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Abstract

This research investigates the ontological and spiritual dimensions of the mirror-work within the Holy Shrine of Lady
Masoumeh in Qom, Iran, employing the phenomenological approach developed by the philosopher Henry Corbin. While
traditionalstudies on Iranian-Islamic architecture have predominantly focused on historical, technical, or purely aesthetic
and decorative aspects, this study seeks to decode the sacred mirror-work as a highly sophisticated spatial translation of
Shiite metaphysics. The research utilizes a qualitative, descriptive-analytical methodology, centering its analysis on the
“candle and mirror” allegory articulated by the prominent Shiite mystic and philosopher Seyyed Haydar Amuli. Through
this specific interpretive lens, the architectural space is interpreted asa dynamic, living representation of Divine Manifes-
tation (Tajalli) and the esoteric concept of Wilayat. The research findings reveal a deliberate, deeply symbolic architec-
tural dichotomy between two distinct categories of mirrors utilized throughout the shrine. The central Zarih acts as the
ultimate “candle,” serving as the focal Light of Lights radiating pure divine grace. Surrounding this sacred center, the small,
highly fragmented, and angled mirrors intricately woven within the muqarnas and expansive ceilings dynamically reflect
this central light. These shattered pieces symbolizethe world of multiplicity (Alam-e Kasrat), demonstrating the inherent
existential poverty and limited receptive capacity of contingent, earthly beings. In stark and deliberate contrast, the large,
unbroken, and perfectly flat mirrors meticulously positioned directly at the sanctum’s entrance reflect the central light in
a unified, entirely undistorted manner. These flat mirrors phenomenologically embody the esoteric concept of the Perfect
Man (Insan al-Kamil), serving as the supreme architectural symbol of Wilayat. Furthermore, their strategic placement in-
tentionally prevents pilgrims from viewing their own physical reflections, thereby deliberately erasing their worldly egos
and shifting focus entirely toward the luminous sacred presence. Ultimately, the study concludes that this mirror-work
transcends superficial ornamentation, functioning as a metaphysical medium deeply rooted in Suhrawardi’s [llumina-
tionist philosophy, guiding the pilgrim toward the ultimate spiritual unity of Wilayat and absolute divine illumination.
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1. Introduction

Art and craftsmanship within the context of
Islamic and Iranian wisdom have never been
confined to the mere physical representation
of the material world. Instead, they represent
a persistent endeavors to manifest higher ce-
lestial realities and intelligible concepts with-
in the realm of the sensible. The Muslim artist,
deeply rooted in spiritual traditions, continu-
ously strives to transcend the superficial lay-
ers of the material universe, guiding the audi-
ence from the overwhelming multiplicity of the
physical realm toward the absolute unity of the
spiritual domain. In this grand metaphysical
transition, the architecture of sacred shrines,
and most notably the traditional art of mir-
ror-work (Aineh-kari), occupies a remarkably
unique and irreplaceable position. The very es-
sence of the mirror is intrinsically intertwined
with the nature of light, divine manifestation
(Tajalli), and spiritual revelation. Through this
medium, the heavy, imposing solidity of physi-
cal matter is seemingly dissolvedinto transpar-
ent luminosity, creating a transcendent spatial
experience where walls and ceilings no longer
function as physical barriers or enclosures, but
rather emerge as translucent veils of light.
The significance of mirror-work in Iranian sa-
cred architecture extends far beyond its ap-
parent decorative or aesthetic functions. Fun-
damentally, this art form serves as the spatial
embodiment of profound mystical and ontolog-
ical principles, deeply rooted in the doctrine of
the Unity of Being (Wahdat al-Wujud) and the
hierarchical stages of divine theophany. Ac-
cording to this Shiite metaphysical worldview,
the entire universe is a reflectionof the single,
indivisible light of the Divine Truth, fragment-
ed and mirrored across the diverse realities of
creation. Consequently, the architecture of holy
shrines—as sanctified spaces marked by the
descent of divine grace and the presence of the
sacred—must evoke this ultimate truth for the
pilgrim.

This research specifically focuses on the mir-
ror-work of the Holy Shrine of Lady Masoumeh
(Peace Be Upon Her) in Qom. It seeks to demon-
strate how master artisans, through the calcu-
lated fragmentation and angling, and reflection
of light, have successfully translated the high-
ly abstract concepts of Shiite wisdom into the
tangible language of architectural form and
space. By utilizing the mystical allegory of the
“candle and the mirror,” frequently employed

*»

by Islamic philosophers to explain the rela-
tionship between the Creator and creation, this
study aims to reveal how the precise geometric
arrangement of mirrors within the shrine’s ar-
chitecture acts as a reflective medium for the
hierarchy of existence.

