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Abstract

The study and examination of Islamic architecture through different intellectual approaches, such as
traditionalism, historicism, and phenomenology, highlight the subject’s importance in Western researchers’
works. Hach of these intellectual approaches seeks to present the results of their studies on Islamic architecture
from its particular perspective. What definitions of Islamic architecture have been provided by each of
these methods, and how does the difference in their interpretative approach contribute to understanding
Islamic architecture? The present study aims to show what definition of Islamic architecture has been
presented by each of these two perspectives and what are the differences and commonalities between
them through a comparative study of views based on phenomenology (HenriStierlin) and historicism (Oleg
Grabar). It takes on the assumption that each of the two researchers presents a different definition of
the relationship between Islam and architecture. The research findings indicate that from Grabat’s point
of view, Islamic architecture has no connection with the religion of Islam, and the relationship between
Islam and architecture cannot convey any particular meaning in terms of religion. While Stierlin considers
Islamic architecture to be derived from the essence of the religion of Islam. The present study employs a
descriptive-analytical method and a comparative approach to study the elements and components that shape
the mosque from the phenomenological perspective of HenriStierlin and the historicism of Oleg Grabar.
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Introduction

Phenomenology and historicism are among the methods used in the field of Islamic architecture.
Phenomenology is an approach that pays attention to how things appear and presents phenomena as
they reveal themselves, by encapsulated the slogan “Towards the things themselves” (EmamiKopaci

NorouzBrazjani, & Safian, 2018). HenriStierlin is one of the thinkers who used the phenomenological method

to analyze Islamic architecture.

In Islamic architecture, historicism, as the most common methodological approach, is an effort to collect

historical evidence and documents (Imani, 2005). “Attention to historical documents is one of the most

important axes of Grabar’s thought in dealing with Islamic architecture” (Qayyoomi, 2004, p. 70).

Research Method

The present study employs a qualitative method based on a descriptive-analytical approach and a comparative
perspective to study the elements and components shaping the mosque from the phenomenological

perspective of Henri Stierlin and the historicism of Oleg Grabar.

Islamic Architecture in Phenomenological Thought (HenriStierlin)

Understanding Islamic architecture from a phenomenological perspective is grounded in eternal divine

truths and mysticism (Mousavi Gilani, 2015). HenriStierlin, by utilizing the phenomenological method,

interprets Iranian mosque architecture as an accurate and faithful representation corresponding to the

gardens promised to the faithful in the Holy Quran (Sterlin, 1998).

Reading the Elements and Components Shaping the Mosque from Stierlin’s Perspective

Dome

HenriStierlin considers the existence of domes in some Iranian religious buildings, for example, the

AbbasiJamae Mosque of Isfahan (Fig. 1), as a symbol of the famous tree of life in the East (Sterlin, 1998).

“The large dome is the border between this world and the next, above a mihrab which symbolizes the gate

to eternal life” (Stierlin 2020, p. 270).
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Fig. 1: A part of the dome of the AbbasiJamae Mosque of Isfahan (Stierlin, 1998)

Courtyard

Stierlin compares the courtyards of some Iranian mosques to a heavenly paradise garden. In describing the
courtyard of the AbbasiJamae Mosque of Isfahan, he writes: “A true and eternal garden abundantly rich in
plant varieties at all levels” (Stierlin, 1998, p. 160).

Iwan

Stierlin also considers the four Iwans of the AbbasiJamae Mosque as a reference to the heavenly springs,
whose mugqarnas have spilled onto the sky like ice crystals (Fig. 2) (Stierlin, 2020). He states, “The overall plan
of the mosque with four Iwans is an architectural interpretation of the holy scripture” (Stierlin, 2020, p. 271).
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Fig. 2: West Iwan of the AbbasiJamae Mosque of Isfahan (Stictlin, 1998)

Mihrab

Stierlin believes that the mihrab signifies the absolute essence of the Creator and symbolizes a gate that
opens to eternal life. He also underlines the role of the mihrab in indicating the direction of prayer (Stierlin
2017).

Minaret

Stierlin reads the minaret element in the structure of Iranian mosques from a functional perspective. He
considers the minaret an emphasis on the mosque’s cognitive elements and a feature that demonstrates the
mosque’s grandeur and order (Stierlin, 1996).

Ornaments

In describing the ornaments of the AbbasiJamae Mosque of Isfahan, Stierlin writes: “The facades adorned
with floral patterns covered with colorful tiles or ceramics have created a closed world and a place for
transcendental meditation outside of time” (Stierlin, 2009, p. 63).

