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Abstract

Iranian architecture has historically evolved in close association with spirituality, a
relationship reflected not only in its spatial and physical organization but also in its
philosophical and theoretical foundations. Drawing upon Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent
Philosophy and the Fourfold Model of Cognition, this study investigates the spiritual
dimensions of Iranian architecture. Employing a qualitative logical-interpretive
approach, the research is based on Islamic-Iranian philosophical sources and selected
examples of traditional Iranian architecture. The theoretical framework is grounded in
Mulla Sadra’s Transcendent Philosophy (al-Hikma al-Muta ‘aliyah), which is founded
upon the principles of the Primacy of Existence, the Gradation of Existence, and
Substantial Motion. From this perspective, architecture is understood not merely as a
physical artifact but as an existential phenomenon capable of expressing philosophical
principles. The Fourfold Model of Cognition, rooted in Iranian philosophical thought
and the distinction between the apparent (zahir) and the hidden (batin), provides an
analytical framework for exploring the relationship between architecture and wisdom.
This model consists of four interconnected levels: concepts (meanings), foundations
(principles), patterns (design frameworks and methods), and exemplars (cases and
applications), through which the movement between meaning and matter, and
between the hidden and the apparent, is examined. Based on theoretical analysis and
observations of the Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, the findings indicate that Iranian
architecture, through the principles of Transcendent Philosophy, transcends aesthetic
and functional dimensions to create a mystical and ontological experience of space.
The study concludes that Mulla Sadra’s philosophical foundations can provide a
theoretical basis for revitalizing the spiritual dimensions of contemporary architecture,
while the Fourfold Model of Cognition offers a methodological framework for
interpreting and designing architectural spaces from a spiritual perspective.
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Zusammenfassung;

Die iranische Architektur hat sich im Laufe der Geschichte in enger Verbindung mit
Spiritualitat entwickelt. Diese Verbindung zeigt sich nicht nur in ihren rdumlichen
Strukturen, sondern auch in ihren philosophischen Grundlagen. Ziel dieser Studie ist
es, die spirituellen Dimensionen der iranischen Architektur auf der Grundlage der
Transzendentalen Philosophie Mulla Sadras und des Vierstufigen Erkenntnismodells
zu untersuchen. Die Untersuchung folgt einem qualitativen, logisch-interpretativen
Forschungsansatz und stiitzt sich auf Quellen der iranisch-islamischen
Weisheitstradition sowie auf die Analyse ausgewdahlter Beispiele traditioneller
iranischer Architektur, insbesondere der Scheich-Lotfollah-Moschee. Die theoretische
Grundlage bildet die Transzendentale Philosophie (al-Hikma al-Muta‘aliyya), die auf
den Prinzipien der Urspriinglichkeit des Seins (Asalat al-Wugtd), der Abstufung des
Seins (Tagkik al-Wugiid) und der substanziellen Bewegung (al-Haraka al-Gawhariyya)
beruht. Aus dieser Perspektive wird Architektur nicht lediglich als materielles Objekt
verstanden, sondern als ein existenzielles Phdnomen, das geistige und philosophische
Bedeutungen verkorpert. Das Vierstufige Erkenntnismodell mit seinen Ebenen
Begriffe, Grundlagen, Muster und Manifestationen ermoglicht die Analyse der
Bewegung von innerer Bedeutung zu dufSerer Form und umgekehrt. Die Ergebnisse
zeigen, dass die iranische Architektur iiber funktionale und é&sthetische Aspekte
hinaus eine mystische und ontologische Erfahrung des Raumes ermoglicht. Die
Prinzipien der Transzendentalen Philosophie Mulla Sadras sowie das Vierstufige
Erkenntnismodell bieten daher einen geeigneten theoretischen und methodischen
Rahmen zur Interpretation und Wiederbelebung spiritueller Dimensionen in der
zeitgenossischen Architektur.

Schliisselworter: Raumliche Authentizitdt, Primat der Existenz, Scheich-Lotfollah-
Moschee, substanzielle Bewegung, Gradation der Existenz
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Reinterpreting spirituality in Iranian architecture ...

1. Introduction

Iranian architecture, as one of the richest and most profound
manifestations of artistic and cultural expression, has always maintained
a close relationship with the beliefs, values, and intellectual traditions of
Iranian society. Throughout history, this relationship has been shaped by
religious, mystical, and philosophical traditions, shaping a holistic
conception of spirituality in architecture. Iranian architecture not only
provides a setting for everyday life and human activities but also creates
a spatial context for contemplation, worship, and fostering a connection
between humanity and the Divine. The presence of symbolic motifs,
sacred geometry, numerical patterns, and ritual spaces in Iranian
architectural works reflects an approach that extends far beyond mere
functionalism —one that seeks to establish a meaningful relationship
between the body, the soul, and the spirit, guiding human beings from the
material realm toward the realm of meaning. In contemporary
architecture, however, this spiritual dimension has been largely neglected,
and architectural production has become increasingly dominated by
economic considerations and functional requirements.

Throughout history, spiritual concepts have been manifested in Iranian
architecture in ways that are evident not only in religious buildings such
as mosques, Sufi lodges, and mausoleums but also in non-religious
structures, including Persian gardens, palaces, and traditional houses.
Through the deliberate use of symbolic elements such as light, water,
color, geometry, and calligraphy, Iranian architecture has sought to create
spaces capable of providing not only visual beauty but also inner
tranquility and spiritual elevation. Consequently, many scholars regard
Iranian architecture as a symbolic language that conveys profound
meanings rooted in the intellectual tradition of Iranian-Islamic wisdom.
Among the philosophical systems capable of explaining this relationship,
the Transcendent Wisdom (al-Hikmah al-Muta‘aliyah) of Mulla Sadra
occupies a particularly significant position. This philosophical system is
founded upon principles such as the Primacy of Existence, the Gradation
of Existence, and Substantial Motion. It conceives the universe as a
continuous process of perfection and existential ascent (Sadr al-
Muta’allihin Shirazi, 2002). From this perspective, architecture transcends
its physical form to become a manifestation of a particular degree of
existence and a medium through which the human journey toward
spiritual perfection may unfold. Accordingly, a deeper understanding of
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these philosophical foundations and their architectural manifestations can
provide valuable insights for contemporary architects and artists.

This study adopts a qualitative research approach grounded in logical
reasoning to address the following fundamental question: How can
spiritual concepts be preserved and reinforced in contemporary Iranian
architecture? The findings are expected to provide architects, designers,
and researchers in the fields of art and architecture with a conceptual
framework for integrating art, knowledge, and spirituality in the creation
of contemporary architectural spaces.

2. Literature Review

The literature relevant to this study can be organized into three thematic
categories: (1) meaning and spirituality, (2) Transcendent Wisdom, and (3)
the relationship between Transcendent Wisdom and art and architecture.

Meaning and Spirituality: Nasr (2010), in Islamic Art and Spirituality,
explains the sacred nature of Islamic art and architecture and interprets
Islamic architecture as a manifestation of Divine Unity grounded in
philosophical and mystical principles. Sahaf (2016) similarly examines the
fundamental concepts of Iranian wisdom and their relationship with
Iranian architecture. Maleki (2017) examines the concept of meaning, its
significance in traditional and contemporary architecture, and meaning-
centered architectural approaches. Norberg-Schulz (2008), in Meaning in
Western Architecture, traces the evolution of meaning across different
periods of Western architectural history.

Transcendent Wisdom: Shajari (2015) discusses the concepts of human
nature, the soul, and human perfection. Yazdanpanah and Dargahi-Far
(2020), in Characteristics of Transcendent Wisdom, examine the
philosophical, mystical, and ontological foundations of this intellectual
tradition. Pouyan (2020) explores the concept of existence from the
perspectives of both Transcendent Wisdom and Islamic mysticism,
whereas Adelzadeh (2023) investigates the soul andintellectual cognition,
and presents a comparative analysis of Peripatetic philosophy and
Transcendent Wisdom. Likewise, Souzanchi (2010) explains the principles
of the Unity of Existence and the Gradation of Existence, while Nasr,
through his studies of Mulla Sadra and Transcendent Wisdom, highlights
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the integration of reason, revelation, and intuitive knowledge as the
defining characteristics of this philosophical tradition.

