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Extended Abstract

Aims: Mosques have long been among the most significant religious, cultural, and urban elements of Iranian
cities. Beyond their spiritual function, they have historically served as platforms for the expression of artistic
values, social identity, and political authority. During the Qajar period (1789-1925), Iranian architecture
experienced a distinctive condition characterized by the simultaneous preservation of traditional architectural
principles and the emergence of new decorative approaches. Architectural ornamentation—including
tilework, stucco decoration, mirror work, inscriptions, geometric patterns, floral motifs, and colored glass—
played a fundamental role not only in beautifying religious spaces but also in communicating ideological,
social, and political messages. Although numerous studies have investigated the architectural characteristics
and decorative elements of Qajar monuments, relatively few have examined ornamentation as a medium
through which art and power were simultaneously represented. Therefore, the present study aims to
investigate the stylistic characteristics of Qajar mosque architecture with particular emphasis on architectural
ornamentation as a reflection of both artistic expression and symbolic power. The study seeks to identify
patterns of continuity and innovation in Qajar mosque decoration and to explain how ornamentation
contributed to the representation of religious legitimacy, social prestige, and political authority.

Materials & Methods: This research adopts a qualitative approach and is based on a comparative case-study
methodology. The study combines stylistic analysis, semiotic interpretation, and historical-archival
investigation to provide a multidimensional understanding of architectural ornamentation. Three prominent
Qajar mosques were selected as case studies: Agha Bozorg Mosque in Kashan, Nasir al-Mulk Mosque in
Shiraz, and Sepahsalar Mosque in Tehran. These monuments were chosen because of their architectural
significance, geographical diversity, historical importance, and distinctive decorative programs. Data
collection was conducted through documentary studies, architectural surveys, visual analysis of decorative
elements, and examination of historical and archival sources. The analytical framework was structured
around three principal dimensions. The first dimension focused on stylistic characteristics, including spatial
organization, architectural form, decorative techniques, and material application. The second dimension
addressed semiotic aspects, examining inscriptions, geometric patterns, vegetal motifs, color schemes, and
symbolic meanings embedded within decorative compositions. The third dimension investigated patronage,
historical context, and manifestations of power through the analysis of patrons, socio-political circumstances,
urban location, and intended audiences. Comparative analysis was then undertaken to identify similarities
and differences among the selected mosques and to evaluate the relationship between architectural
ornamentation, artistic expression, and power representation.

Findings: The findings reveal that all three mosques preserved the fundamental structural principles of
traditional Iranian-Islamic mosque architecture, including courtyards, iwans, domed chambers, and prayer
halls. Nevertheless, significant differences emerged in the decorative language and symbolic functions of
ornamentation. In Agha Bozorg Mosque, ornamentation primarily reflected local religious legitimacy and
scholarly authority. Decorative elements such as tilework, stucco carvings, geometric compositions, and
Quranic inscriptions reinforced the educational and religious identity of the mosque-school complex. The
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decorative program emphasized continuity with established architectural traditions while simultaneously
demonstrating the craftsmanship and cultural prestige of local patrons. Consequently, ornamentation
functioned as a medium for expressing social respectability and intellectual status rather than overt political
power. Nasir al-Mulk Mosque presented a different approach. The extensive use of colored stained-glass
windows, vibrant tilework, and elaborate floral motifs created a unique sensory experience based on the
interaction of light and color. Here, ornamentation transcended conventional aesthetic functions and became
an instrument of social distinction and familial prestige. The decorative environment reflected the economic
resources, artistic aspirations, and cultural ambitions of its patron. Through the careful orchestration of color,
light, and ornament, the mosque established a highly recognizable architectural identity within the urban
landscape of Shiraz. The findings concerning Sepahsalar Mosque demonstrated the strongest relationship
between ornamentation and political authority. Constructed under the patronage of Mirza Hossein Khan
Sepahsalar, a prominent statesman of the Qajar court, the mosque employed monumental scale, extensive
inscription bands, elaborate tilework, and highly visible urban forms to project governmental legitimacy and
institutional power. Decorative elements were integrated into a broader political narrative aimed at
strengthening connections between religion and state authority. In this case, ornamentation served not merely
as an artistic expression but also as a deliberate strategy of symbolic representation. The comparative
analysis further demonstrated that ornamentation fulfilled three major functions across the studied examples:
reinforcing local religious and educational legitimacy, expressing social distinction and family prestige, and
communicating state-sponsored political authority. These functions varied according to the nature of
patronage, urban context, and intended audience.

Conclusion: The study concludes that architectural ornamentation in Qajar mosques cannot be interpreted
solely through aesthetic criteria. Rather, ornamentation constituted a complex visual language through which
artistic creativity, cultural identity, religious legitimacy, social status, and political power were
simultaneously communicated. The stylistic analysis revealed that the Qajar period should not be understood
as a complete departure from previous architectural traditions but rather as a hybrid condition in which
traditional Iranian forms were preserved while decorative innovation expanded significantly. The
comparative investigation demonstrates that the meaning and function of ornamentation were strongly
influenced by patronage structures and socio-political contexts. In locally sponsored religious complexes,
decoration primarily reinforced scholarly and religious legitimacy; in elite family-sponsored monuments, it
expressed social prestige and cultural distinction; and in state-sponsored projects, it became an instrument of
political representation and symbolic authority. Therefore, ornamentation operated as both an artistic
achievement and a mechanism of power. The research contributes to the existing literature by integrating
stylistic, semiotic, and historical perspectives into a unified analytical framework. It also highlights the
importance of incorporating archival documentation and patronage studies into future investigations of
Islamic architectural ornamentation. Further interdisciplinary research involving architectural history, social
history, and political studies may provide a deeper understanding of how visual culture participated in the
construction and communication of power in Qajar Iran.

Keywords: Qajar Architecture; Mosque Architecture; Architectural Ornamentation; Stylistic Analysis; Art
and Power.
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