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Abstract

This study explores the representation of national identity in Iran’s architectural heritage from the first to fifth Hijri
centuries, examining how pre-Islamic traditions—particularly Sasanian elements—were reinterpreted within an Islamic
framework and contributed to subsequent discourses of Iranian national identity. Its aim is to uncover the mechanisms
of continuity and transformation in architectural symbols, motifs, and spatial logic during the transition from the
Sasanian to the Islamic era, when this heritage became a foundational source for national narratives of the “Iranian
past.” Theoretically, the research draws on the ethno-symbolist approach to nationalism studies, especially the works
of Anthony D. Smith and other theorists of historical nation origins and ethnic symbols. Within this framework,
architecture serves not merely as form and technique but as a symbolic medium that reconfigures pre-Islamic visual
signs within an Islamic context, thereby establishing narratives of Iranian continuity, authenticity, and cultural
distinction. Methodologically, the study integrates historical-discursive analysis with comparative visual approaches,
combining historical, artistic, and analytical texts with systematic readings of visual evidence—stucco work, carvings,
brick patterns, and vegetal and geometric motifs. Monuments such as the Tarikhaneh Mosque of Damghan, the Jameh
Mosques of Fahraj and Shushtar, the Ismail Samani Mausoleum, the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan, Gonbad-e Qabus,
and the Kharraqan Towers are comparatively examined, with textual arguments supported by images, reconstruction
drawings, and geometric analysis to reveal tangible links between spatial organization and concepts of identity. Findings
indicate that the continuity of Sasanian vegetal and geometric motifs, spatial organization, and structural logic in early
Islamic architecture transcends mere formal persistence and involves symbolic reinterpretation. The imperial past is
integrated and re-signified within the emerging Islamic paradigm. Across the first five centuries, this process generates
a symbolic architectural system of spaces and signs that lays the aesthetic and semantic foundations for later patterns,
positioning this heritage as the core of early narratives that distinguished and perpetuated “Iran” from other nations.
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Introduction

Nationalism is a complex, multidimensional phenomenon central to modern discourses of identity, nation-
building, and state formation. Classical theory distinguishes between cultural or ethnic nationalism, which
grounds nationhood in shared language, history, religion, territory, and culture, and civic or political
nationalism, which defines it as a voluntary association within political institutions (Miller, 1995: 22). While
modernists view nationalism as a late outcome of industrialization and bureaucratic statehood, ethno-
symbolists such as Anthony D. Smith emphasize the enduring role of premodern ethnies, myths, memories,
and symbols in nation formation. In Iran, recent scholarship often presents nationalism as a modern
construct emerging under the Qajar and Pahlavi dynasties amid Western modernity and colonial pressures
(Ardakani, 1400: 80). Yet a historical re-examination of Iranian cultural heritage shows that core elements
of “Iranian-ness” extend much deeper, persisting in religious, artistic, and architectural traditions to form
a lasting “sense of cultural continuity” visible even in the early Islamic centuries (Tabataba’i, 1384: 9—-10).
Focusing on architecture as a major site for expressing and sustaining cultural identity, this study argues that
the Sasanian-to-Islamic transition marked not a rupture but a creative reworking of meanings, symbols, and
spatial orders; enduring Iranian identity can thus be traced in the ornamentation, structural logic, and spatial

organization of early Islamic monuments.

Materials and Methods

The study employs a qualitative methodology combining historical-discursive analysis with an image-
comparative and symbolic-interpretive approach. Textual data include historical chronicles, archaeological
reports, and specialist studies on Iranian-Islamic architecture, together with theoretical writings on
nationalism, particularly the ethno-symbolist works of Smith and others. Visual data consist of photographs,
measured drawings, and analytical reconstructions of monuments from the first to fifth centuries AH,
notably the Tarikhaneh Mosque (Damghan), the Great Mosques of Fahraj, Shushtar, and Isfahan, the tomb
of Isma’il al-Samani, Gonbad-e Qabus, and the Kharraqan Towers. The analysis proceeds in three stages:
(1) reconstructing the Sasanian architectural and ornamental repertoire—spatial schemes such as chahartaq
and iwan, structural devices such as squinches and vaults, and vegetal stucco programs—based on prior
scholarship (esp. Kréger; Bouchatlat); (2) visually comparing eatly Islamic monuments to trace continuities
and innovations in spatial form, technique, and surface design; and (3) interpreting these patterns through
an ethno-symbolist framework to examine how architectural continuities transmitted cultural memory and

supported later conceptions of Iranian national identity.