Transcendent Wisdom, Art, and Architecture: Rastaei and Hekmat
Mehr (2023), in Theoretical Foundations of Islamic Art, explain the
ontological, epistemological, anthropological, theological, axiological, and
aesthetic foundations of Islamic art from the perspective of Transcendent
Wisdom. Similarly, Sahaf (2012), in his doctoral dissertation, examines the
relationship between the body, soul, and spirit in explaining the
spirituality of the Iranian house based on the philosophical principles of
Transcendent Wisdom. A summary of the related studies, together with
their methodologies and principal findings, is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Literature review related to the topic of Transcendent wisdom and its

manifestations in art and architecture.

?:::wrs/ &eeste;;';h Research Title Results and Findings
Islamic art, through its trans-material
s The steps of space . - T
Descriptive ercention in the perspective, expresses divine unity. Likewise,
- illahger di khan Iranian architecture, as the symbolic
Analytical, ortico, with manifestation of an eternal order, presentsthe
case portico, material world as a transient realm through
. looking at the . L :
studies concept of the which human beings journey toward a higher
with an M llapSa dra’s state of existence and inner tranquility. Within
interpretiv v this worldview, movement and perception are
. theory of . . . .
Motevali e approach . . inseparably intertwined, each depending upon
o substantial motion. . o
Haghighii, the other for its realization.
Sahaf, The separation of contemporary architecture
Kamalizad from the philosophical foundations of Iranian
eh (2023a) Excellence in wisdom has contributed toa crisis of identity.
(2024b) Ir);nian architecture Based on the principles of the Primacy of
Theoretical by relving on theu Existence, the Gradation of Existence, and
foundation, T}rlansZen%len ¢ Substantial Motion, architecture possesses
logical Wisdom (Al both essential and existential dimensions,
reasoning Hikmat al- with primacy accorded to its existential
Muta’alivah aspect. Accordingly, the application of these
uta'aliyah) philosophical principles can provide a
foundation for the developmentof
contemporary architecture.
Grounded in Transcendent Wisdom, Sadrian
Mosque and cultural theory explains the reciprocal
Meaning;: relationship between systems of meaning and
. Examining the spatial order. Within this framework, the
Deductive
Labkhanda . Place of “Sacred mosque serves as the focal point of the
gh (2024) ﬁﬁﬁgglg Spatial Order” in monotheistic order of meaning and plays a
Utopia, from the fundamental role in shaping the Islamic city
Origin of Sadraean and endowing its urban elements with
Cultural Theory meaning through its centrality and
architectural characteristics.
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Authors / Research . o1
Year Method Research Title Results and Findings
) . According to Mulla Sadra, architecture
Manifestation of encompasses both essential and existential
Jalili-Nia Transcendent dimensions, with primacy accorded to its
Jodeyri ’ Mixed - Wisdom in Iranian-  existential dimension. Substantial Motion
Abb;’si Qualitative  Islamic provides the framework through which
Sha fiza, deh historical- ~ Architectural architecture progresses from materiality
Sattari interpretiv.~ Works and toward meaning. The findings of this study
’S ab art hol e and Buildings of the suggest that, by drawing upon the
X a;();:g ° descriptive  Safavid Period (The philosophical foundations of Sadrian
i( ) Place of Sheikh thought, it is possible to formulate principles
Shahabuddin Ahri) ~ for the development of contemporary Iranian
architecture.
Qualitative Dr_awing upon the ideas of Islamic
h ) , In the seeking of the phﬂogophers, this stt_ldy develo_ps fouli
asemi, descriptive  imagination from pr1nc1ples - Re—crgaﬂon of Reality, Unity of
Sahaf, . . . Opposites, Reflection of Truth, and
. -analytical ~ wisdom perspective . .
Jalaeian . . Architecture as an Endless Process —derived
approach and its role in . . .
Ghane ith Irani d from the role of the imaginal faculty in
(2024a) Wlt, a ram‘an art an Iranian art and architecture, and explains the
logical architecture theoretical foundations and architectural
strategy manifestations of each principle.
As a purposeful creator, the architect,
] Interpretati ' B through an Vunde?standing of existence and
Nikoofar, on and From Disposition to  causal relationships, shapes the built
Ahari, Conclusion Love: environment to create spaces suited to
Nadimi, Understanding human life. Beyond establishing a new order
from Mulla o . L . .
Salem Sadra’ Architect's Workin ~ within nature, this creative process
(2023) adras Sadrian School contributes to the perfection of human being
Opinions and transforms architecture into a
manifestation of beauty and virtuous action.
) The aesthetic quality of architectural space is
Introducing the a multidimensional construct that extends
Transcendent beyond sensory perception to encompass
Daneshma L. Perceptual Process cognitive, affective, and intuitive processes.
. Descriptive . . .
nd, Fattahi Analvtical In order to Accordingly, the aesthetic perception of
(2023) - Analytica perceived the space is shaped through four interrelated
Aesthetic Quality of ~ levels: sensory perception, affective
Space engagement, semantic understanding, and
cognitive integration.
Reading the The architecture and ornamentation of the
Architectural Shrine of Sultan Shahéb al-Din may be
Decorations of interpreted as symbolic expressions of key
D . concepts within Transcendent Wisdom,
escriptive  Sultan - . . .
- . including the Primacy of Existence, the
Gheisi - Shahabuddin’s ; . - .
2023 C i Tomb and Gradation of Existence, the Unity of Being,
( ) omparatt omb an . and Substantial Motion. Architectural
ve Comparing It with : . L
. O, elements such as light, spatial continuity,
Some Principles of hierarchical organization, and ornamental
Transcendent motifs are employed to express these
Wisdom philosophical principles.
Analytical A comparative study  The Muslim architect seeks to create spaces
and of the formation of that foster the experience of presence within
Zamani, historical the porch of Allah the realm of meaning. Architectural
Akbari, description ~ Wardikhan of the principles such as centrality, positive spatial
Motevali , combined holy shrine of Razavi  organization, unity within multiplicity,
(2022) with based on the spatial continuity, and hierarchical order are
logical ontology of Mulla grounded in the philosophical foundations of
reasoning Sadra Transcendent Wisdom.
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Authors / Research
Research Title Results and Findings
Year Method 8
Identifying School
Architectural . .
reutectural, Based on the theory of substantial motion,
Design Criteria .
. education is understood as a process of
Moein Based on Mulla . . .
. . human existential transformation.
Mehr, Descriptive  Sadra's Theory of . - .
g . . . Accordingly, educational environments
Majidi - Analytical ~ Substantial Motion . . .
. should be designed in accordance with the
(2022) as an Effective . 11 . .
. existential dimensions of human beings as
Factor in the . .
. well as their temporal and spatial contexts.
Formation of
Human Identity
Within the framework of Islamic religious
Influencing the aesthetics, the Muslim architect and artist
Baniasadi Works of Art and participate in a mode of intuitive creativity
. Qualitative  Architecture in the that reflects divine creation through the
Baghmiran . . I .
Asoari , Content Islamic-Iranian harmonious integration of form and
’(202% Analysis Civilization by the meaning. This worldview is manifested in
Sublime Art and architectural principles such as centrality,
Wisdom light, harmony with nature, geometry,
balance, privacy, and a sense of mystery.
The interpretation of architecture from the
perspective of Mulla Sadra's philosophy
Sedighi, Qualitative Effective szlctors in depends upon the a.rchltect s §ogn1t10.n an.d
. . Interpretation or the pre-understandings associated with his or
Panahi, , analytical, - . . . o .
- Reading the Islamic  her existential condition. In light of
Foroutan, descriptive, . . . L .
o . Architectural Based  substantial motion and the relativity of time,
Dibadj and logical . e P
(2021) reasoning on Transcendent this cognition is formed through instinctive,
Wisdom. innate, and volitional dimensions and is
shaped by beliefs, values, and the
surrounding cultural context.
Rereading of According to Transcendent Wisdom, human
Creation and beings, through their creative faculty, serve
Perception Process as manifestations of the divine act of creation.
in Architectural By reinterpreting the process of cosmic
Pieces, On the basis creation, the structure of architectural
of Transcendent perception and creation can be explained
Taghdir Logical Wisdom. through five interrelated stages: the
(2021), giea existential level of the architect and the
reasoning Structure of . .
(2019) - observer, the external faculties of perception,
Creation and . o .
. the internal cognitive faculties, the
Perception Process . .
. . constituent elements of architecture, and the
in Architectural . .
. . four fundamental dimensions of human
Pieces, on the basis . . .
needs —material, psychological, intellectual,
of Transcendent L. ; -
. and spiritual —which together determine the
Wisdom . . .
quality of this creative process.
By directing the observer's gaze toward the
heavens, the mosque dome symbolizes
A Visualization the transcendence and unity. Wlthm the
. framework of Transcendent Wisdom, the
. Relation Between - -
o Analytical, . dome represents the manifestation of the
Shajari, . . the Mosque's Dome . . K
. interpretiv sensory, imaginal, and intellectual realms. Its
Silvayeh and the Levels of .
e . - material substance corresponds to the
(2020) - Existence in the . . . .
description material world, its form reflects the imaginal
Transcendent s 1= .
. realm (‘alam al-mithal), and the ascending
Wisdom
geometry from the base to the apex of the
dome symbolizes the existential journey from
multiplicity to unity.
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Authors /