Islamic Architecture in Historicist Thought (Oleg Grabar)

Grabar avoids attributing religious symbolic meanings to works of Islamic architecture without relying on

Culture of Islamic Architecture and Urbanism, 2024; 8 (2) | 56



A Comparative Study of the Formative Elements and Components of the Mosque ...

evidence, location, and time and solely based on theoretical discussion (Grabar, 2017). He believes that “The
adjective Islamic does not refer to the art of a particular religion...” (EL-Dessouki, 2000, p. 127).

Reading the Elements and Components Shaping the Mosque from Grabar’s Perspective

Mihrab

Grabar considers the function of the mihrab in Islamic mosques to glorify the status of the Prophet (Grabar
2017). In examining Iranian mosques, he believes that during certain periods, the mihrab indicated the power
and presence of sultans and a particular reign rather than the presence of the Prophet (Grabar, 2009).

Minaret

According to Grabat’s perspective, the development of the minaret was merely a display of power, wealth,
victory, and the presence of Islam in conquered non-Islamic lands, which later took on the function of
calling worshipers to prayer (Grabar, 2000). In examining minarets in Iranian mosques, he emphasizes their
role as guiding signs for sacred places (Lig. 3) (Grabar, 2009).

Fig. 3: Minarets of the southwest Iwan of the Isfahan AbbasiJame Mosque (Emami, 2021)

Iwan

According to Grabar’s hypothesis, the Iwans were built in the Jame Mosque of Isfahan so that religious
groups could worship separately from each other and be safe from the interference of others (Grabar, 2009).
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Ornaments

In Grabar’s view, the ornaments have a symbolic role in some Iranian mosques: “... given that the northern
dome of the Jame Mosque of Isfahan was built according to a specific plan and purpose on the order of the
ministet... its geometric design is not decoration, but is symbolic” (Grabar, 1992, p. 147).

Courtyard

Grabar introduces the central courtyard element in the architecture of Iranian mosques as the organizing
basis and starting point of the whole structure (L'ig. 4) (Grabar, 2009). He does not interpret it from a
semantic perspective.

Fig. 4: The courtyard of the Isfahan AbbasiJame Mosque (Eimami, 2021)

Dome

According to Grabar, the dome in the architecture of Iranian mosques has expresses the power of royals
and sultans during certain periods. In describing the Jame Mosque of Isfahan, he states: “... the size of the
dome and its inscriptions proclaimed the magnificence and wealth of the new patrons to the rest of the
city” (Grabar, 2009, p. 88).

Results: Comparison of the Views of Stierlin and Grabar

In interpreting Islamic architecture and its elements, Grabar considers the relationship of Islam to
Islamic architecture to be rooted in its relationship to Islamic culture rather than the religion of Islam. In
contrast, from Stierlin’s point of view, the existence of Islam concerning architecture is considered from a
religious aspect. The differences and commonalities between Stierlin’s and Grabar’s perspectives on Islamic
architecture are shown in (Fig. 5).(Fig. 6) and (fig.7)further illustrate the reading of the cognitive elements
of Iranian mosques from the perspectives of Grabar and Stierlin.
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Fig. 5: Comparing the basics of historicism and phenomenology methods in dealing with Islamic architecture

59 | Culture of Islamic Architecture and Urbanism, 2024; 8 (2)



Mehrab Ardiani, Nayer Tahoori, Azadeh Shahcheraghi

Cognitive Flements of Tranian

Mosques
\4 p v
Dome Twan Minaret

i
H 2
H Symbol of the
'
C Symbol of the famous hLeavenly springs = -
i o _ Symbolic Aspect
! 3| tree of life in the described  in  the
-
' E
! Orient verses ol the Holy
'
| -
| Quran
1
1
'
1
'
! An Emphasis on the
1 =
] A type of structural epistemic elements of
|
1 Stiedin | covering _ the mosque i Functional Aspect
] T — —
1 o
] Displays the grandeur
! ) g
1 .
' and order of the
'
1
1 l‘“()Sq‘l(’
1
1
- | | I
1
: Derived from ancient ITranian Sassanid royal
|
: »| temple architecture architecture — Origin
1
1
1
1
1
L L L T e L T e T
1 i 1 0 o o i
1
1
! Symbol of displaying
1
/ In some periods a power and presence
: ) . . Symbolic Aspect
! — | symbol of royal and [ _ = of Islam in conquered
1
\ sultanate power lands
i
1
1
i
1
1
' ] I |
1
i
1
1
1 .
! A physical response
1 .
1 to intellectual and
i
1 A type of structural sectarian currents in Accessibility and
i
1 rer o o i - . .
H Grabar o] SOVEREE some specific eras / visibility of building Functional Aspect
. 2 — )
: Pivotal lor [rom alar
|
! organizing other
'
! elements
1
|
I
1
|
'
| [ |
! 1
1 =
1 = Adopted from pre- Tower and rampart
H Adopted  from pre-
! > . : || Islamic architecture  [==| of the conquered || .
! Islamic architecture Origin
| lands
'
1
'
|