Results

The analysis demonstrates systematic continuities between Sasanian and early Islamic architecture in Iran.
Spatially, monuments such as the Tarikhaneh Mosque and the Great Mosque of Fahraj adapt Sasanian
hypostyle halls, dome-square chambers, and four-iwan schemes to new congregational forms. Massive piers,
brick arches, and dome-on-squate transitions evoke palace and fire-temple models while serving Islamic
liturgical purposes. The tomb of Isma’il al-Samani reworks the chahartaq into a compact cubic volume,
and Gonbad-e Qabus transforms Sasanian brick and tower traditions into a monumental vertical form.
Ornamentally, key vegetal motifs—palm leaves, vines, grapes, pomegranates, and lotus blossoms—persist
from Achaemenid reliefs through Sasanian stucco to eatly Islamic decoration (Heidarnataj & Maqsudi 1398;
Kréger 2019). Stucco from Nayin and Nishapur and the Seljuq columns of the Great Mosque of Isfahan
display interlaced vegetal and geometric compositions that closely echo Sasanian precedents. Likewise,

the brick-patterned fagades of the Kharraqan Towers, analyzed by Makovicky (2023), extend Sasanian
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experiments with symmetry and tessellation. Beyond surface design, construction techniques—including
mud brick and baked brick, lime and gypsum mortars, and vaulting and buttressing methods—continue
from Sasanian fortifications such as Qal’eh Dokhtar into early Islamic works, evidencing an unbroken
transfer of craft knowledge. Overall, the architecture of the first to fifth centuries AH emerges as Islamic in

function yet profoundly Iranian in structure, materiality, and visual grammar.

Discussion

Viewed through an ethno-symbolist lens, the findings indicate that early Islamic architecture in Iran served
as a visual medium for the continuity and recoding of “Iranian-ness.” The persistence of Sasanian-derived
spatial and ornamental forms cannot be explained solely by technical pragmatism but also by the enduring
authority of an Iranian cultural repertoire meaningful to both patrons and artisans. Early mosques, mausolea,
and towers thus function as “visual texts” encoding collective memory and myth. Patterns such as four-iwan
courts recalling Sasanian halls, chahartag-like domed chambers, and dense vegetal friezes symbolizing fertility
and cosmic order offered worshippers a sense of continuity amid new religious and political settings. This
process exemplifies the ethno-symbolist claim that nations emerge not ex nihilo but through the reactivation
of older myth-symbol complexes. In Iran, early Islamic architectural heritage constitutes a crucial layer in
the longue durée formation of national identity, grounding later archaizing and “pre-Islamicizing” strands

of nationalism in tangible material form.

Conclusion

The study concludes that Iran’s architectural heritage from the first to fifth centuries AH represents a crucial
arena in which Iranian identity was reconfigured rather than disrupted by the advent of Islam. Early Islamic
architecture both preserved and transformed Sasanian legacies: spatial types, structural techniques, and
ornamental vocabularies were retained yet recoded within an Islamic religious and social order, integrating
the imperial past into a new civilizational narrative. From an ethno-symbolist perspective, these monuments
operate as a “visual medium for the continuity and recoding of Iran” bridging pre-Islamic and Islamic
epochs and providing later nationalist discourses with enduring symbols and forms. By emphasizing the
architectural and visual dimensions of continuity, the article argues that understanding Iranian nationalism
requires attention not only to textual and political histories but also to the material and spatial practices

through which national identity has been imagined and sustained across centuries.
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Figure 1. Tarikhaneh Mosque of Damghan
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Figure 3. Jameh Mosque of Shushtar
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Figure 4. Mausoleum of Isma’il Samani

Figure 2. Jameh Mosque of Fahraj
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Figure 6. Gonbad-e Kavus Tower
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Figure 5. Jameh Mosque of Isfahan
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Figure 7. Sasanian stucco with vegetal motifs derived from Iranian artistic traditions, (Croger, 2019: 349 -337)
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Figure 8. Continuity of ancient Iranian symbols in Sasanian stucco(Bouchatrlat, 2019: 351-366)
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Figure 9. Continuity of Sasanian construction techniques at Dokhtar Castle. (Tahmasbi Zadeh et al., 1401: 145)
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