
interpretation of these kinds of changes should be the main 

function of architectural design for universities. 

I suggest the following bases for the design of universities. 

A first step is to identify how the three functions (student life, 

teacher life, and student-teacher interaction) are generally 

conceived in Muslim societies today, and particularly con

ceived wherever the project is being considered. This funda

mental conception must go into the architect's brief. 

Second, one should define criteria that will both guide the 

design and help judge alternatives. The key criterion is 

whether a given design nurtures the desired pattern of social 

interaction or whether it makes it difficult to happen in the 

first place. Beyond that point a use of architectural vocabulary 

is fine, but it should not supersede the earlier point. After all, 

one does not use words in a sentence simply because they are 

nice if they do not also make good sense in that sentence. I 

think the same is true of architectural vocabulary—choosing 

the right expression and the right location will definitely en

hance the architectural statement, but using an architectural 

element that has a nice ring somewhere else, without ade

quate concern for whether it is really suitable, yields artificial

ity at best. 

Finally, I suggest that, out of concern for the people who 

use these buildings and for the functions within them, perhaps 

we should avoid our predilection for large-scale unified geo

metric designs. Let these designs grow out of a microanalysis 

of each part related to an analysis of its function and relations. 

One courtyard may be six modules wide, the next may be 

eleven, and another seven, depending on the nature of each 

specific part. They should not all look the same simply be

cause such a configuration looks elegant on a large-scale plan. 

After all, the magnificent urban environments of great Islam

ic cities were seldom designed on the basis of geometric grids 

and were not built as a unit. 

ON MOSQUE ARCHITECTURE 
NADER ARDALAN 

As a practicing architect in the Islamic world, I hold views 

that reflect the concerns of one who has practically and philo

sophically encountered the issues of traditional architecture 

and its potential integration within the contemporary con

text. My fifteen years of experience in this field have taught 

me that Islamic art and architecture traditionally place the 

highest value on the achievement of beauty. This is a natural 

outgrowth of the Koran, the fountainhead of the Islamic per

spective, which emphasises goodness, truth, and knowledge 

while placing the primary concern upon ahsan al-'amala 

(Beautiful Deeds). Another example of this emphasis, the 

ninety-nine Holy Attributes of God are referred to as asma' al-

husna (Beautiful Names). Therefore, it is understandable that 

in Islam the fundamental mandate of architecture, apart from 

fulfilling necessary functional requirements, should be to 

manifest a purposeful sense of beauty. Meaningful beauty in 

Islamic architecture requires both a quantitative dimension of 

concern, achieved mainly through a process of pragmatic en

vironmental adaptation, and a qualitative dimension, ex

pressed principally through Islamic aesthetics. 

This paper concentrates upon a few major themes of the 

aesthetics of Islamic architecture and is intended as a comple

ment to the more quantitative considerations expressed by 

others in the seminar. In particular, it offers a preliminary 

survey of the visual language of symbolic forms found in the 

architecture of the mosque. The mosque has been selected 

because it occurs in varying shapes and sizes as a fundamental 

part of city planning in all Muslim cultures from Spain to 

China, and because it possesses the most charged set of visual 

symbols. An important reminder of the pivotal role of the 

mosque in Islamic thought is the saying of the Prophet in

scribed upon the gateway of the Qutb Minar: "He who builds 

a mosque for God, God will build for him a similar one in 

Paradise." 

To achieve an understanding of the visual language of 

mosque design, a two-part methodology has been employed. 

First, by analysing the origins of mosques and studying the 

transformation of ancient pre-Islamic building types into 

mosques, it is possible to discern a distinct set of generic Is

lamic forms and typologies of spatial organisation. Second, a 

comparative survey of the major mosques of the Muslim world 

makes it possible to catalogue the occurrence of these generic 

forms and typologies over the last fourteen hundred years. 

The results of this preliminary study, while still incomplete, 

indicate the existence of a definite visual language possessing 

both a vocabulary and a grammar. The vocabulary basically 

deals with the aesthetic concepts and models of the parts of 

the mosque. It concerns such issues as constituent forms, sur

face pattern, colour selection, and modes of material usage. 

The grammar, on the other hand, relates to various systems of 

organising these parts into a coherent whole within the frame

work of Islamic concepts of place making. 



Some qualifying remarks are, however, necessary. First, 

while there seems to be a distinct visual language that is 

uniquely Islamic, there exists a multiplicity of dialects related 

to various ecological and cultural regions of the Muslim peo

ple. Second, some parts of the vocabulary and grammar have 

achieved, through accretion and evolution, highly charged 

symbolic meanings upon which there may still be a general 

societal agreement, while other parts of the language are very 

regionally bound. An example of this is the dome, which re

ceives a high emphasis in the zone of Persian culture but is 

rather undeveloped in the African, Saudi Arabian, and Indo

nesian cultural zones. Third, the visual language to be pre

sented is only a "kit of tools" related to a mode of architectural 

expression. Just as a dictionary and a handbook of style do not 

by themselves guarantee a masterpiece of literature, the differ

ent levels of aesthetic beauty depend upon the creative excel

lence of the user. Nevertheless, documenting the parts and 

structural systems of this visual language is necessary for build

ing a bridge to the historical traditions of Islamic architecture 

that unfortunately have fallen into a state of obscurity. Our 

work supports the position that art in Islam is rooted in the 

principle of Divine Remembrance and that the value of true 

creativity lies in the ability of that art to resonate with a pro

found accord between man, nature, and the Absolute. 

