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A Reflection on the Wisdom of
Art of Design and Decoration in
the Iranian Traditional Architecture
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Abstract: Iranian traditional artsare based on deep spiritual traditions. Art isone of the fundamental components
of culture and the emergence of cultural factorsin the history of acommunity. Theart of any society is shaped in the
context of itsintellectual and cultural grounds, religion and beliefs in accordance with the historical, social and
geographical situations. On this ground, it can be said that architecture isin coordination with other arts. This
articleis an attempt to represent the presenceof amystical 1lamic featurein the artistic worksi.e. themanifestation
of inner originality in thearchitecture. Theaimisto view thearchitectural decorationsin thelight of inner originality
and meaning asacelestial feature of them. The question raised by this study addressed the importance of meaning
and concepts in the architecture: whether the presence of meaning and establishing it within the contemporary
architecture can make this architecture transcendental as its antecedent? The researchers used a descriptive-
analytic method and expl ored thereferences, concepts and application of designs and decorationsin the historical
architecture and introduced its related culture and meanings as sacred values of thisperiod of time. Also, areview
on the previousliterature and library references are provided in this study.

Keywords: wisdom of art, designs and decorations, traditional architecture, exploration of thoughts, Iranian
architecture.

1. INTRODUCTION

Theredationship between art and religion has been blooming and developing inthe I damic period more than any
other time. Under theteachingsof Ilam, Mudimartistsrepresented many spiritud conceptsintheform of decorative
designshbased onaestheticd principles. Inldamicart of desgn embdlishments, arabesquetraceriesemerged. The
live and pervasive presence of these gardens and designs can be observed in every manifestation of Islamic art.
Fromtheddicateilluminationsto hard carving of wood, stone, and metal ininscription and inlay arts; fromthe
grandeur, resstance, and magnificence of architectureto the spiral designsof the carpetsin which beautiful twists
and medallions speak.

Employing theflora, geometricd, and anima shgpesand designsinldamic architecturetedtifiesvery well thefaith
of theMudimartist. A Mudimartist usessuch designsasatool to expresshisreligiousbeliefs. Theinvolvement of
thesearrayswiththerdigiousbeiefsand fath reflectsakind of eternality, originality, and purity inthem. Receptionand
comprehension of the concepts of such designsin the decorative | damic architecture and finding itsroots can give
accessto themind and thought of architects, and ultimately the culture, ideology, and idealsof thel damic society.

2. METHODOLOGY

The present study uses adescriptive-analytical designin which dataare collected from library documents and
availablereferences.
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3. SIGNIFICANCE OF RESEARCH

The most important factor which affectsthefeelings, emotions, and thinking of citizensis*urban landscape’. The
type of architecture, use of color, quality and quantity of urban elements, etc. arethe factorsthat could have an
impact onthequality of everyday lifeincities. Idamic Iranian architecture hasadominant spirit that can beinvolved
inthe modern urban architecture and useit based on the present requirements. Architecture and urban planning has
amissonto fulfill: to preservethe ancient cultura valuesand be respected asan element of identity in the cultura
sructure; smilar toits tatusinthemodern culture and architectureintheworld (Habib et al., 2008, 15).

4. THERELATIONSHIPBETWEENART AND RELIGION

Theimportant point about art and religionisthat inahigorica view of thesetwo phenomenawe can seethat art and
religion are ancient correlations of each other. AsHege, theidealist German philosopher speaks* primitive people
retold their belief inthe metaphysical powersby amaterial formi.e. art. Themanifestationof thiscan befound inthe
cave paintingsand mogt artistic piecescreated by the primitiveman. For Hegdl, thefirst form of creation of artistic
formsfor expresson of beliefswasthrough sensory forms. Thispoint isclear indl religiousrituasand ceremoniesof
primitive man. Even, theart of dance as proposed today hashad aritua groundinthe primitive tribesand the masks
whichareobserved asan artwork inthe modern museumstypicaly had ardigiousfunction. Themoreimportant pint
isthat therituas of worship and religious actswere often held inasymbolic form'. Likewisetoday, thet theworship
ritual inldamand Chrigtianity hasasymbolic faceand every work that aMudim doesinahgjj ritual such asthrowing
gonesat Satan, seven circulationsaround the Kaabain Mecca, etc. have asymbolic meaning. Onthe other hand, al
elementsinamosgue—the place of Mudims' worship—representsan inner meaning.

