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Islamic architecture, as one of the most significant manifestations of
Islamic civilization, has been shaped over centuries by a variety of
cultural, social, and religious transformations. Among these, the
architecture of mosques during the Safavid period holds a prominent
place due to its coincidence with the official establishment of Shi’ism in
Iran. The Safavids, by declaring Shi’a Islam as the state religion, played
a vital role in transforming and developing mosque architecture. This
study aims to examine the profound impact of Shi’a beliefs on religious
architecture in Safavid Iran. These influences are particularly evident in
architectural elements such as domes, minarets, mihrabs, and
inscriptions. Through a descriptive-analytical approach and based on
library resources and previous research, the study investigates the role of
Shi’ism in shaping religious architecture. Special attention is given to
distinctive Shi’a architectural features such as double-shelled domes,
Quranic and hadith-based tile decorations, and the symbolic use of the
number 12 representing the Twelve Imams of Shi’a Islam. The findings
reveal that Safavid mosques functioned not only as places of worship but
also as political and religious symbols of Shi’a Islam. Their precise and
artistic decorations reflect the power and grandeur of Shi’ism and the
Safavid state, playing a crucial role in the formation of religious and
political identity during the period. This research contributes to the
existing knowledge of Islamic religious architecture, particularly from a
Shi’a perspective, by highlighting the religious, artistic, and cultural
impact of Shi’ism on Safavid mosque structures.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Islamic architecture in Iran, from its inception
to the present, has served not merely as a craft
or art form but as a mirror reflecting the
intellectual, religious, social, and political
transformations of each historical period. The
Safavid era holds a particularly significant
place, as it marked the first time in post-
Islamic Iranian history that the central
government officially and ideologically
declared Twelver Shi’ism as the state religion,
reshaping all cultural and political institutions
accordingly (Emammi Koopali, 2023). This
decision was not merely a religious choice but
part of a broader strategy to establish identity
cohesion, political legitimacy, and cultural
boundaries vis-a-vis Sunni Ottoman and
Uzbek states. Consequently, this profound
transformation deeply influenced the arts,
particularly architecture, which historically
served as a medium for expressing sacred
concepts and the prevailing worldview (Saleh,
2020). In the Safavid period, architecture
evolved into a tool for communicating and
reinforcing the ruling religious ideology
(Khajegir et al., 2018), embedding
fundamental ~Shi’a  concepts—such  as
Imamate, divine justice, the Karbala event, the
occultation of the Twelfth Imam, and
messianic  expectation—into the spatial
structures and decorative programs of
mosques, schools, husseiniyas, tombs,
squares, and urban layouts in cities like
Isfahan, Qazvin, and Mashhad. For instance,
Nagsh-e Jahan Square in Isfahan exemplifies
not only urban engineering mastery but also
the ideological and semantic order of the Shi’a
Safavid state, where the Imam Mosque,
Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, and Qeysarieh
Bazaar collectively symbolize religion,
power, and economy (AmirKolaee et al.,
2022). This raises critical questions regarding
how Islamic architecture absorbed the
flourishing of Shi’ism in the Safavid period
and manifested it materially and conceptually:
was it merely a reinterpretation of past
traditions, or the inception of a new style
rooted in Shi’a beliefs and myths? Which
architectural transformations resulted directly
from religious and intellectual currents, and
which were driven by aesthetic, functional, or
political ~ considerations?  Understanding

Safavid architecture as a living historical
document allows for a nuanced study of the
interplay among religion, power, and art,
offering insights not only into Iranian cultural
history but also into contemporary approaches
to religious architectural design that seek
harmony between form, meaning, function,
and identity.

Methodology

The research method in this study is based on
a descriptive-analytical approach and, using
field observations and visual sources,
examines the impact of Shiism on the art and
architecture of the Safavid period. In the first
part, data were collected through documentary
and library studies; for this purpose, historical
sources, research texts, specialized articles
and visual documents related to Safavid
architecture were examined. In this stage, an
attempt was made to explain the ideological
and cultural contexts of the Safavid period and
its relationship with the form, decoration and
function of architectural spaces. In the second
part, the research, using a field approach,
examines concrete examples of architectural
works of the Safavid era. For this purpose,
significant buildings such as the Imam
Mosque and Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque were
studied and photographed, documented and
visually captured. At this stage, spatial
elements, religious symbols, tile decorations,
inscriptions, and the overall structure of the
buildings have been analyzed with the aim of
extracting Shiite signs in architectural design
and aesthetics.

