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Recognizing the Influence of Shi’aSufi Thoughts on the

Emergence of Inscribed Gypsum Mihrab Decorations in the
Ilkhanid Period: A Case Study of Five Prominent Mihrabs

Farzad Feyzi' (©), Hamid Khanali?

Abstract

During historical periods, social, political and religious changes have been best expressed in
the arts and architecture of each period. With the fall of Abbasid rule and the Baghdad and
freedom of thought and religion, sects of mysticism, Sufism and Shi'ism began to have a great
influence. The principles and teachings of new worldviews have greatly influenced the art
and architecture of this period. The purpose of this research is to recognize the Shia-Mystical
thoughts in decorating the inscription of mihrab indicators of this period as the holiest ele-
ments of religious buildings. So far, most studies have focused on the plaster mihrabs of the
Ilkhanid period in terms of the interior and about the aesthetics of decorative elements and
their categorization, and less than the external perspectives and the reasons for the phenom-
enon and rooting these contents on the mihrabs. Therefore, this research is descriptive-ana-
lytic and interpretive and the collection of information in the form of documentary and li-
brary studies, as well as a field survey, aimed at demonstrating the expression of Shia-Mystical
thoughts on the mihrabs of the Ilkhanid period. The results of the research showed that the
new ideas of the Ilkhanid period have appeared in the studied mihrabs. The inscriptions with
the contents of “monotheism’”, “mention and praise of the Lord”, “theology and anthropology”,
“approaching” and merging with the blessed titles and names Prophet Muhammad and Imam
Ali and verses which dignify the Prophet Muhammad’s Ahl al-Bayt, as well as performances
in the field Ultramarine and Turquoise and Green, which have special positions in both mys-
ticism and Shi'ism, combined with tortuous and endless traceries of Arabesque, represent the
manifestation of Shia-Mystical thoughts in inscriptions of mihrabs, after the formation of the
new Shia-Mystical worldview in this period. Indeed, the Ilkhanid’s decoration of the inscrip-
tion of gypsum mihrab are foreground to advent the extensive and spirituality arrays of Timu-
rid and Safavid’s tile lining of the mihrab, which is the culmination of Shia-Mystical thought.

Keywords: Ilkhani; Plaster Altars; Mystical-Shia Ideas; Inscriptions.

'PhD in Archaeology of the Islamic Era, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, Iran. (€] Farzadfeyzigz@gmail.com
% Assistant Professor, Department of Archaeology, Faculty of Cultural Heritage, Handicrafts and Tourism, University of
Mazandaran, Babolsar, Iran (Corresponding Author).(€Jh khanali@umz.ac.ir
Article info: Received: 1 November 2024 | Accepted: 23 December 2023 | Published: 1 July 2025
Citation: Feyzi, Farzad; Khanali, Hamid. (2025). “Recognizing the Influence of Shi'a-Sufi Thoughts on the Emergence
of Inscribed Gypsum Mihrab Decorations in the Ilkhanid Period: A Case Study of Five Prominent Mihrabs”. Caspian,
Vol. 2 (4): 87-110.
https://doi.org/10.22034/cj.2024.488275.1018


https://doi.org/10.22034/cj.2024.488275.1018 
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8690-9543
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-9855-852X

oo ¢ ol ¢l 3 ¢ oiad | Feyzi, Farzad; Khanali, Hamid AA

Introduction

Throughout history, most art forms have
reflected social, political, economic,
and religious concerns, mirroring the
prevailing ideologies and worldviews of
each era. Artistic decorations, beyond
their aesthetic value, encapsulate cul-
tural and religious mysteries and impart
a unique elegance and clarity to their
background. Muslim artists spared no
effort in adorning mihrabs, the most sa-
cred and symbolic element in religious
structures, with meaningful and appro-
priate decorations. As the most import-
ant part in mosques and other religious
buildings, the mihrab not only indicates
the direction of Qibla (Muslims pray fac-
ing Mecca) but also, through its celestial
themes, phrases, and verses, directed
the thoughts and spirits of the faithful
toward the heavens. The pinnacle of
Gypsum mihrab construction occurred
in the late 7th and 8th centuries AH, co-
inciding with the rule of Ilkhanid Mon-
gols, during which the most delicate and
beautiful mihrabs were built.