5. THERELATIONSHIPBETWEENMYSTICISM ANDARCHITECTURE

Mysticismisoneof the most important intellectua and spiritual that affected Iranian art. During history, it had a
profound significant effect on the creativity of artissswhich resulted in masterpiecesof art and architecture. This
effect with regard to the different approachesin different countries—with different culturesand traditions and
beliefs—and new cognitionswhich were originated fromamystical cognition definitely would not bethe same.
Particularly, dueto theincrease of technology, in therecent century it isonly observableinthe holy steswhich are
less affected by the modern architecture. It’scertain that thereisa close relationship between architecture and
mysticism of monotheismand faith fromthese structures. One of themystical aspectsof Iranianarchitectureisthe
effect of thought in Idamic architecturethat representsthe ordersof mysticism of awakening, desire, knowledge,
love, etc. inthe sanctuary architecture of mosques, domes, houses tiling, and etc. Thus, it isnecessary to understand
the placeof Sufismin Idamic architecture becauseitsmanifestationsintheldamic architectureare very considerable.
If webelievethat beyond every materia body thereisameaning, and any type of content needsatemplate; hence,
wemust seek to identify theform and structurethat 1damic art has created. These dementsare more piritua than
sructurd: geometry, color, light, and water.

6. MANIFESTATIONOFISLAMICART ANDWISDOM INARCHITECTURE

“Idamic art representsthe concept which isretold by its name, without any doubt” (Burckhardt, 1986). Idamic art
ismanifest inal aspects of thelife, wheretheinclusion of art in alifeof Mudimisgreater than philosophy and
mysticism (A'vani, 1996, 342). Idamic art isthe conclusion of manifest of unity in plurality and the balance and
coordination following that hasamanifestation of human liberation fromthe bondage of plurality and makesit
closer to the dmighty God and experience the boundlessjoy and exhilaration (Nasr, 1996, 190). Art isoneof the
most mysteriousagpectsof human cultureand civilizationswhich hasdominated the humanllife. Wherever excavations
of history and archeologicd studiesof civilizationdiscover asign of human civilization and human cultureandits
manifestation haswondered the scholars of human civilization and art and their hidden mysteries madethe sageto
think and reflect. Despite the diversity and variety of forms, Iranian traditional art has always spoken of aunified
meaning. Sincetraditiona art isto import transcendental concepts fromthe high intellectual conceptsto theform
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and content. So, the effort intraditiona art isto change matter to meaning and meaning to matter, becausethe
meatter isrendered to spiritual concepts, and spiritual concept to the matter (Rahnavard, 2001).

Rolesand geometric decorationswhich have asmilar function in accordancewith thespirit of Idamandamic
philosophy and itscore isbased on the oneness of Allah and hiseternd power hasaspecid satusinthetraditional
arts. Geometric decorationisfull of secretsand codesinwhich mobility, and dynamism refersto decentraization of
the plurality of componentsasits most striking feature. The mysterioussignswhich ishidden inthe geometric
decorative artsareinfact theimage of world and theinner origin of existence, asourcewhichinspiresrevelation,
since“asecret isthe same asitsessence” (Burckhardt, 1990). Dueto its strong dependence on thetradition,
geometrica designs*“transfer the sacred patternsand guaranteesthe spiritua credit of forms’ (ibid). Inthethought
of Burckhardt, Idamic art relies on the fundamental truthswhich are expressed by arange of organized words
beside each other, and God’s monotheismisthe center of thesewords. In hisview, Idamic art isan aesthetica and
impersonal experience of world unitiesand plurditiesin which all pluraitiesturninto anew order to unify. Inthis
definition, Ilamic artisdefined in away that can illuminatethe world and help humanto flee fromthe plurdity of
concernsand returnto the clear peace of endlessunity.

7. ISLAMICARTAND ITSFEATURES

Idamic art refersto theart that is performed by aMudim artist. Iamic art takesitslife from1damic aesthetics
whichisthemain discusson of mysticismand the Mudimartist could or hasrecognized how to createworksfrom
this perspective. Ilamic art isthe crystallization of feelingsand intuition of the Muslim artist. Heregards art as
worship and atool to get closer to god; Islamic art doesnot represent disappointment but it islikewings of hope
to takethe weepy bird to be united with hisgod. Idamic art isother thanthe art of Mudims; itsorigin must befrom
the congtructiveteachingsof Idam.

Idamic art should not be regarded equivaent to thereligiousart. Since, inldamtherdigiousart isapart of
Idamic artsand theldamic art includesal kind of artswhich are produced inthe cultura geography of 1dam, and
embraces different formssuch as sacred traditiona art, religious art, etc. Somefeaturesof theldamic art are:

1. Fruit of divineknowledge: Idamic art isthefruit of adivineknowledgethat isthe product of manifestation of
unity intheworld of plurdity, itsstrongly monotheistic, and referseverything to aunified origin. Thethingsthet
are seeninthe architecture of mosques, calligraphy of Quran, poetry, etc. are good instancesof it.

