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Abstract
Throughout history, Islamic signs and signification were recognized and appreciated by
both Muslim and Non-Muslim scholars. The Islamic style of architecture is not only used
in mosques, but also in other Islamic buildings and even in gardens. The architecture
encompasses both secular and religious artistic styles. The aim of this study is to
contextualize the concept of Islamic architecture. It seeks to make the readers appreciate
the heritage of Islamic architecture, and to clarify on misconceptions about Islamic
architecture. This study examines various types of Islamic architecture and conducts a
semiotic analysis of these works. The study defines the meaning and scope of Islamic
architecture. It highlights the qualities and characteristics that make it unique and
distinctive from other forms of architecture. It looks into the meanings and characteristics
of the structures and explores the decorative styles used. Further, it explores the concept
of Islamic architecture and analyses the meaning of some of the signs and significations.
The findings indicate that the most common styles are calligraphy, geometry and floral
designs. The study also finds that Islamic architecture encompasses both secular and
religious artistic styles and has been influential in designing, constructing and decorating
buildings in other cultures during both the ancient times and in the present day.

Keywords: Islamic architecture, signs, symbols, signification, forms.
Data de submissão: Junho de 2013 | Data de publicação: Setembro de 2013.

1

BEHNAM GHASEMZADEH - Young Researchers And Elite Club, Tabriz Branch, Islamic

Azad University،Tabriz ،Iran. Corresponding Author Email: Behnam.Ghasemzadeh@yahoo.com
2

ATEFEH FATHEBAGHALI - M.A Graduated & Architectural Engineering Researcher,

Islamic Azad University of Tabriz.
3

ALI TARVIRDINASSAB - M.A in history (Iran’s history after Islam).

63 | GHASEMZADEH, Behnam; FATHEBAGHALI Atefeh; & TARVIRDINASSAB , Ali

1. INTRODUCTION

Architecture is used to identify people, cultures and civilizations. It is a unique art
through which societies can be identified (AḤMAD, 2010). It often shapes their culture
and exemplifies their image to the rest of the world. Architecture is among the greatest
forms of Islamic art. Islamic architecture is a composition of architectural designs, both
secular and religious, that have been developed since the establishment of the Islamic
faith and which influence construction works in Muslim culture (AḤMAD, 2010).
Islamic architecture provides an insight into the beliefs and practices of Muslims
throughout history. It adapts and responds to varied cultures and traditional practices
upheld by different Islamic generations without interfering with their spirituality.
Muslim architecture is widely recognised for its unique and creative designs. The
Islamic architects pegged their creativity on evoking their inner beliefs through the use of
abstract forms that produced magnificent works of art. They progressively developed
alternate architectural styles that used Islamic art to create unique works. For these artists
and architects, the main aim of the art works was to transmit Islamic messages and not to
offer aesthetic gratification to the eye.
Islamic architecture evolves with time which brings about diversification in
designs. Muslim cities were a reflection of unity portrayed through the sequential
arrangement of structures such as the mosque, the palace, the madrassa, and the
homesteads (ARNOLD et al., 1931). The symbols and signs used in Islamic buildings
did not always carry a religious message or meaning. Some of the forms were unclear
and unspecific in meaning. The only design that contained an easily understood message
was calligraphy. The symbols used in architectural designs were either an expression of
cultural or religious beliefs. Buildings underwent constant repairs and refurbishment that
depended on prevailing trends. This means that sometimes the symbols used were just for
aesthetic purposes.
Several historical buildings held different meanings at the time of their
construction. For example, the Taj Mahal was built by Emperor Shah Jahan to
commemorate the death of his third wife who passed away while giving birth to their
fourteenth child (ALLEN, 1988). Back then, it was built out of grief but today it holds a
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different meaning and significance to the world; that of architectural mastery of ancient
architects. It is universally recognized as one of the best Islamic architectural
masterpieces.
Although Islamic architecture has undergone several studies over different
periods, a majority of mainstream researchers still omit it from their developmental
theories on architectural designs. Most of the available literature on Islamic architecture
is mainly from sympathisers rather than genuine interested parties. Briggs (1924), a
scholar of architectural forms throughout history, refers to it as Muhammedan
architecture. Some scholars deliberately keep mum on this topic. For example, Simpson‘s
three volume book which is one of the pioneer books on architectural history fails to
cover Muslim architecture. The book overlooks the period between the 6th and 10th
centuries during which Islamic architecture was dominant.
Islamic architecture is to a large extent associated with mosques, palaces, and
castles (CRESWELL, 1958). Hope (1835) provides a brief insight into Islamic
architecture, but does not cover a substantial volume on the topic. Modern day
publications on Islamic architecture provide a shallow and superficial coverage on the
various aspects of the designs, signs and significations associated with the architecture.
Kostof (1994), for example, covers Muslim architecture in only eight pages out of his
eight hundred page study on architectural forms. This clearly shows how little regard
researchers give to Islamic forms of architecture.
In addition, some Western scholars purport that Islamic architecture is a product of
imitations from other forms of architecture and borrows heavily from Byzantine and
Romanesque architecture (COOMBES, 1998). They argue that the concept of Islamic
designs in architecture only served to distinguish their structures from those of other
cultures. They support these claims by arguing that Muslims were reluctant to build
permanent shelters due to their nomadic lifestyle. Such misconceptions often serve to
trivialize the contributions of Islamic designs to mainstream architecture.
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2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES
The objective of the study is to examine various types of Islamic architecture and
conduct a semiotic analysis of these works. The study defines the meaning and scope of
Islamic architecture. It also looks at the purpose for which Muslim architecture was
developed. It highlights the qualities and characteristics that make it unique and
distinctive from other forms of architecture. Finally, it looks into the meanings and
characteristics of the structures and explores the decorative styles used as well as the
meaning of some of the signs and significations used.