Research

R rch Titl Results and Findin
Year Method esearch Title esults and Findings

I . AReview of Ibn According to the principle of the gradation of

nterpretati , \ oo existence in Transcendent Wisdom, the

on and Interpretation of Divine Throne (‘Arsh) is manifested
Amrolahza  inference ‘Arsh in Light of differently at each level of existence. Within
deh, from Transcen. degntal the material realm (Nasut), this reality finds
Rahmati Quranic Wisd di expression in sacred architecture, particularly
(2018) verses and lsdom an ‘1ts mosques and temples. Religious artists have

Transcende Apl.:al%catlon m sought to represent this metaphysical truth in

nt Wisdom Religious Islamic architecture by translating intelligible

Architecture realities into sensible forms.
o o . The aesthetic components of Transcendent
) Descrlptlve Explaining a(?sthetlc Wisdom may be classified into two
Sadeghi, -analytical, ~ components in categories: mental and physical. The mental
Dadgar, content Transcendent components pertain to psychological and
Samavati analysis, Wisdom and their perceptual dimensions, whereas the physical
(2018) library manifestation in dimensions are associated with factors such
: ; as proportion, geometry, and spatial
studies Iranian bazaars " P Ph & Y, i3
ierarchy.
Geometric interlacing, through characteristics
such as repetition within perfection, the
Comparing Mulla capacity for transformation by means of

. Sadra’s concept of secondary patterns, and the preservation of

i};aof;1 iZacle, Mixed, substantial motion un_1tval1th1fn mti!hphaty, re?ectsz thse "
o . 0 principle of continuous creation in Sadrian
Geygloo, Igescrlptnt/., wit h 1'<r;ot malking . philosophy. Within this perspective, the
Abbaszade omparatt - principies In ISIamic o gtic artist manifests the perfection of
h (2018) ve Analysis  art l.Jased on the creation through the generation of diverse
equivalence of geometric patterns, expressing the process of
existence existential perfection (labs ba‘d labs,
successive renewal of being) in Islamic
architecture.

o o A Review on the According to Mulla Sadra's conception of
Soleimani Historical principles and existence and essence, architecture possesses
Sheijani, and objectives of both essential and existential dimensions.
Khakpour,  Descriptive  contemporary The essential dimension addresses material
Raeissamie  Interpretati  architecture inIran  and functional requirements, whereas the
i (2014) on from Mulla Sadra's exis_tential dimengion expresses the intrinsic

point of view reality of the architectural work.
Within the framework of Transcendent
Wisdom (al-Hikmah al-Muta'aliyah), human
Creativity i creativity is regarded as a manifestation of
reativity in divine vicegerency (khilafah) and the creative
Architecture attributes of God. As such, it unfolds across
Shajari, Descriptive Inspired by different degrees corresponding to the
Tabatabaei 1 F 1 Transcendent gradation of existence and finds expression in
Lotfi (2016) -analytica Wisdom. art and architecture. From this perspective,
architecture represents the conscious
Contemporary rep €
Wisdom transformation of the environment by human
beings and can be understood within the
descending and ascending ontological order
of the realms of existence.
Void space, as the medium through which
Qualitative meaning becomes manifested, profoundly
Baniasadi , Empty space; The influences the observer's perception. By
Baghmiran ~ Comparati place of transcending materiality, such space creates
i I:?osseini ve manifestation and the conditions for the emergence of meaning
S,h heh ’ Analvtical perception of and shapes both conscious and subconscious
ancherag nalytical, . eaning in Islamic erception. Consequently, it guides the
. g percep q Yy, g
hi (2024) Documfenta architecture observer through a gradual journey from
ry Studies outward form to inner reality, ultimately

leading toward spiritual perfection.
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A substantial body of research has addressed a wide range of topics,
including the process of artistic creation and perception, the principles
and objectives of Iranian architecture, aesthetic components, creativity,
the role of imagination, the concept of empty space, and the principle of
Substantial Motion. Collectively, these studies have contributed to a
deeper understanding of architecture from the perspective of
Transcendent Wisdom. Nevertheless, a review of the existing literature
indicates that the concept of spirituality has received relatively limited
scholarly attention within the theoretical framework of Transcendent
Wisdom. Furthermore, an analysis of recent research methodologies
reveals that the application of the Fourfold Recognition Method to the
interpretation of artistic and architectural works represents a relatively
new approach in this field. Accordingly, the novelty of the present study
lies in integrating the philosophical principles of Mulla Sadra's
Transcendent Wisdom with the Fourfold Recognition Method to establish
a theoretical framework for explaining spirituality in Iranian architecture.
Unlike previous studies, which have primarily examined either the
philosophical foundations or the physical characteristics of the built
environment in isolation, this research seeks to establish a systematic
relationship between the ontological and aesthetic principles of
Transcendent Wisdom and the spatial experience of architecture. In doing
so, it provides a framework for analyzing Iranian architecture from both
philosophical and experiential perspectives.

3. Materials and Methods

This study is theoretical in its objective and qualitative-interpretive in
nature. It adopts the philosophical framework of Mulla Sadra's
Transcendent Wisdom and employs the Fourfold Recognition Method to
analyze the concept of spirituality in Iranian architecture. Within this
framework, the Fourfold Recognition Method serves as a theoretical model
for explaining the relationship between human beings, space, and meaning.

The research began with the extraction and interpretation of the
philosophical foundations of Transcendent Wisdom through a descriptive-
analytical approach. These philosophical principles were subsequently
operationalized as architectural components that could be systematically
analyzed and examined through selected examples of Iranian architecture.
The research process was carried out in four successive stages:
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Figure 1. Research Process and the Methods Applied at Each Stage.

Review and extraction of the theoretical foundations: In the first stage,
scholarly and documentary sources related to Transcendent Wisdom, Islamic
aesthetics, spirituality, and Iranian architecture were systematically
reviewed. Based on this review, the philosophical principles underpinning
the concept of spirituality were identified and extracted.

Development of the analytical framework: Building upon the
theoretical foundations, the relationships between the philosophical
principles of Transcendent Wisdom and architectural components were
established. In this framework, concepts such as the Primacy of Existence,
the Gradation of Existence, Substantial Motion, and Sadrian aesthetics
were operationalized as architectural indicators that could be
systematically analyzed, including spatial hierarchy, light, geometry,
movement, and perceptual experience.
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Case study analysis based on the Fourfold Recognition Method: The
selected case study, Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, was analyzed using logical
reasoning and the Fourfold Recognition Method, which examines
architectural works at four analytical levels. To further verify the findings,
additional examples of Iranian architecture were also examined using the
same analytical framework.

Extraction of findings and interpretation of contemporary applications:
In the final stage, the analytical findings were interpreted in light of the
principles of Transcendent Wisdom. Their capacity to explain spirituality
in Iranian architecture and their applicability to contemporary
architectural design were subsequently evaluated. Figure 1 illustrates the
research process and the methodology employed at each stage.

Interior - Nature Appearance - Face
T T
H Hi HEH 1 i
: Concepts :; Fundamentals : : Pattern : : Example :
1 1 11 11 1
. 1

: Perception, :| Principles, Rules, : : Format, Example, :: Sample, example, :
o Awareness, Concept (sl Laws Right and o Style Method, M Executed example, 4

Faith, Belief, Vision Wrong, Theoretical Model, Formula Specific example

Ontology Foundations Methodology

Figure 2. The Fourfold Recognition Method (Jalaeian Ghane, Ghasemi, & Sahaf, 2025, p. 69).

