of the first stage of the path, the eight-
pointed Shamsa is a symbol of the eighth
door of heaven or the repentance. The ten-
pointed Shamsa is a symbol of the
ascension of mystical minds to the level of
the Great World. Geometric designs can
be called mystical geometry according to
their transcendent and spiritual goals.
Because according to Islamic mysticism,
all of God's creation is based on geometry.
Islamic geometry, with its spiritual and
mystical message and content, seeks to
manifest mystical concepts in these
decorations.

The text of the inscriptions warns the
Salik. Some refer to verses of punishment
and warning, some others refer to the
smallness of human actions in comparison
to the divine position, and some refer to
the service to creation and the obligation
of the mendicant to give. In summary,
four themes can be observed: in addition
to the inherent poverty of man, beside the
reward for good deeds, there are also hints
about the punishment of sin, too. A study
of the decorations of the Bukhara Sufi
lodges shows that the symbolized
mystical concepts have led to the
emergence of a design consistent with the
principles of Sufism. The aim was that in
this space, the Salik could complete the
stages of the journey towards God.
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