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research serves to answer several questions. First, what is the meaning of
Islamic architecture? Secondly, is the Islamic form of architecture made to specifically
serve a religious function? Did it contribute to mainstream forms of architecture? What
are the qualities and characteristics that make it unique and distinctive from other forms
of architecture? Finally, what do the symbols, signs and significations used in Islamic
architecture mean?

4. RESEARCH HYPOTHESIS
There are a number of hypotheses with regard to the use of symbols and signs in
Islamic architecture. First, some of the signs used in these structures were in existence
even before the commencement of the Islamic religion. Symbols such as the whirl and
the zodiac signs are used up to date. Some of the most common symbols such as earth
and water overlap in the secular and religious circles. The existence of these symbols preIslamic times creates the notion that they are not original Islamic symbols. However, it is
accepted that the symbols are a human creation with a spiritual influence are a bound to
borrow from the world.
The second hypothesis recognizes writing as a new theme. The main form of
writing employed calligraphy which borrows a lot from geometrical designs. Contrary to
popular belief, writings are not only used for ornamentation. They are also used in place
of images or to elaborate on the meaning of forms used in architectural design (GULRU
et.al., 1995). The third hypothesis is that the low symbolic charge Muslim architecture
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made them an easy target for imitation by other cultures. Due to this some of the signs
and symbols found on Islamic buildings with religious meanings may appear similar to
those used in non-Muslim architecture. This may give a notion that the symbols are
secular when in fact they were original Islamic religious symbols.