Based on the principle of the outward and inward dimensions (zahir
and batin), Sahaf (2016, p. 52) developed the Fourfold Recognition
Method, which consists of four principal components: Concepts,
Foundations, Patterns, and Instances. This framework provides a
systematic means of examining the relationship between abstract concepts
and their concrete manifestations. According to this method, human
understanding of existence and worldview unfolds through four
successive stages: (1) understanding concepts, (2) establishing
foundational principles, (3) developing patterns, and (4) generating
instances —that is, tangible examples or objects produced according to
general patterns and adapted to specific contexts. Collectively, these four
interconnected stages constitute the Fourfold Recognition Method
(Motevali Haghighi, Sahaf, & Kamalizadeh, 2024b) (Figure 2).
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4. Theoretical Foundations

The theoretical framework of this study is organized into three sections.
The first section examines the definition of meaning and spirituality in
philosophy and wisdom traditions. The second explores the beauty and
aesthetic theory in Sadrian philosophy, and the third discusses the
ontology of beauty and the philosophical foundations of Mulla Sadra.

4.1. Definition of Meaning and Spirituality in Philosophy and Wisdom

A useful starting point for clarifying the concepts of meaning and
spirituality is an examination of their lexical definitions. A review of three
major Persian dictionaries — Dehkhoda Dictionary (Dehkhoda, 1998), Moein
Dictionary (Moein, 2004), and Sokhan Dictionary (Anvari, 2002) —shows that
the Persian terms referring to meaning (ma‘na) and spirituality (ma‘naviyyat)
belong to the same lexical family and share a common semantic origin.
Collectively, these dictionaries define meaning as that to which a word,
phrase, or sentence refers, namely its concept, intention, or significance.
Likewise, spirituality is defined as that which pertains to meaning, the inner
dimension, inward thought, or the non-material aspect of reality.

A review of the writings of contemporary scholars further indicates that
the term spirituality has become increasingly prominent in modern
intellectual discourse. It appears explicitly in the works of thinkers such as
Henry Corbin, Huston Smith, Titus Burckhardt, Daryush Shayegan, and
Seyyed Hossein Nasr, suggesting that its contemporary usage has become
widespread only in recent decades. Nasr (1999, pp. 19-20), in his article
Spirituality and Science: Convergence or Divergence?, argues that defining
spirituality is even more difficult than defining science itself, since the concept
has been employed in highly diverse and often ambiguous ways. He explains
that the modern European use of the term is relatively recent, having first
emerged within Catholic circles during the past one or two centuries. In
contemporary discourse, the term is frequently used either as a substitute for
religion or, in some cases, in contrast to it. Nasr further observes that the
corresponding terms in Eastern languages preserve the original etymological
meaning of the Latin spiritus, referring directly to the spirit. For example, the
Arabic term riaHaniyyah derives from al-raH (spirit) and conveys essentially
the same meaning without the semantic ambiguity associated with many
contemporary Western interpretations.

Given the central role of this concept in the present study, it is necessary
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to formulate an operational definition of spirituality from a descriptive and
interpretive perspective. Based on the foregoing discussion, spirituality may
be understood as that which relates to the spirit (riiH) within the traditional
tripartite conception of the human being as comprising body, soul, and spirit.
Since the spirit is regarded as having a Divine origin, spirituality signifies a
relationship with the spiritual realm and, ultimately, with the Creator.
Consequently, spirituality encompasses those dimensions of human
existence associated with the knowledge of God (ma ‘rifah), faith in Divine
Unity (tawHid), and adherence to Divine guidance. Because spirituality
fundamentally involves an inward mode of understanding and an inner
experience of meaning, it cannot be fully captured through precise conceptual
definition. For this reason, meaning and spirituality remain among the most
complex and elusive concepts in contemporary discourse. Within the
framework of the present study, spirituality is therefore understood as a
mode of monotheistic orientation grounded in both inward cognition and
recognition of the Divine (Sahaf, 2012, pp. 94-95; Sahaf, 2016, pp. 54-55).

Since art seeks to express and manifest meaning through form and
matter, making the intelligible perceptible, the separation of art from
spirituality has no place within either theoretical or practical wisdom.
Nevertheless, many works that are conventionally regarded as "works of art"
are, as acknowledged by numerous philosophers and artists, primarily
concerned with material concerns and embody little, if any, spiritual content
—or at least not the form of spirituality understood by religious thinkers and
advocates of metaphysical reality. This condition can largely be attributed to
the quantitative and materialistic worldview that dominates contemporary
society, as well as to the interpretation that both artists and their cultural
context assign to the meaning of artistic works. As awareness of the
hierarchical dimensions of human existence diminishes, spirituality itself is
increasingly reduced to a material and quantitative concept. To clarify this
issue, it is useful to consider the different dimensions of human life These
extend continuously from the material and physiological realm through the
psychological and psychic dimensions, and ultimately toward the realm of
the spirit and its relationship with the unseen world.

A broader examination of the history of Iranian philosophical thought
further clarifies this understanding of spirituality. From the pre-Islamic
period, beginning with the teachings of Zoroaster in the sixth century BCE
and continuing through Mani and Mazdak, to the post-Islamic intellectual
traditions represented by Avicenna (Peripatetic Wisdom), Suhrawardi
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(Iluminationist Wisdom), Ibn ‘Arabi (Mystical Wisdom), and Mulla Sadra
(Transcendent Wisdom), as well as later philosophers such as Mulla Hadi
Sabzevari and Seyyed Jalal al-Din Ashtiani, Iranian philosophical thought
has consistently maintaineda profound spiritual orientation (Corbin, 2008,
pp- 504-510). This continuity of thought reveals a fundamental
characteristic of Iranian wisdom: for more than 2,600 years, spirituality
has remained an enduring and living principle founded upon Divine
Unity (TawHid). Throughout these intellectual traditions, theological
belief has constituted the central axis around which philosophical
reflection has evolved. Consequently, spirituality should not be regarded
as an isolated philosophical concept but rather as a universal and shared
foundation underlying the diverse schools of Iranian wisdom. When
discussing spirituality within the Iranian intellectual tradition, one is
therefore referring to a deeply rooted and self-evident worldview rather
than to a marginal or exceptional philosophical position.

This historical continuity also explains the key distinction between
philosophy and wisdom (Hikmah) within the Islamic intellectual tradition. As
Nasr explains, philosophy in the Islamic world, like that of other traditional
civilizations, has always maintained a close relationship with religion and was
therefore understood as wisdom rather than as an autonomous intellectual
discipline. It never sought to challenge truths revealed through Divine
revelation, whose primary source in Islam is the Holy Qur'an, together with
the Prophetic traditions (Nasr, 2008). A similar relationship existed for many
centuries in the Christian West, where philosophy remained closely integrated
with theology and sought to provide a rational understanding of a world
fundamentally shaped by religious reality. It was only after the Renaissance,
and particularly from the seventeenth century onward, that philosophy in the
West gradually developed into an increasingly independent and
predominantly rational discipline.

Accordingly, it may be concluded that philosophy and wisdom were
originally closely intertwined. However, with the emergence of the rise of
rationalism, philosophical inquiry gradually diverged from wisdom. Within
the context of the present study, wisdom (Hikmah) may therefore be
understood as Divine Philosophy, while a sage (Hakim) is one who possesses
insight into the inner meanings of reality and the spiritual dimensions of
existence. Consequently, the intellectual heritage of Iran is more accurately
characterized as a tradition of Iranian-Islamic Wisdom than as one founded
solely upon rational philosophy in its modern sense (Sahaf, 2012, pp. 95-96).
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4.2. Beauty and Aesthetics in Sadrian Philosophy

Among Islamic philosophers, Mulla Sadra devoted greater attention to
aesthetic arguably more than many of his predecessors, to the extent that the
seventh volume of Al-Asfar al-Arba‘ah may be regarded as an independent
treatise on aesthetics. He defines beauty as "al-jamil huwa al-ladhi yustaHsan"
("the beautiful is that which is perceived as beautiful") and considers it the
perfection appropriate to every existent. From his perspective, art and beauty
arise through the attainment of higher degrees of existence within the
imaginal realm (‘alam al-mithal) and through the perception of its universal
forms. Accordingly, beauty is inseparable from perfection and constitutes a
degree of existence itself; every being partakes of beauty in proportion to its
share of existence. Mulla Sadra attributes the origin of all beauty to the Divine
Reality, maintaining that the beauties of the world are reflections of the
Absolute Divine Beauty. Consequently, the perception of beauty is not
merely a sensory experience but an existential one that guides human beings
toward truth and perfection (Taiebinazari & Monfared, 2023, p. 64; Hashem
Nejad, 2006, p. 321; Ghasemi, Sahaf, & Jalaeian Ghane, 2024b, p. 259).