Fig. 6: Comparing the cognitive elements of Iranian mosques from the perspective of Stierlin and Grabar

Culture of Islamic Architecture and Urbanism, 2024; 8 (2)

60



A Comparative Study of the Formative Elements and Components of the Mosque ...

Cognitive Elements of Tranian

A4 Y
Ornaments Mihrab Courtyard

T R PP TE BRI PRSI RN S S D SR
' i
! 1
; Symbol of eternity and 1
| B Symbol of gateway to Symbol of heavenly Svmbol .
: P | eternal life — — |__| Symbolic Aspect |
' eternal life garden :
! 1
1

1
1
' i
: I I I 1

I
'

1
1
1 - Contribution t : ; !
i Stierlin > GEEEeES Indicates qibla = Functional Aspect !
' > — — L
! architectural goals direction '
! i
! 1
! 1
! 1
! 1
i

1
' . : L
1 Niche in Jewish religious :
' Muslim innovation | s % 5 - Adopted from pre- !
1 buildings for holding 1 Otisi H
. = Iedamic architectue rigin
H - slamic architecture 1
' Torah .
i
! i
! 1
1

1
! 1
ot B o S e g GO e Ul S [P e g A g e e Y E [ R e e S D e gt ong I oo o e e T ot a
25 e e
1 |
1 1
i i
' |
1 1
! Symbol of the Prophet’s ;
1 § 2 1
: EVOCZIEiVE Of S}'ll]bo]ic PLESEuCE m tlle lI]DSqUE :
! : e 5 1 as the first imam of the [

[!l(‘;]lllllgﬁ 1al (‘l)(‘ll( on
' E I
1 . congregation / In some 3 - |
1 | the audience / Prelude to Symbolic Aspect 1
i g specific peniods, - % :
' the entry of Shiite T . '
1 4 indicative of the power 1
1 . 1
I Muslim 1cuuog1‘:\ph\' fioresrnacE 1
H 2 and presence of N
1 1
! sultans !
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
' I
1 I I 1
1 1
' I
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 : s H
Organizing basis of ;

' . 32 as “tional Aspect I
1 Grabar - ation of work [ - — Functional —\SP( £l 1
: the whole structure :
' 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
1 1
' I
1 1
' | | I ;
i i
' '
1 1
! o 7 Pre-Islamic royal Private  houses in o !
1 > Muslim innovation - Origin 1
! pnl;lccs Eastern Tran L
1 1
1 1
1 1
' 1
1 1
E o o o oo o o o e e e e e e e e e e e e e e H

Fig. 7: Comparing the cognitive elements of Iranian mosques from the perspective of Stierlin and Grabar
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Conclusion

Stierlin and Grabar have utilized different methodological approaches to explain their perspectives. On this
basis, they present different foundations and readings of Islamic architecture, especially Iranian mosques.
Considering Hegel’s philosophy of history and Orientalist teachings, Grabar pays attention to historical
evidence and the role of cultural, social, political, and climatic factors. He does not consider the genesis of
Islamic art to be the result of a specific artistic theory but rather the need for independent artistic expression.
He believes that the formation of Islam’s stance on the arts has not been the result of a particular theory
and the precise intellectual or religious influence but rather the result of a reaction to Christianity. Stietlin,
based on the phenomenological method of Heidegget’s teachings and with a semantic and trans-historical
perspective, secks to find the relationship between Islamic works and eternal truths. He considers Islamic
architecture to be derived from the essence and teachings of Islam and considers the religious component
as a key factor in forming of the mosque structure. He considers most of its elements to have a symbolic
and eternal nature.
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Fig. 5: Comparing the basics of historicism and phenomenology methods in dealing with Islamic architecture
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