The data analysis has been conducted in the
form of qualitative interpretation, focusing on
the coexistence of religious and artistic
elements. The research approach seeks to
reach a deeper understanding of the religious
meaning and identity hidden in them through
the physical and aesthetic details of the
buildings. In this regard, recorded images and
architectural plans have also been used as
complementary tools in the analysis.

This methodology allows for the examination
of the impact of Shiite discourse not only at
the theoretical level, but also in the physical
and objective context of Safavid architecture,
leading to a more tangible understanding of
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the relationship between religion and space in
this period.

Results and Discussion

During the Safavid period, Shia beliefs
profoundly influenced the architectural
elements of mosques, shaping both their
physical structures and symbolic meanings.
Key features such as the mihrab, dome,
minaret, and Quranic inscriptions were
designed to reflect Shia religious teachings
and the spiritual authority of the Imams. The
mihrab served as a focal point for
worshippers, symbolizing the spiritual
guidance of the Imams, while the double-
shelled domes represented the connection
between the material and spiritual worlds.
Minarets functioned not only as calls to prayer
but also as symbols of religious presence and
guidance. Quranic and Hadith inscriptions
reinforced Shia doctrines, and the strategic use
of natural light highlighted the divine
presence within the sacred space. Beyond
their religious function, Safavid mosques
acted as centers for education, social
interaction, and political activity, hosting
religious ceremonies, academic instruction,
and community gatherings. By integrating
spiritual symbolism with social, educational,
and political roles, Safavid mosques became
multidimensional institutions that
strengthened Shia identity and played a
central role in shaping the cultural and social
life of their communities.

Conclusion

Safavid architecture, especially in its two
iconic buildings, the Imam Mosque and the
Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, is a rare
manifestation of the fusion of religion,
politics, art, and engineering. This
architecture was not only a response to the
worship needs of the Shiite community, but
also became a systematic tool for shaping the
religious and political identity of the Safavid
government. At the center of this approach is
the attempt to establish Shiism as the official
religion; an issue that is clearly seen in the
presence of the names of the Imams, the
centrality of the Qibla, and the representation
of Shiite concepts in the spatial structure and
decorations of the mosques.

As the most important urban project of Shah
Abbas I, Naghsh-e-Jahan Square in Isfahan
became the platform for the connection of

three key institutions: religion in the form of a
mosque, the state with the Ali Qapu Palace,
and the economy through the Qaisariyeh
Bazaar. The placement of the Imam Mosgue
as a public mosgue and the Sheikh Lotfollah
Mosque as a court mosque on either side of
this square is indicative of the ideological
order that was imposed on the city through
architecture. Architecture here was not simply
a creation of space, but a regulator of social
relations and a carrier of messages of power
and faith.

In both mosques, physical elements such as
double-skinned domes, minarets, altars and
skylights were designed with great precision
to both meet technical needs and convey a
meaning beyond the material to the audience.
The dome symbolizes the sky and perfection,
the minaret is an invitation to guidance and the
light flowing through the space is a
manifestation of the divine presence. This
architecture, using precise geometry, striking
symmetry and mathematical calculation, was
a reflection of the belief in divine order and
Islamic cosmology, expressed in the form of
form.

At the same time, the decorations of the
buildings reached the height of beauty and
meaning. Mosaic and seven-color tiling,
calligraphy of Quranic verses, mugarnas and
Islamic patterns, along with symbolic colors
such as turquoise and azure, not only adorned
the space, but also led the viewer’s mind
towards concepts such as light, heaven, purity
and the transcendence of the soul. These arts
were inextricably linked with architecture and
transformed the space into a spiritual and
thought-provoking experience.

The function of the mosque also went beyond
prayer rooms. These buildings were places for
teaching  religious  sciences, debating
jurisprudence, propagating Shiite teachings
and holding social and political rituals. The
Imam Mosque, as a public space, played a
fundamental role in shaping the religious
culture of the people, while the Sheikh
Lotfollah  Mosque, with its  smaller
dimensions and special location, was a symbol
of the presence of religion at the heart of
political power.

In summary, the mosques of the Safavid
period should be considered spaces in which
meaning, art, politics, faith and community
emerged in a harmonious whole; Spaces
created not only for worship, but also for
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education, guidance, social cohesion, and the
display of religious-political authority. This
architecture was the result of a deep awareness
of the role of space in shaping society and a
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