Aesthetic issues I Conclusion I

Belief in the plurality
of beauty

The beings of the universe differ from one another in the degree and intensity
of their existence (Mohtasham & Hamzenejad 2017, p. 75).

All beings share a single reality of existence (Mohtasham & Hamzenejad 2017,
p. 75).

Belief in the unity of
beauty

The degree of beauty possessed by each being corresponds to its degree of
existence (Mahtasham & Hamzeneiad 2017. n. 75).

Levels of beauty

Ultimate level of
beauty

vV v ¥

According to Mulla Sadra, God represents the highest degree of beauty
(Mohtasham & Hamzeneiad 2017, p. 75).

Earthly and physical beauties are never purely material or corporeal; rather,
. they derive their reality from higher levels of existence. Regardless of the

. 33|'ef in the level at which beauty appears, it participates in Eternal Beauty and therefore
inclusiveness of beauty possesses an inherently transcendent character (Taiebinazari & Monfared,
2022, p. 65). Therefore, the Absolute Existence (God) and beauty are identical
(Arab-Pour & Ragabadi, 2022, p. 81).

v

Beauty skepticism ' He maintains that beauty exists in varying degrees of intensity and regards it
as a graded reality (Taiebinazari & Monfared, 2022, p. 65).

Existence and beauty constitute a single reality in the external world and

derive their unity from this ontological identity (Arab-Pour & Raqgabadi, 2022,
n 1\

Originality of beauty '

The terms Al-baha’, Istihsan, Mawzin, Tanasuf, Tanasub, I'tidal, Jadah al-
Tarkib, Nazm, Latif, Ghunch, Dalal (Hashemnejad, 2013) represent various
rancente acenciated with aecthetice and heanitv

The 11th Principles of '
Aesthetics

Figure 3. Mulla Sadra's Perspective on Aesthetics.
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Mulla Sadra further maintains that God is the ultimate source of all
beauty, perfection, and order, and that every form of beauty in the
universe is a manifestation of His infinite Jamal (Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1981,
p. 35; Sadr al-Din Shirazi, 1975, p. 39). He regards the beauty foundin this
world as a reflection of the beauty of the higher realms, which assumes
forms of imperfection and change when manifested in the material
world. From this perspective, beauty corresponds to the perfection of the
soul, and its perception naturally evokes delight.

Consistent with this understanding, Schuon argues that art is authentic
only insofar as it manifests Divine Truth and guides human beings from
the outward forms of things toward their inner reality (Amiri, 2018, p. 28,
citing Schuon, 2004, p. 44). Likewise, Michon (2004), drawing upon the
Prophetic tradition "Allah is Beautiful and loves beauty," maintains that the
mission of Islamic art is to embody Divine principles through artistic
forms. Beauty in Islamic art is therefore not merely a formal or visual
quality but an expression of a spiritual reality.

Mulla Sadra also explains the relationship between love, beauty, and
artistic creation by tracing artistic creativity back to Divine creation itself.
In his view, the artisan's love for the work they create represents one of
the degrees of love, and the artist participates in the manifestation of
beauty through the creative act. By comparing the image of the beloved to
a work of art, he explains the emergence of love through three successive
stages: takrar al-mushahadat (repeated contemplation), tawarud al-nazar
(repeated visual encounter), and istiHsan (aesthetic appreciation) (Emami-
Jomeh, 2018, p. 123). Accordingly, art is understood as the product of the
soul's perfection and its existential growth, while genuine artistic creation
ultimately originates from Divine inspiration and the intuitive
contemplation of beauty (Taiebinazari & Monfared, 2023, p. 67).

Within the specific framework of Sadrian aesthetics, beauty is regarded
as inseparable from the reality of existence itself. The manifestation of
Divine Light in the sensible world can therefore be interpreted through a
series of concepts developed by Mulla Sadra, particularly in Al-Asfar al-
Arba ‘ah. The most significant of these concepts include:

Al-Baha’l: Beauty, radiance, elegance, and that which gives rise to
intimacy and attraction.

c\.@_}“l
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IstiHsan2: The recognition and appreciation of beauty; one of the
fundamental concepts of Islamic aesthetics, closely associated with Husn
(beauty) and maHasin (beautiful qualities) (Hashem Nejad, 2006; Pazouki,
2005, p. 23).

Mawzin (Harmony)3: Denoting proportion, rhythm, and balance,
particularly in relation to poetry and musical expression.

Tanasuf?, Tanasub®, and I‘tidal® (Symmetry, Proportion, and Balance):
Principal components of sensible beauty, referring to harmony,
proportional relationships, and equilibrium among constituent elements
(Sadr al-Muta’allihin Shirazi, 2002, Vol. 7, pp. 173-180; Hashem Nejad,
2006, p. 145).

Jawdat al-Tarkib? and Nazm? (Excellence of Composition and Order):
Concepts describing the quality of composition and the orderly
arrangement of elements, both regarded as essential indicators of
perceptible beauty.

Latif% Ghanj!0, and Dalal': Aesthetic attributes referring to delicacy,
subtle elegance, gracefulness, and refined manifestations of beauty in both
human beings and the higher degrees of existence (Sadr al-Muta’allihin
Shirazi, 2002, Vol. 2, p. 77; Ibn Manzar, 1993, Vol. 2, p. 338).

In addition to these concepts, terms such as Taldlu’ (radiance), Shafif
(transparency), and Badi' (creative originality) also appear in Mulla
Sadra's writings as aesthetic concepts closely associated with aesthetics
(Hashem Nejad, 2006). The expression of these aesthetic principles varies
according to the nature of each artistic discipline. In the performing arts,
qualities such as proportion, symmetry, excellence of composition,
gracefulness, and elegance are particularly prominent. In the visual arts,
concepts such as Al-Baha’, IstiHsan, and delicacy and subtle refinement

2. Ol

3. 0sose

4, caaliy
5.l

6. Jlic|

7. S Al Gasa
8. pkai

9, —aal

10. g

11. Y3
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assume greater significance. In the applied arts —including architecture,
literature, music, and traditional crafts—principles such as harmony,
balance, and order play a central role. Nevertheless, all artistic disciplines
draw upon these aesthetic foundations, albeit with different degrees of
emphasis.

Accordingly, within Transcendent Wisdom, beauty is fundamentally
an ontological concept intrinsically linked to perfection, the gradation of
existence, and Divine Reality. Consequently, qualities such as order,
proportion, balance, grandeur, and the perception of beauty provide
theoretical framework for the analysis of Iranian architectural works.

4.3. Ontology of Beauty and the Philosophical Foundations of Mulla Sadra

Explaining the ontology of beauty from Mulla Sadra’s perspective
requires a brief review of the principal foundations of Transcendent
Wisdom (al-Hikmah al-Muta‘aliyah), which are outlined below.

Primacy of Existence (Asalat al-Wujud): The distinction between
existence (wujid) and essence (mahiyyah) constitutes one of the most
fundamental issues in Islamic philosophy. When considering any entity,
two questions naturally arise: Does it exist? and What is it? According to
the doctrine of the Primacy of Existence, objective reality is constituted by
existence, whereas essence, although manifested in the external world,
possesses no independent reality apart from existence, and its realization
is entirely dependent upon it (Sadr al-Muta’allihin Shirazi, 2002; Hekmat,
2002). From this perspective, existence is the original, objective, and
indefinable reality, apprehended through immediate and intuitive
knowledge (al-‘ilm al-Hudairil), whereas essence serves only as the
conceptual framework through which beings are understood and has no
independent reality apart from existence (Motevali Haghighi, Sahaf, &
Kamalizadeh, 2024a).

Unity and Gradation of Existence (WaHdat al-Wujiud and Tashkik al-
Wujad): According to Mulla Sadra, all beings participate in the same
reality of existence; their differences arise not from distinct kinds of
existence but from varying degrees of existential intensity and perfection.
This doctrine, known as the Gradation of Existence, explains the diversity
of beings as the result of different existential ranks rather than differences
in the essence of existence itself. To illustrate this idea, Mulla Sadra
compares existence to light, which, despite being one reality, manifests in
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varying degrees of intensity and luminosity. Consequently, the higher the
existential rank of a being, the greater its perfection and capacity for
knowledge, whereas lower degrees are characterized by greater limitation
and deficiency. At the summit of this hierarchy stands the Necessary
Being (Wajib al-Wujad), the most perfect degree of existence and the
ultimate source of all levels of reality (Motevali Haghighi, Sahaf, &
Kamalizadeh, 2024a).

