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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

The Ganjali Khan Mosque in Kerman, although endowed with a spiritual and sacred atmosphere
and regarded as an attractive place of mystical worship, differs markedly from the visual
appearance of most mosques, particularly in its use of color and decorative motifs. Indeed, some
of its ornamental elements appear to diverge from the established conventions of mosque
architecture and decoration. The present article aims to identify, introduce, and analyze the
decorative features of this monument and to investigate the reasons for the use of
unconventional motifs and colors in its ornamentation and inscriptions. The central problem of
this study is to explore the distinctive characteristics of the mosque’s decorative program and
to explain the causes and meanings behind the creation of such unusual visual arrangements.

Methodology

This research adopts a “descriptive-analytical method” within the framework of “qualitative
research”, and it is specifically grounded in an “iconological approach”. By moving beyond a
merely formal or stylistic reading of the architectural decorations, the study seeks to interpret
the symbolic, cultural, religious, and ideological meanings embedded in the visual structure of
the mosque. In this respect, the article addresses two principal questions: first, what are the
characteristics and distinctive features of the visual elements employed in the decoration of the
Ganjali Khan Mosque in Kerman, especially when compared with what is conventionally found
in mosque ornamentation? Second, what aims, motivations, and historical-cultural contexts
underlay the creation of such an artwork and the employment of unusual colors, materials, and
motifs within it?

Discussion

In the decorative tradition of Islamic mosques, representational and determinate motifs have
generally been subject to religious, legal, and jurisprudential restrictions. This may be regarded
as a broad and nearly universal principle in the history of mosque ornamentation, only rarely
set aside. Mosque decoration has therefore often emphasized vegetal arabesques, geometric
patterns, calligraphy, and abstracted or highly stylized forms, all of which preserve the sanctity
and transcendence associated with sacred architecture. Against this conventional background,
the Ganjali Khan Mosque presents a remarkable exception. Certain motifs observable in its
decorative program depart from the common visual norms of mosque design and invite closer
examination. These unconventional elements are not accidental embellishments; rather, they
form part of a meaningful and deliberate symbolic system that requires interpretation within its
historical and ideological context.

The findings of the study indicate that the visual peculiarities of this mosque cannot be
adequately explained solely through aesthetic preference or artistic innovation in isolation from
broader cultural factors. Rather, the analysis of the mosque’s motifs, symbols, inscriptions, and
chromatic choices suggests a deeply intentional decorative scheme shaped by the religious
orientation and devotional commitments of its patron. Ganjali Khan, who adhered to Twelver
Shi‘ism and is understood to have been deeply devoted to the Imams of this tradition—
especially the Eighth Imam, Imam Reza (peace be upon him)—appears to have commissioned
the construction of a beautiful and distinctive mosque in a corner of the historic urban complex
of Kerman as an artistic and devotional expression of this attachment. In this sense, the mosque
may be understood not merely as a place of worship, but also as a visual manifestation of Shi‘i
identity, piety, and symbolic imagination.

The iconological reading of the building’s decorative system demonstrates that the
unconventional motifs found in the mosque should not be interpreted as simple anomalies or
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deviations from religious norms. On the contrary, they function symbolically and operate in
conjunction with other visual components to articulate the spiritual, doctrinal, and emotional
intentions of the patron. Thus, the determinate motifs employed in the mosque’s decoration
gain significance not at the level of surface appearance alone, but through their contribution to
a larger semantic and ideological whole. Their presence may therefore be read as part of a
consciously constructed Shi‘i artistic language—one that transforms the mosque into a site
where faith, patronage, symbolism, and aesthetic creativity converge.

Moreover, the study suggests that the choice of unusual colors and motifs should be
considered within the Safavid-era cultural and political environment, in which Twelver Shi‘ism
acquired increasing public visibility and institutional support. In such a context, architecture
and ornamentation could serve not only devotional and aesthetic purposes, but also identity-
forming and representational functions. The Ganjali Khan Mosque, through its exceptional
visual vocabulary, appears to participate in this broader historical process by embodying a
specifically Shi‘i sensibility in architectural form. The decorative program therefore reflects
both individual devotion and the wider symbolic language of a religious culture that sought
visible expression in built space.

The article ultimately concludes that the distinctive decorations of the Ganjali Khan Mosque
in Kerman derive from a complex interplay of artistic intention, religious symbolism, patronal
ideology, and historical context. Its unusual ornamental features, including determinate motifs
that would normally be avoided in mosque decoration, are not arbitrary or contradictory to the
sacred character of the building. Rather, they should be understood as symbolic devices placed
in the service of a higher devotional and ideological purpose. The mosque stands, therefore, as
a unique Shi‘i work of art in which visual elements function together to express reverence,
belief, and emotional attachment to the sacred figures of Twelver Shi‘ism. Through this
perspective, the building emerges as an exceptional example of how mosque decoration can
exceed normative visual formulas and become a powerful medium for the articulation of
sectarian identity, spiritual devotion, and symbolic meaning.

Conclusion

Accordingly, this study contributes to a deeper understanding of the relationship between
religious architecture, visual symbolism, and patronal intention in Iranian Islamic art. It also
highlights the importance of iconological analysis in revealing meanings that may remain
hidden in purely formal or descriptive approaches. The Ganjali Khan Mosque of Kerman thus
occupies a distinctive place in the history of Iranian mosque architecture, not only because of
its beauty and spiritual atmosphere, but also because of its rare and meaningful ornamental
language, through which a particular vision of Shi‘i devotion has been materialized in
architectural and decorative form.
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