5. LITERATURE REVIEW
There are several studies that look into Islamic architecture but only a few give a
detailed and comprehensive insight into this form of artistry. The two main studies that
focus expressly on symbols, signs and signification in Islamic culture are Rudi Paret
(1958) and Jacques Waardenburg (1974). A more recent study by Oleg Grabar analyses
several signs and symbols in Muslim architecture. These studies make a theoretical claim
of the wholeness that exists in Islamic architecture. Paret (1958) restricts himself to an
observatory role when it comes to deciphering the meaning of symbols in Islam. He
states that the limitation of the study to a religious angle makes it more of descriptive
rather than interpretative in explaining the meanings of signs and symbols.
Paret (1958) makes a distinction between primary and secondary symbols. Primary
symbols are direct expression of the subject or object being symbolized while secondary
symbols are intrinsic in meaning and may represent contradictory states such as life and
death, or darkness and light. Under mysticism, Paret is influenced by Hellmut Ritter, a
German scholar, to go beyond descriptive symbolism and interpret various symbols and
signs in Islamic architecture. However, Paret does not discuss the impacts of these
architectural signs and symbols on the society.
The study by Jacques Waardenburg (1974), investigates several aspects of Islamic
architecture. It questions whether Islam is practiced in an ideological sense or a religious
one. However, its methodology in finding appropriate answers for this question lack
robustness and fails to come to a reasonable conclusion. Waardenburg (1974) ignores the
visual forms of decorative styles used in Islamic architecture yet the carry a lot of
meaning and symbolism. The works by Hellmut Ritter are among the most elaborative
studies into Islamic architecture. He looks beyond the theological meanings of symbols
used and explores the architectural mastery of Muslim architecture.
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According to Grube (1978), decorations in Islamic buildings do not have a
correlation to its structural mechanics, but rather they are part of the Muslim traditional
practices in structural design. The decorations are used to bring out a perception of
weightlessness. To achieve this, the artists used mosaics and paintings on the walls and
pillars of the buildings Grube (1978). The designs used varied in nature from geometrical
shapes, floral patterns, abstract shapes, minute inscriptions and calligraphy. The effects
produced are usually unique and out of the ordinary. The Alhambra, constructed in Spain
during the 14th century is a good example of Islamic architecture that employs multiple
decorative styles.
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DISCUSSION
The most unique feature in Muslim architecture is the focus on interior decoration
as opposed an exterior one (Blair & Bloom, 2003). This is mostly expressed in the
interior designs of their structures. Figure 1 shows the interior design of the Mezquita in
Córdoba, Spain. The decorations incorporate various designs as shown below.

Figure 1: The interior of the Mezquita in Córdoba, Spain

Islamic architecture uses arches a lot in the design of entrances and wall pillars.
Muslims mastered art of using the arch in construction more than any other cultural
group. They inherited previous arch designs from the Romans and the Greeks and created
new shapes of the arches such as the horseshoe arch and the pointed arch. Figure 2 shows
its use both as a structural and decorative element in their buildings.
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Figure 2: Arches
Domes are also an integral part of Islamic architectural designs. Globally
recognizable buildings such as the Taj Mahal have several domes as part of their design.
The design of the dome is very common in mosques. Figures 3, 4 & 5 give examples on
the use of dome designs in Islamic structures.

Figure 3: The Taj Mahal
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Figure 4: King Saud Mosque

Figure 5: Herat mosque, Afghanistan
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Islamic buildings are highly decorated with different colours. Though the designs
include decorations for internal and external sections of the structures, most of the
decoration is reserved for the interior sections. In most cases, the only decorated parts on
the exterior are the entrances and the dome. Figure 1 shows the decorated interior of a
dome. The most common decorative techniques include calligraphy, geometry, animal
figures, and floral designs. Geometrical designs are mostly used for religious structures
to portray various Islamic symbols.
Calligraphy played an important part in Islam mainly because of its use in writing
the Quran. By virtue of this role, it is regarded as one of the most important elements in
Muslim art. Calligraphy is used to make superficial inscription on the walls Muslim
buildings such as palaces, mosques and domestic houses. The inscriptions often carry
religious messages sourced from the Quran or Mohammedan teachings. Scholars link
calligraphy to the geometrical style of art that was common with Islamic decorations.
The symbols are often inscribed on the main sections of the building whether they are
visible to many people. Repetition is often used to produce a pattern on the wall.