2. Idamicartist inthepath of evolution: The ldamic artist isin the path of evolutionand hiswork hasadivine
spirit withinitself that every particleof it callstoward the Great Allah. The spiritua nature of isan inherent
and inseparable characterigticsof Idamic art and indeed full of wisdom.

3. Sublimating the audience: If western art has stepped toward creating asense of joy and pleasure for the
audience, the main essence of Idamic art is guidance and sublimating the audience. In fact, useless
entertainmentsarenot called art and even such things have been criticized. Teachingsof |Idameducateits
followersinaway that thy benefit from every moment of their life and toward the perfectioni.e. the eternal
happiness and proximity to God, they are reprimanded for the hours spent in vain and purposelessness.

4. Symmetry with mysticism: Islamic art has astrangefitness and convergence with mysticism;becausethe
Musdlim artist stepstoward unity by creating divine pieces and with the goal of giving sublimity to the
audience. Hence, boththe artist and the audience move toward the ultimate |Idamic art. ontheart we say
that “ art beginswhen ahuman being with the intention of conveying afeglingthat he hasexperiencedit tries
to invokethefeeling and expressit thorough well-known apparent Signs’.

5. Thesenseof sarvitudeasthestarting point of artist: Theldamic art sartsfromasense of servitudeor theso-
called expansion of the soul, becauseinldamicart both sensory - emotiond and cognitivefactorsare effective
and thesefactorscreatethe Idamic art. Hence, thisfedling issometimesthe result of reason and reflection,
Idamic artist usesthe power and ahility of emotion and intuition elements and leadstheaudience to ponder.
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To createtheright environmernt, firg the features of asuitable place of resdence for living of Mudimsshould
be defined based on Ilamic principles. In fact, Idam has not determined a physical fixed body for the
architectureand urban planning but it definesa principled way for life, for humans interactionwith each other,
human-nature rdationship, god-humanrelationship, and god-creature relationship (Nagizadeh, 2004, 65).

7.1. Arabesquetraceries(ldlimi)

Theword Idimi (in Perdan)isaword derived fromldamicart. Sdecting Idimi word for thiskind of design (arabesque)
isassociated with different ideas and opinionswhichare not clear intermsof origin. Some people believe that
becausethisdesignisobserved inmogt of | damic artssuch astiling, illuminating the book covers, etc. hence, this
term (1dimi) isgiven to suchdesigns and forms. Another group believesthat theorigin of arabesque desgnisKufic
Cdlligraphy. But thisseems unlikely because theroot of thistype of motifsisfound in the yearsbeforelaman
devenpre-historical period, asits basic formsare observed clearly intheworks discovered from Persepolis and
the carvings of this massive building. More scrutiny reveals that these motifs are developed inthe Sassanid and
Parthianera.

Idamic art isone of themost gloriousperiods of art history and one of the most valuable human achievements
inthefield of art.It includesavariety of arts, including architecture, calligraphy, painting, etc.Humanshave dways
used designsand imagesto expressmeaning or interpretation of theworld. Meanwhile, each cultureand civilization
utilized specificand unique designsfor their intended purposewith various causes.

Thepicturesareanimportant factor inidentifying the cognitive psychology, religion, culture, habitsand interests
of variousethnicgroupsthrough out history. Iranian artigsthrough out theyearsand centuriescreated and devel oped
variousformsincluding arabesquetraceries (Idimi motifs) to expresstheir inner world and fedings. We can find the
traces of theseformsinthelranian art. Fromthemonumentsto thefigures, covering thebooks, theillumination art
etc., all retained these beautiful and abstract motifs and presented to the public.

Doctor HusseinNasr writes. using arabesquesalowsthe material bodiesto becometrangparent against their
gpiritua idea-where theideal examples becomeembodied inthe existential level. Therefore, the material objects
manifest their own specia spiritua quality throughfidelity to their nature (Zamani, 1984, 821). Thus, thefloral and

Figure 1: The artistic designs and lines in the unique beautiful dome
of Sheikh Lotfuallah mosque, Isfahan, Iran.