Accordingly, unity and multiplicity are not regarded as contradictory
concepts within Transcendent Wisdom. Rather, multiplicity represents
the manifestation of different degrees of a single, unified reality. The
universe is therefore understood as the manifestation of one Truth
manifested through varying degrees of perfection and deficiency ,
perfection and imperfection, thereby giving rise to the diversity of created
beings (Sadr al-Muta’allihin Shirazi, 2002).

Substantial Motion (Al-Harakah al-Jawhariyyah): The concepts of
motion and change have occupied a central place in philosophy since
ancient Greek philosophy (Faramarz Qaramaleki, 2009). Within
Transcendent Wisdom, Substantial Motion refers to the gradual
actualization of potentiality into actuality. Mulla Sadra maintains that
every being is intrinsically directed toward greater perfection and
immateriality, and that no level of existence remains static (Moein Mehr
& Majidi, 2022, p. 105). Every movement is therefore understood as a
transition from deficiency toward perfection (Tabataba'i, 1991).

The fundamental distinction between Mulla Sadra's philosophy and
that of earlier philosophers lies in his assertion that motion occurs not
merely in accidents but within the very substance of beings.
Consequently, the human being is understood as a dynamic and
continuously evolving reality whose existential transformation and
perfection unfold through the process of Substantial Motion (Motevali
Haghighi, Sahaf, & Kamalizadeh, 2024a, p. 50).

Architecture and the Primacy of Existence: According to Transcendent
Wisdom, the proper understanding of any phenomenon requires
simultaneous consideration of both its essence and its existence.
Architecture likewise possesses both an essential and an existential
dimension. The essential dimension addresses functional and material
requirements and remains conditioned by time and place, whereas the
existential dimension reflects the architect's existential orientation and
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serves as a manifestation of the Divine Names within the material world.
Consequently, the true nature of architecture cannot be fully understood
without acknowledging its existential dimension.

While contemporary architecture has frequently become confined to
functional and physical considerations, Sadrian philosophy, through its
emphasis on the inseparable relationship between outward form and
existential reality, provides a philosophical foundation for reinterpreting
the meaning, value, and spiritual significance of architecture (Motevali
Haghighi, Sahaf, & Kamalizadeh, 2024a).

Architecture and the Principle of the Gradation of Existence: Human
beings manifest their presence in the world through place. Within
architectural theory, the doctrine of the Gradation of Existence (Tashkik
al-Wujad) constitutes one of the principal philosophical foundations for
explaining the relationship between form and meaning, as well as the
validity of symbolism in architecture. Based on the philosophical principle
of the Unity of the Intellect and the Intelligible (IttiHad al-‘Aqil wa al-
Ma‘qul), every architectural work possesses two modes of existence:
external existence, referring to its objective realization in the physical
world, and essential (or fixed) existence, referring to its prior existence
within the architect's knowledge and consciousness. Consequently, an
architectural work exists at the level of fixed existence before its material
realization (Souzanchi, 2010). Within Transcendent Wisdom, this
ontological distinction provides the basis for explaining the principle of
unity in multiplicity and multiplicity in unity, thereby offering a
philosophical framework for understanding the relationship between
meaning, form, and the existential presence of architectural works.

Architecture and Substantial Motion: Since human beings, according to
Transcendent Wisdom, are continuously progressing through Substantial
Motion toward existential perfection, architecture can likewise serve as a
medium for this ontological journey. Iranian architecture, through the
conscious use of light, geometry, order, proportion, and spatial silence,
creates an environment that encourages contemplation, reflection, and the
inner spiritual journey. From this perspective, architectural space is not a
neutral physical container but an active medium through which
successive levels of perception unfold before the observer moves through
it, gradually progressing from the material realm toward spiritual
meaning. Human movement within architectural space may therefore be
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understood as the architectural manifestation of Substantial Motion, a
process in which sensory perception gradually develops into deeper
forms of spiritual and intuitive understanding (Baniasadi Baghmirani,
Hosseini, & Shahcheraghi, 2024).

5. Analysis: Spirituality in Art and Architecture from the Perspective
of Transcendent Wisdom and Sadrian Aesthetics

Based on the philosophical foundations derived from Transcendent
Wisdom, the relationship between philosophical concepts and the spatial
organization of Iranian architecture can be systematically interpreted.
This section analyzes that relationship with particular emphasis on
Sadrian aesthetics, using Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque as a case study. Figure
4 illustrates the relationship between spirituality and beauty in art and
architecture. Within Sadrian thought, beauty is not merely an artistic
attribute but a path toward the realization of Absolute Truth. Art and
architecture grounded in wisdom and spirituality are therefore capable of
elevating human perception beyond the material realm through beauty
itself, providing the conditions for spiritual ascent and intuitive
contemplation.

The Existence of the Divine Essence <.

o,
..
s
0y

.
.
.
.
.

Art and beauty arise through the attainment of

higher degrees of existence within the imaginal The Manifestation of Meaning and
realm (Aalam-e-Mesal) and through the Spirituality through the Aesthetics B
perception of its universal forms. :

o Aesthetics in art and architecture serves
1 Art and Architecture < as a mediating framework through which
the meaning and spiritual realities
derived from Divine Reality are
manifested. Through the application of

Art and beauty arise through the attainment of aesthetic principles, the architect seeks to
higher degrees of existence within the imaginal embody transcendent and celestial
realm (Aalam-e-Mesal) and through the concepts in tangible, physical forms.

perception of its universal forms.

Figure 4. Relationship between Spirituality and Beauty in Art and Architecture from the
Perspective of Transcendent Wisdom
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Within the traditional classification of the arts, the applied arts
comprise those artistic disciplines that combine aesthetic value with
practical function. Architecture is therefore regarded as an applied art
that, in addition to fulfilling material needs, embodies multiple levels of
meaning, symbolism, and spiritual journey. Through material form, it
serves as a manifestation of transcendent realities (Esmaeili, Jalaeian
Ghane, & Sahaf, 2025).

Within the framework of Sadrian philosophy, architectural space may
be understood as the manifestation of existence (wujad) itself. Just as, in
Transcendent Wisdom, essences represent different modes of
manifestation of the one reality of existence, architectural space likewise
manifests itself diverse forms and conditions. From this perspective, space
in Iranian architecture possesses an ontological rather than merely
physical significance. Its various spatial configurations—including
enclosed, semi-open, and open spaces—may be regarded as distinct
existential manifestations through which different degrees of spatial
presence are embodied in architectural form.

These three spatial conditions may further be correlated with the three
existential dimensions of the human being in Transcendent Wisdom —
body, soul, and spirit—thereby reflecting the tripartite nature of the
human constitution within the built fabric of Iranian architecture.
Accordingly, architectural space, extending from the enclosed spaces to
the open courtyard, unfolds through the Gradation of Existence,
manifesting successive levels of being. This progression from materiality
toward meaning corresponds directly to the doctrine of Substantial
Motion, whereby existence continuously advances from potentiality to
actuality and from multiplicity toward unity. From this interpretation,
two principal conclusions may be drawn regarding the correspondence
between the principles of Transcendent Wisdom and the structure of
Iranian architecture:

(1) Primacy is accorded to space rather than merely to form or material,
since space constitutes the medium through which human beings
experience existence, and this experience is rooted in the existential
dimensions of human beings.

(2) The three principal spatial typologies —enclosed, semi-open, and
open spaces —correspond to the three existential dimensions of the human
being—body, soul, and spirit. Iranian architecture therefore reflects
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humanity's spiritual journey through the hierarchy of existence,
progressing from the sensory world toward the imaginal realm.

4.4. Progression from Matter to Meaning in Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque

Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, situated on the eastern side of Nagsh-e Jahan
Square, is one of the four principal architectural elements defining the central
urban space of Isfahan. In his explanation of the hierarchical progression
toward the spatial center, Mahmoud Tavasoli, drawing upon the views of
Nader Ardalan (Bakhtiar & Ardalan, 1973) as well as Arthur Upham Pope
(Pope, 1991), presents a diagrammatic interpretation of the movement from
the public space of the square to the interior sanctuary (shabestan) of the
mosque. The successive stages of this spatial journey are outlined below.

"If the spatial sequence is traced from the entrance, and the two
transitional pause-spaces — the threshold to the corridor and the threshold
to the prayer hall —are added to the five principal spaces, a total of seven
spatial stages emerge, each possessing distinct morphological
characteristics." (Tavasoli, 1995; Tavasoli, 2015)

1. Naqgsh-e Jahan Square: The spatial journey begins in the vast
rectangular square measuring approximately 165 x 510 m. Although the
immense scale of the square does not allow the observer to perceive all of
its major visual elements simultaneously, this expansive horizontal space
creates a continuous relationship between earth and sky, symbolically
uniting the terrestrial and the celestial realms.