Figure 6: Calligraphy
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Another architectural element in Islamic architecture is the use of geometrical
patterns. The patterns vary in complexity from simple to highly sophisticated designs.
This mode of decoration relies heavily on the art of repetition and symmetry to generate
patterns. The architects skilfully integrate geometrical shapes to produce unique patterns
and symbols used in buildings (See Figure 7 & 9). Geometrical patterns facilitate
connectivity between different sections of a building. They also add an aesthetic value to
the structure. Geometry is also believed to be the source of calligraphy patterns
(VERNOIT, 2000).

Figure 7: Geometric design4
Floral patterns are used to represent nature. Muslim artists use flower and tree
motifs to decorate clothing, buildings and other items. In ancient India for example,
artists took inspiration from floral designs that originated from Europe and Persia
(HAVELL, 1913). Figure 9 shows a floral pattern used on a floor. These designs are
often carved on white marble in alternating patterns or on precious stones. The arabesque
4

Source: Blair and Bloom: "The Art and Architecture of Islam", p. 273
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(Figure 9), an ornament designed based on geometrical vegetal shapes, shows the
dynamism that can exist in floral patterns (Hillenbrand, 2003). The arabesque displays
how lines can be used to define space and to achieve complex designs.

Figure 9: Floral pattern

Figure 8: Mosaic design-Arabesque
Islam opposes the production of art works and architectural designs that depict
figures of animals or human beings. According to Islam, all living creatures with the
ability of locomotion fall in the domain of God and should not be replicated in any form
such as art (AKKACH, 2005). However, there are a number of figural art works in the
Islamic world but they are mostly limited to secular buildings and objects. Sculptures that
are decorated with figures are not a common sight in Islam.
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6. CONCLUSION
Architecture is among the greatest forms of Islamic art. Islamic signs, symbols and
signification are recognized and appreciated by both Muslim and Non-Muslims all over the
world. The Islamic style of architecture is not only used in mosques, but also in other Islamic
buildings and even in gardens. It is used in both secular and religious artistic styles and has
had an influence in the design, construction and decoration of buildings in other cultures. The
most common decorative styles in architecture are calligraphy, geometry and floral designs.
Islamic architects pegged their creativity on evoking their inner beliefs through the use of
abstract forms that produced magnificent works of art (JAIRAZBHOY, 1972). They
progressively developed alternate architectural styles that used Islamic art to create unique
works. For these artists and architects, the main aim of the art works was to transmit Islamic
messages. Islamic architecture provides an insight into the beliefs and practices of Muslims
throughout history. It adapts and responds to varied cultures and traditional practices upheld
by different Islamic generations (RABBAT, 2004). Its ability to evolve over time brings
about diverse designs.
Muslim cities were a reflection of unity portrayed through the sequential
arrangement of structures such as the mosque, the palace, the madrassa, and the homesteads.
The symbols and signs used in Islamic buildings did not always carry a religious message or
meaning. Some of the forms were unclear and unspecific in meaning. The only design that
contained a clear message was calligraphy. Generally Islamic architecture is not fully
appreciated by many mainstream researchers who continue to omit it when creating their
developmental theories on architectural designs. In some cases, some scholars deliberately
keep mum on the topic. Most of the available literature on Islamic architecture comes mainly
from sympathisers and not genuine interested parties.
Islamic architecture is an art that uses decorative techniques in a unique manner to
produce magnificent structures. The fact that buildings to be decorated are not limited to any
single form of decorative style means that artists can explore their creativity to the fullest.
Islamic architecture shows the high degree of complexity in architecture that Muslims
achieved over the years. Whether it is in the construction of a palace, mosque or house,
Islamic architects designed their buildings in accordance to the teachings of Islam. Some of
the signs and symbols used today in the secular world are borrowed from Islamic
architecture. A lot of gratitude should be shown towards the Muslim architects without
whom some of the monuments that exist today would not be there.
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