Visual Characteristics of Mosque Architecture. It is possible to 

deduce a basic list of recurring generic forms as well as some 

principles of spatial organisation. There is a definite concern 

for orientation in space expressed both in the cosmic orienta

tion of the Ka'ba (set with corners to cardinal directions) and 

in the terrestrial alignment of mosques toward Mecca. The 

architectural device for this purpose is the mihrab. A second 

principle is introversion, characterised by courtyard and cen

tral dome planning. This concern is also reflected in the gate

way and portico, important parts of a "positive space" design 

attitude. 

The domical, mandalic form highlights a third principle of 

centrality and symmetry. The dome, when in evidence, nor

mally provides the special sacred space within which the mih

rab is located. In Southeast Asia and other forest ecologies, 

this sacred space often takes the form of a pyramidal roof with 

wooden rafters. Regardless, the idea of centrality remains 

constant. From the ritual of daily and congregational prayer, 

two other generic forms have evolved: the minaret and the 

place of ablution. The plinth has emerged as a necessary con

sequence of single plane courtyard designs set upon land with 

minimum topographic slope. The symbolic value of a raised 

place is further in evidence in the placement of mosques 

on hilltops as in many Turkish and Indo-Pakistani examples. 

To reiterate, the following recurring forms of mosque ar

chitecture constitute the major elements of inclusion that 

have evolved over the centuries: mihrab, minaret, gateway, 

courtyard, portico, place of ablution, plinth, and dome. Acts 

of exclusion are relatively few and are primarily restricted to 

the removal of specific imagery that would limit the transcen

dent unity of the Divine. This aspect is most telling of the 

eclectic and integrative nature of Islamic architecture. 

In surveying 113 mosques by region, some definite pat

terns are observable. For example, the Arab cultures of Ara

bia, Iraq, Syria, Egypt, North Africa, and Moorish Spain are 

heavily represented by the hypostyle mosque with a flat roof 

or a flat roof with dome accents. In East and West Africa the 

flat hypostyle type seems to predominate, although great dy

namics of design, which could in time alter this trend, are 

evident. The Indian subcontinent (including Pakistan and 

Bangladesh) represents a unique cultural identity, although 

ecological variations have influenced the design of mosques 

there considerably. Mosques in Iran, Central Asia, and 

Afganistan show strong affinities of type. Predominantly of 

the four-eyvan variety, they rely heavily upon the chahar taq 

concept of place making. Turkey is also one of the more ho

mogeneous areas, having evolved the central dome plan with

in its own regional borders and being basically of one ecologi

cal zone. 

Despite the preliminary nature of the survey, it is impor

tant to note that all eight generic forms were found in each of 

six geographic zones (which include the Far East) and that 

they appeared in no less than eighty-three percent of the 

mosques surveyed. The incidence of courtyards was ninety-

three percent; minarets, eighty-nine percent; domes (pyrami

dal also included), eighty-three percent; gateways, 100 per

cent; porticos, eighty-six percent; plinths, eighty-seven 

percent; places of ablution, ninety-seven percent; and, of 

course, mihrabs, 100 percent. 

In the mosque typologies, the results are for the most part 

regionally bound, but there is also a spread of cultural types 

beyond the regional borders. Turkish central dome plans in 

North Africa and Egypt are the product of Ottoman stylistic 

imperialism. The presence of the Iranian four-eyvan plan in 

Iraq and the Indian subcontinent reflects similar historical 

processes. 

One overpowering question for further inquiry arises as a 

result of this study. Is the prevalence of these eight generic 

forms a mere coincidence, the result of autocratic impositions, 

or does their repetition represent a natural Islamic language of 

visual forms for mosque design? Our preliminary evidence 

points to the latter. 

Moreover, what can be learned from the study of mosque 

typologies of spatial organisations? Assuming that an ecologi

cal imperative is at work with cultural identity, do the adap

tive forms thus produced have applications beyond the 

mosque? A fruitful direction for future action lies in the devel

opment of a complete inventory of major Islamic buildings. If 

systematically undertaken according to the various ecological 

and cultural zones of the Muslim world, other building types 

such as the madrasa and caravanserai can be analysed for their 

generic forms and ordering typologies. A compendium of such 

studies would provide a useful road map to the more relevant 

forms appropriate today for each of the ecological/cultural 

zones of Islam. With greater refinement, the study could ad

dress other architectural dimensions which have been forgot

ten. This much needed remembrance could help make ex

plicit the multiplicity of expressions inherent in the world of 

Islam and, through an understanding of the generic nature of 

transcendent forms, surfaces, and patterns, create a new sense 

of visual beauty worthy of Islamic culture. 