2. The Forecourt of the Mosque: This transitional space serves as the
observer's first preparation for entering an environment of a different
scale and character.

3. The Entrance Iwan: Situated five steps above the level of the
forecourt, the entrance iwan forms a narrower transitional space and
constitutes the final exterior zone before entering the mosque.

4. The Entrance Threshold: Containing the main entrance door, this
threshold functions as the first pause-space and marks the passage into
the interior. It symbolizes the threshold to another world. From this point
onward, the inner realm gradually reveals itself.

5. The Corridor: The corridor constitutes the central spatial element of
Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque. Had the mosque been constructed elsewhere —
even elsewhere around Nagsh-e Jahan Square, such as on the site of Ali

58 SPEKTRUM IRAN ¢ Jg. 39 « Nr. 1 ¢ 33-75



Sahaf, Jalaeian Ghane, & Jalaeian Ghane

Qapu Palace or the Shah Mosque — it would not have possessed its present
spatial quality, because the proportional relationship between the exterior
and interior spaces would have been fundamentally altered. It is within
this corridor that the gradual separation from the external world and the
transition toward the interior occur. During the passage through this
intermediary space, the sounds, colors, movement, and activity of the
outside world progressively fade away. The corridor thus functions as an
intermediate realm between humanity (represented by the public square)
and spirituality (represented by the prayer hall). It is a space situated
between body and spirit—an imaginal realm mediating between the
material and the spiritual worlds.

6. The Threshold of the Prayer Hall: This threshold constitutes the final
pause-space before entering the innermost sacred realm.

7. The Prayer Hall (Shabestan): The prayer hall represents the ultimate
interior realm — the realm of the unseen, a distinct world characterized by
its spiritual presence.
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Figure 5 illustrates the complete sequence of these seven spatial stages together with the
movement of visitors through the mosque.

SPEKTRUM IRAN ¢ Jg. 39 « Nr. 1 ¢ 33-75 59



Reinterpreting spirituality in Iranian architecture ...

Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque was selected as the case study for the present
research for several reasons. First, its construction coincided with the
flourishing period of Transcendent Wisdom and the lifetime of Mulla
Sadra. Second, it occupies an exceptional position within Iranian-Islamic
architecture. Finally, its spatial organization and architectural
characteristics distinguish it from other Safavid-period mosques. Through
features such as its carefully articulated spatial hierarchy, sophisticated
orchestration of natural light, coherent geometric organization, and rich
symbolic content, the mosque provides an appropriate case for explaining
the relationship between the theoretical principles of Transcendent
Wisdom and their architectural manifestation. For this reason, it has
frequently been used in previous scholarship as one of the most
representative examples for analyzing the semantic, perceptual, and
spatial dimensions of Iranian architecture.

Enclosed space  Semi-open space Enclosed space { Enclosed space
{Corridar) (Twan) Open space (Corridor) (Shabestan}

Figure 6. Sections of the Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque

(right: section through the prayer hall (Mehrali, 2020); left: section through the
entrance iwan (Karimi, Abouei, & Heydari, 2017)), illustrating the correspondence
between the three spatial typologies of Iranian architecture —enclosed, semi-open,
and open spaces —and the three existential dimensions of the human being (body,

soul, and spirit) within the framework of al-Hikma al-Muta ‘aliyah.
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The spatial organization of Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque represents one of
the most refined examples of a gradual and hierarchical progression from
the outward to the inward. Unlike most Iranian mosques, its entrance does
not lead directly to an open courtyard. Instead, visitors reach the prayer
hall only after passing through a curved transitional corridor. This
deliberate deviation symbolizes an inward journey, a gradual detachment
from multiplicity, and a preparation for the reception of spiritual
meaning. As illustrated in Figure 5, this sequence may be interpreted as
an architectural manifestation of the soul's Substantial Motion,
progressing from the corporeal toward the spiritual realm.

The journey begins at Nagsh-e Jahan Square, representing the realm of
multiplicity, and culminates in the domed sanctuary, symbolizing unity
and spiritual meaning. This progression offers a tangible expression of the
transition from potentiality to actuality, reflecting the human journey
from multiplicity toward unity. It closely parallels Mulla Sadra's concept
of Substantial Motion, according to which existence continuously
progresses from its lowest material level toward higher degrees of
immateriality and spiritual perfection.

The change in direction within the entrance corridor introduces a
moment of pause and reflection, mentally preparing visitors for entry into
the sacred domain of the mosque. Furthermore, the framed visual
connection between the corridor and the domed chamber reinforces this
contemplative transition. From Mulla Sadra's perspective, this process
may be understood as the gradual manifestation of meaning through
architectural form. Throughout the circulation path, light transforms from
a soft, dispersed, and fragmented illumination into a concentrated and
unified radiance within the domed chamber (Figure 7).

Figure 7. Right: soft and dispersed natural light within the transitional corridor (Photograph
by Sadaf Khadem Beheshti);

Center: concentrated illumination inside the domed chamber; Left: the centrally
illuminated domed chamber (Mehrali, 2020).
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The geometric order of the domed chamber is organized according to
a radial, center-oriented geometry that may be interpreted as an
architectural manifestation of the Gradation of Existence. Its geometric
composition expresses a progression from lower to higher existential
levels (Figure 7). Consequently, the domed chamber symbolizes the
highest spiritual state attainable by the human being, in which, at the
culmination of Substantial Motion, the soul is liberated from the
constraints of material existence.

4.5. Progression from Matter to Meaning in Other Works of Iranian-Islamic
Architecture

Although the present study adopts Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque as its
principal case study, many of the philosophical concepts derived from al-
Hikma al-Muta‘aliyah can also be identified in other masterpieces of
Iranian-Islamic architecture. To demonstrate the broader applicability of
the findings, several representative examples are briefly presented below.

Jameh Mosque of Isfahan: As illustrated in Figure 8, unlike the Sheikh
Lotfollah Mosque, the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan has multiple entrances,
all of which ultimately converge within the central courtyard. Serving as
an intermediate spatial domain, the courtyard connects the various
entrances to the principal prayer space while directing movement toward
the southern iwan and ultimately the domed sanctuary. This spatial
sequence can be interpreted through the concept of Substantial Motion, as
visitors are gradually guided from public spaces toward progressively
deeper levels of spiritual presence as they move through the mosque.

Moreover, the hierarchical arrangement and varying spatial qualities
of the entrances, courtyard, iwan, and domed chamber, together with the
progressive changes in elevation leading toward the sanctuary, express
successive degrees of existence that can be interpreted through the
principle of the Gradation of Existence. At the same time, despite their
functional and formal diversity, these architectural elements are
integrated into a coherent spatial system that represents the transition
from multiplicity to unity, an interpretation that corresponds
philosophically to the principle of the Primacy of Existence. Accordingly,
the spatial organization of the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan may be regarded
as a representative model of Iranian architecture, in which hierarchical
spatial organization enables the gradual progression from the outward
experience of space toward its inner spiritual reality.
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Figure 8. Jameh Mosque of Isfahan (Jabal Ameli, 2013).

Shah Mosque (Imam Mosque of Isfahan): The spatial organization of
the Shah Mosque (Imam Mosque) is structured around a hierarchical
sequence consisting of the entrance, transitional corridor, courtyard,
iwans, and the principal domed sanctuary. Entry into the mosque occurs
through a corridor that gradually turns toward the gibla, guiding visitors
from the urban environment into a sacred realm before leading them to
the central courtyard and ultimately the domed chamber. This spatial
progression can be interpreted through the concept of Substantial Motion,
as the visitor's perception gradually evolves from engagement with the
external world toward increasingly profound levels of spiritual
awareness.

Furthermore, the differing spatial qualities of the entrance, corridor,
courtyard, iwans, and domed sanctuary express a distinct hierarchy of
existential levels that may be explained through the principle of the
Gradation of Existence. Within this hierarchy, the domed chamber serves
as both the spatial and spiritual focal point of the mosque, representing its
highest existential level.