A Reflection on the Wisdom of Art of Design and Decoration in the Iranian Traditional Architecture 1661

twisted treedesigns symbolize the creation process which started from the macrocosmto themicrocosm and its
abstracted leavesand flowerstegtify the heaven that hasbeenin this process (Ahmadi Maleki, 1999, 14).

|lamic mosgues are arepresentative of visual beautiesand a prime example of the combination of beauty
and symbolic formswith deeply held beliefs. The pattern forms and symbolic communicationsin all aspectsand
features of mosques can be seen clearly. Essentialy, religiousart, particularly inthe Islamic mosques have a
common feature and it istheir symbolic aspect; becauseinall artsthe world isashadow of truth and an exalted
exampleof it.

Therefore, each symbol becomes real beyond this world. So when symbols are in a visual place, they
declined fromtheir order to expressatranscendent meaning. These meanings are not expressed except with the
symbols and metaphors;asthe Quran expresses spiritual truthsin secret language of allusions and metaphors.
The architecture of mosgues, aswell asthestucco designs, brick worksand tile works are selected based on
symbolic meaning of the truths and beautiful dynamic feeling of public popularity. Artists and designersin the
mosguedike other Idamic architecturesfocused onthe contrast between insde and outside. When the manenters
the building observesthe most obviousdifference between insde and outside, that thiscontrast atmosguesisin
itsultimate perfection, which meansthat aman with acirculation inside and outside the mosquejourneysinthe
courseof theunity and diversity.

8. THEPATTERN OFPEACOCK

The pattern of peacock and the Tree of Lifeplayanimportant roleintheart of Iran. Thisroleisoften associated with
religious concepts. Peacock isnot only asa symbolic forminldamic art, but it has been used intheancient times
asasacred bird in Zoroastrianism (Khazaiee, 2010).

One of theimportant elements of 1damic art are symbolswhich are divided to the 4 categoriesof human,
animal, plant, and abstracts. Among the most important animal symbolsisthe symbol of the peacock which
entered | lamic architecture of the Safavid eraand was used intileinscriptions at entrance of the shrineof Aaron
Imamzada for thefirst time.Over time,this design became more popular and was drawn ininscriptionsonthe
Chahar-Bags chool entranceand Abbas Mosguein the Safavid and Sayed Mosque in Qajarera. Infact, it has
been the common symbol in Islamic architecture for 400 years, since Safavid period. For example, drawing the
Peacock design inthe inscriptions of the entrance of a contemporary building i.e. Hosseiniye Razavior the
inscriptions above the entrance door of the ordinary houses indicates the importance of it in Islamic
architecture.Peacock has not been described in the Qur’an, but in Nahj al-Balagat, sermon 165 of Imam
Ali(AYS) it isdescribed asthe most amazing bird inthe creation and comparesthe colors of the peacock feather
with beautiful fabrics and colorfulYemenicurtains (Nahj al-Baagat, 2000). Hakim Sanai resemblesthe Prophet
Muhammad to thepeacock of divinegardenin his poetry:

With his kingly feathers, the peacock
Has appeared in the divine garden?

Peacock patternisamong the decorativedesigns of mosguesand religious places and hasa significant presence
sgncethe Safavid period.

8.1. Bannaie(Ma’ qali) Calligraphy

Theart of calligraphy that has been used intoday’s1slamic monuments, is animportant factor in architectural
decoration which in many ways representsthe voice of God and the wordsof great figures. It isacontinuous
reference to God and the guidance of the Prophet M uhammad and other religiousfigures. Bannaie calligraphy is
considered by some researchersin the category of Ma gali caligraphy who believethat theword Ma gdirefersto
the thinking (ta' agol in Persian, both of which are derived fromtheroot Agl i.e. thought) and there should be
enoughtimeto read theMa gali caligraphy carefully.
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Figure 2: The design of peacock in the decorations of entrance
doors in the Iranian-Islamic architecture.

Ma gdi calligraphy isthe same as Bannaie calligraphy which representsitsef in another for monthe surface of the
buildings. InIraniantilingworkmotifsare carved onbrick or tile and organizetheminto square or diamond shapesnext
to each other so that they form a shape which isknown as Ma gdi calligraphy. Since these designs are made of
squares and diamondsin diverse colors, thetileswith the same color aretangent to each other fromthetop.

8.2. One-lined Ma’ gali calligraphy

The background of geometric shapeistabulated with adesired shape using angular squares method. Ma gali
cdligraphy iswritten on the checkered background of the square, likethesmple linesbut with thisdifference that
thetop of the squares should be along each other.

8.3. Threelined Ma’ qali calligraphy

Thismethod isthe same as above description. However, thethickness of caligraphy line consistsof three squares
(angular adjacent), wherethe central squaresarein one color, and turquoises quaresarein central angular outlined
along each other and two rowsof black side-sguaresfollow each other from vertices, inaway that the color of
turquoiseisinscribed in black.