Gypsum decorations in mihrabs are
primarily categorized into three types:
vegetal, geometric, and epigraphic. Epi-
graphic decorations encompass Qur'anic
verses, hadiths, the names of the Proph-
et and the Imams, historical phrases, the
names of patrons or architects, dates, and
signatures. In this research, Qur'anic vers-
es, hadiths, and the sacred names found
in five prominent Ilkhanid mihrabs,
selected after a preliminary study and
evaluation, are the primary subjects. The
main objective of this study is to recog-
nize the influence of Shi'a-Sufi thoughts
on the epigraphic decorations of Ilkha-

nid mihrabs following the Mongol rulers’
conversion to Shia Islam and their in-
clination toward Sufism, and the subse-
quent formation of a new worldview in
the society after Mongols’ acceptance of
Islam. Most previous studies on Ilkhanid
Gypsum mihrabs have focused on inter-
nal aspects, such as the aesthetics of dec-
orative elements and their classification,
with fewer studies examining the exter-
nal factors and origins of these themes
on mihrabs. Approximately 13 mihrabs
from the Ilkhanid period remain, some
of which are no longer in their original
locations and are kept in museums. Af-
ter a thorough initial examination of all
mihrabs, five prominent examples were
selected for in-depth analysis to stream-
line the study. The research methodology
employed is descriptive-analytical. Ad-
ditionally, an interpretive-analytical ap-
proach was used to examine the inscrip-
tions’ themes.

The findings of this research indi-
cates that new beliefs and values had
significantly influenced the decora-
tions and embellishments of Gypsum
mihrabs of this period, which are the
most sacred and symbolic elements of
religious buildings, including mosques.
In a sense, the essence, principles, and
general rules of these beliefs are mani-
fested in these mihrabs. Concept-wise,
the contents and themes of the inscrip-
tions on the studied mihrabs can be
broadly categorized into four groups:
(1) monotheistic, (2) epistemological,
including belief in one God and human
nature, (3) remembrance, glorification,
and seeking nearness to God, and (4) the
sacred names of the Prophet Muham-



A4

CASPIAN | wlS

mad (PBUH), Imam Ali (AS), and had-
iths and verses extolling the virtues of
the Ahl al-Bayt (AS) (the prophet house-
hold). By comparing these themes with
those found in the inscriptions of Seljuk
mihrabs, it becomes apparent that dis-
cussions of monotheism, the knowledge
of God, anthropology, and seeking near-
ness to God through remembrance and
glorification are more prominent and
prevalent in the inscriptions of Ilkhanid
mihrabs. Moreover, themes related to
the names of the Prophet’s household,
such as “Ali ibn Abi Talib” and “Ali Wali
Allah,” along with verses attributed to
him and extolling his virtues, appear for
the first time in the history of Islamic
mihrab construction in Iran. This aligns
with the predominant Shi'a-Sufi world-
view of the Ilkhanid period. The belief
in one God (monotheism) and anthro-
pology are the two fundamental pillars
of Sufism, and the other themes can be
considered as components or subcate-
gories of these two.

Conclusion

Ilkhanid epigraphers, consciously influ-
enced by these ideas, adorned mihrab
inscriptions with such themes. One of
the most significant Sufi concepts is the
proximity and nearness to God, where
believers strive to draw closer to their
Lord through worship and devotion, and
God, out of His grace and favor, becomes
closer to them. These concepts are also
evident in the inscriptions of the stud-
ied mihrabs. Sufi and Quranic themes,
combined with Shi'a terminology and
phrases, have created a unique element.
In some parts of the studied mihrabs,
the sacred names “Allah,” “Muhammad
Rasool-o Allah,” and “Ali (AS)” are used
together, carrying messages of mono-
theism, prophethood, and imamate. The
epigraphic decorations of Ilkhanid Gyp-
sum mihrabs laid the groundwork for the
emergence of voluminous Sufi and Shi'a
themes and embellishments, including
literature, in the tiled mihrabs of the
Timurid and Safavid periods.
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