Despite the diversity of spaces, circulation paths, and architectural
elements, all components of the mosque are integrated into a coherent
spatial system organized around the qibla. From the perspective of
Transcendent Wisdom, this unity may be interpreted through the
principle of the Primacy of Existence, whereby the multiplicity of
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architectural elements ultimately serves the realization of a single
ontological reality and a unified experience of sacred space. Consequently,
the spatial organization of the Shah Mosque can likewise be regarded as a
representative model of Iranian architecture, in which hierarchical spatial
orderguides visitors through a gradual progression from multiplicity to
unity and from outward appearance to inner spiritual reality.

Figure 9. Shah Mosque (Imam Mosque), Isfahan (Khanzadeh, 2024)

Fin Garden, Kashan: The spatial organization of Fin Garden is
structured around a central axis, a system of water channels, the central
pavilion (kushk), and a geometrically ordered network of circulation
paths.

Figure 10. Fin Garden, Kashan (Daneshmand & Atik, 2024).
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The movement of visitors from the entrance toward the center of the
garden provides a gradual experience of spatial discovery and an
increasing awareness of its geometric order. This progression may be
interpreted through the concept of Substantial Motion, as spatial
perception continuously develops throughout the journey.

At the same time, the principal axis, central pavilion, watercourses, and
surrounding spaces, while forming parts of a unified spatial system, differ
in their spatial qualities, visual prominence, and functional significance.
These differences reflect successive degrees of existence that correspond
to the principle of the Gradation of Existence.

Moreover, the geometric unity of the garden, together with the
diversity of its natural and architectural elements—including water,
vegetation, pathways, and built structures —exemplifies unity within
multiplicity, a characteristic consistent with the principle of the Primacy
of Existence in Transcendent Wisdom. Accordingly, the spatial
organization of Fin Garden may also be regarded as an exemplary model
of Iranian architecture, in which spatial order and perceptual hierarchy
gradually guide visitors toward an experience of unity emerging from
multiplicity

Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili Shrine Ensemble: The spatial organization
of the Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili Shrine Ensemble is structured around a
sequential progression of entrance spaces, courtyards, corridors, and
ceremonial spaces culminating in the principal mausoleum. This spatial
sequence gradually guides visitors from public domains toward
progressively more sacred realms and may therefore be interpreted
through the concept of Substantial Motion, as the visitor's spatial
experience progressively advances toward deeper levels of spiritual
presence and existential awareness.

The differences in the location, spatial quality, and degree of sanctity
among the various spaces within the complex likewise express a hierarchy
of existential levels that may be explained through the principle of the
Gradation of Existence.

At the same time, despite the functional and formal diversity of its
architectural components, the ensemble is unified within a coherent
spatial system centered on the shrine itself. Philosophically, this
characteristic corresponds to the principle of the Primacy of Existence,
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whereby diverse architectural elements converge toward a unified
ontological reality.

Accordingly, the Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili Shrine Ensemble may also
be regarded as an outstanding example of Iranian architecture, whose
hierarchical spatial organization represents a gradual progression from
multiplicity to unity and from outward experience toward inner spiritual
awareness.

Figure 11. Sheikh Safi al-Din Ardabili Shrine Ensemble (Yousefi, Alizadeh Sola, & Tavousi,
2013).

An examination of these case studies demonstrates that, despite
differences in function, spatial organization, and historical context, they
share a common spatial logic. In each example, the movement of visitors
from public spaces toward the principal architectural spaces is organized
through a gradual and hierarchical sequence, whereby spatial experience
progresses from multiplicity to unity and from the initial levels of
perception toward deeper levels of presence and meaning. This
characteristic can be interpreted through the concept of Substantial
Motion, understood as the progressive development of human perception
through space.

Furthermore, the differences in location, spatial quality, and degree of
sanctity among the various spaces express a hierarchy of existential levels
that corresponds to the principle of the Gradation of Existence. At the
same time, despite the functional and formal diversity of their
architectural components, each complex is organized as a coherent and
purposeful spatial system. This unity within multiplicity can be
understood through the principle of the Primacy of Existence.
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Accordingly, it can therefore be concluded that these three
philosophical principles are not confined to a single architectural example;
rather, they constitute an interpretive framework provides an interpretive
framework for understanding the spatial organization of a wide range of
significant works of Iranian architecture. The findings of this study
therefore extend beyond the selected case study and may be generalized
to other examples of Iranian architecture characterized by hierarchical and
meaning-based spatial organization.

4.6. Application of the Principles of al-Hikma al-Muta ‘aliyah in Contemporary
Architecture

The practical application of al-Hikma al-Muta‘aliyah in contemporary
architecture lies primarily in emphasizing the existential and spiritual
dimensions of architectural space. According to the principle of the
Primacy of Existence, architecture should not be confined to the creation
of form and physical structure; rather, it should provide a setting that
enriches lived experience and strengthens the individual's relationship
with meaning.

Likewise, the principle of the Gradation of Existence underscores the
importance of creating spatial hierarchies and graduated perceptual
sequences, enabling users to experience their surroundings through a
progressive and increasingly profound process of spatial awareness as
they move through the built environment.

From another perspective, the concept of Substantial Motion offers
inspiration for the design of spaces that encourage discovery,
contemplation, and gradual existential transformation. Within this
framework, the deliberate use of light, geometry, proportion, spatial
order, and carefully structured spatial sequences not only enhances the
aesthetic quality of architecture but also creates conditions conducive to
spiritual experience and reflective engagement.

Accordingly, al-Hikma al-Muta‘aliyah may serve as a robust
theoretical framework for rethinking contemporary architectural practice,
reinforcing its humanistic and spiritual dimensions while providing
philosophical guidance for the creation of meaningful architectural
environments.
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Table 2. Practical framework for applying the principles of al-Hikma al-Muta ‘aliyah in

contemporary architectural design based on the Fourfold Recognition Framework.
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experienti according to their height, lighting, environments
al significance and ~ materials, scale,
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the sense of percep y &
place experiences

5. Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate a meaningful and meaningful
relationship between the fundamental principles of Mulla Sadra's al-
Hikma al-Muta‘aliyah and the spatial organization of Iranian architecture.
The analysis of Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, conducted through the Fourfold
Recognition Framework, revealed that concepts such as the Primacy of
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Existence, the Gradation of Existence, and Substantial Motion are not
merely abstract philosophical doctrines; rather, they are embodied in the
mosque's spatial organization and in the perceptual experience of its
users. The analysis of additional architectural precedents further indicates
that spatial hierarchy, the gradual transition from public to sacred spaces,
the orchestration of natural light, geometric order, spatial proportion, and
the continuity of architectural elements collectively facilitate a progressive
experiential journey from the outward to the inward and from multiplicity
toward unity.

From a methodological perspective, this study demonstrates that the
Fourfold Recognition Framework provides an effective analytical model
for translating philosophical concepts into architectural indicators suitable
for systematic analysis. The framework establishes a coherent relationship
between the theoretical foundations of al-Hikma al-Muta‘aliyah and the
analysis of architectural works, while also offering a methodological
approach applicable to the study of other examples of Iranian architecture.

The creation of spiritually meaningful architecture in contemporary
practice—similar to that found in traditional Iranian architecture—
ultimately depends upon the architect's inner conviction and spiritual
awareness. Within the Fourfold Recognition Framework, this dimension
is represented through inner (psychic) cognition, which forms the
conceptual foundation of architectural creation. In Iranian philosophical
thought, self-knowledge (ma ‘rifat al-nafs) constitutes the prerequisite for
the soul's journey toward perfection, leading to the elevation of the human
being through successive existential levels and representing the ultimate
objective of life within the tradition of Islamic wisdom. Grounded in this
epistemological perspective, contemporary architects may move beyond
purely formal or functional approaches and, by emphasizing the
ontological essence of architecture rather than its external appearance,
create environments that foster deeper existential and spiritual
experiences.

Accordingly, Iranian architecture may be understood as a symbolic
language that, through the application of philosophical principles and
transcendent aesthetic values, not only produces spaces of beauty and
functional excellence but also serves the existential journey of human
beings. Recognizing this dimension offers valuable guidance for
contemporary architectural practice, particularly at a time when many
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urban and architectural environments have become increasingly detached
from identity, meaning, and spiritual significance. Revitalizing the
spiritual dimension of Iranian architecture therefore requires a critical
reinterpretation and application of the principles of al-Hikma al-
Muta‘aliyah in both architectural theory and design practice. The present
study represents a step toward this objective.

Table 3 presents the analysis of the Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque using the
Fourfold Recognition Framework, illustrating the gradual translation of
philosophical concepts from the realm of inner meanings into their
tangible architectural and spatial manifestations.
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