8.4. Drawn-text M &' qali calligraphy

Drawn-text M gdi caligraphy isdone onthe angular squarelikethe two ways explained above;but three squares
areatached dong each other, 0 that thecontinuation of it revedlsacoil inthe caligraphy: theanglesare perpendicular
and writingsarealwaysinclined to onedirection.

9. THE CONCEPT OF SQUARE

Visudly, squareisabalanced, strong and static shape, adiagram of determination, courage, camness, logicand the
sggnof earth. Thisfigureisremarkablein Islamic architecture and hasaspecia placeinthisculture.

Itsfour equal Sdes could symbolizethe four dementsof wind, water, earthandfireor four directionsof North,
South, East and West or four seasonsor four phases of lifefrom childhood to adolescence, adulthood and aging or
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fournaturesof coldness, warmth, dryness, and humidity. Plato consderssquare beautiful in the absolute sense.
Abu-Yagub regards 4 asthe most perfect number because the number of letters of God isfour.

Squareisascribed to blue color; indesign and Graphic sciencesany form suggestsaspecial meaning. To know
the propertiesof shapeshelpsto better understand the meaning and concept intended by the designer throughthe
language of picturesand visud arts Square symbolizesthe earth against the sky (circle) and at another level symbolizes
the created universe (heaven and earth against the non-created and creator; in other words, it isthe anti-thesis of
thetranscendental world.

Figure 3: the decorations of Ma’'qali calligraphy in the roof of Dar al-Siadat porch, the northern
porch of Goharshad courtyard, Imam Reza holy shrine, Mashhad, Iran. The writing is the text of
Juma’h surah.

Figure 4: Ma'qali letters (Bannaie calligraphy)
made by sgquare geometry, Shahadatein
phrases, available in Istanbul’s Topkapi scroll.
In black box is written there isno god but
Allah; and Muhammad is the M essenger of
Allah is written in orange.

10. CONCLUSION
Inagenera definition of thearchitecture, William Morris4 writes:

Architectureisall the physical environment that includes human life; and aslong aswe are considered asapart
of thecivilized world, we cannot makeit out of itsdomain, because architectureisaset of reformsand changesthat
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has been created on Earth required by human needs, and only barren deserts have been deprived of it. Oneof the
main characteristics of Iranian culture, art and architecture, thus, is sadly neglected in recent yearsdueto its
adherenceto Western culture and experiencing alienation and confusion.

A littlethought ontherich traditional architecture of Iran, weredlizethat all created elementsand spaceswere
intheir appropriate place, based on the needs and the culture of these people and traditional architecture was
intertwined with the culture and beliefs of people. Theimpact of cultureand beliefsin their architecture hasmade
thearchitectural monumentsof that period and areavauable. Asaresult, the identity derived fromthe behavior of
these peopleis manifest intheir architecture and their architectural identity emerges here. Thereare decorations
andideasoriginated fromtheideology and culture of society and the combination of religion and architectureinthe
magnificent Iranian-Idamic architectureinspired by the mystical and spiritual valuesand belief inextraterrestria
place. And how beautiful it following thispath and the relating between culture and people needs with modern
architecture, wheretheresult will bethedimination of lack of identity inthemodernarchitecture. Thus, thearchitecture
will go toward transcendence.

According to Shiite beliefs and their application in the forms and designs, issues related to space and
environmenta psychology suchasthe principles of architecturein traditiond buildingsincluding privacy, hierarchy
of presence, the spiritua atmosphere and etc. can help usinthis matter. It should be noted that any space and any
place should be consdered according to itsfunction; and each space be used according to the needs of theregion,
employer, work, and cultural and other issues.

Notes

1 Ritual and RdigionintheMaking of Humanity, p. 26.

2 The peacock as a symbol of the Prophet of 1damcan be found on gold coin (20R) of Qajar period which was coined in
1210H.in Tehran. In thiscoin, thewords“Oh Muhammad” (PBUH) waswritten on the peacock.

3 Shar-Dur School islocated inthe Rajasthan sg. in Samarkand. This school was built in theel eventh century Hijri between
998 and 1,015H. According to an inscription, the building was constructed by A bdul -Jabbarand decorated by Mohammed
Abbas.

4. Modern architectural history written by L eonardo Bene Volvo; Mauritiuswas born on March 24, 1834 in Walthamstow,
Essex, England. Hecontinued hisstudiesat Oxford University and studied architecture for ashort time. Hewasone of the
foundersof “ Oxford and Cambridge Magazing’ in 1857.
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