2-Research Review

The existing body of research and scholarly
literature concerning the traditional Iranian
art of mirror-work can generally be classified
into three distinct categories. The first catego-
ry comprises historical and technical studies
that meticulously trace the evolution of the
craft from its origins in the Safavid era through
the Qajar period and up to contemporary
times. The second category includes compar-
ative studies that analyze Iranian mirror-work
alongside other historical artistic styles and ar-
chitectural ornamentations. The third category,
which aligns most closely with the theoretical
orientation of the present article, encompasses
symbolic and hermeneutic investigationsthat
examine this art form from the perspective of
its esoteric features, particularly the symbol-
ism of light reflection.

A prominent example within the third category
is the article titled “The Allegory of the Mani-
festation of Truth in Numerical and Geometric
Manifestations according to Seyyed Haydar
Amuli and its Possible Impact on Iranian Mir-
ror-work” authored by Hassan Bolkhari Ghe-
hi (published in Soffeh, 2013). Relying on the
philosophical frameworkof Seyyed Haydar Am-
uli, Bolkhari’s research successfully establishes
a foundational link between the mystical alle-
gory of the candle and mirror and the theoret-
ical foundations of mirror-work. However, that
study primarily addresses broad philosophical
generalities and the historical genesis of the art
in the Safavid era, lacking a localized, case-spe-
cific analysis of sacred architecture. The pres-
ent research distinguishes itself by focusing
exclusively on the Shrine of Lady Masoumeh
and offering a phenomenological reading that
specifically differentiates the functional mean-
ings of fragmented mirrorsversus flat mirrors
in representing the concept of Wilayat—a crit-
ical nuance largely overlooked in prior studies.
Another highly relevant work is “Newly Dis-
covered Findings and Cultural Analysis of Mir-
ror-work in Historical Buildings of Iran from
the 10th century ah to the Contemporary Pe-
riod” by Alireza Sheikhi (published in Art and
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Civilization of the East, 2025). Sheikhi provides
an exhaustive technical typology, categorizing
17 distinct operational techniques—such as
Jam, Gab-bori, and Almas-neshan—across royal
and religious edifices. While Sheikhi’s descrip-
tive and field-based approach proves that the
expansion of mirror-work in Qajar-era shrines
aimed to induce spiritual grandeur through the
reflection of light (as a symbol of sacredness),
his focus remains strictly on “technical method-
ology” and “cultural context.” Unlike the pres-
ent study, Sheikhi’s work does not engage in the
deep content analysis or spiritual hermeneutics
of architectural components, paving the way for
the current research to fill the gap by applying
Henry Corbin’s phenomenological framework
to the spatial narratives of the Holy Shrine.

3-Research Methodology

The present study is fundamentally designed
as qualitative research, employing a rigorous
descriptive-analytical methodology to inter-
pret architectural spaces. The core theoretical
framework anchoring this analysis is the phe-
nomenology of his French philosopher and Iran
ologist, Henry Corbin. Specifically, the study
relies on Corbin’s articulation of the concept of
“unveiling the hidden” (Kashf al-Mahjub), a piv-
otal epistemological tool in Islamic mysticism
that facilitates the transition from the outward,
material appearance of objects (Zahir) to their
inward, esoteric reality (Batin).

To operationalize this phenomenological ap-
proach within an architectural context, the re-
search utilizes the classical mystical allegory of
the “candle and the mirror”—a well-established
metaphorical framework prevalent in the trea-
tisesof prominent Islamic philosophers and
Shiite mystics. By applying this specific allegory
as an analytical lens, the study systematically
analyzes and interprets both the luminous and
spatial configurations of the interior space of
the Holy Shrine of Lady Masoumeh. This meth-
od enables a symbolic reading of the geomet-
ric configurations and spatial arrangements of
the mirrors, transforming an aesthetic appre-
ciation of the architecture into a metaphysical
narrative that can be interpreted as a spatial
translation of Shiite ontology.

4-Research Finding

The findings of this phenomenological investi-
gation reveal that the mirror-work within the
Holy Shrine of Lady Masoumeh transcends the

boundaries of superficial decoration, function-
ing instead as a highly sophisticated medium for
mystical and ontological expression. Through
the analytical lens of the candle and mirror al-
legory— articulated in the philosophical works
of Seyyed Haydar Amuli—the interior architec-
ture of the shrine is decoded as a meticulously
designed spatial translation of Shiite metaphys-
ics. This architecture specifically illustrates the
complex relationship between the Divine Cre-
ator (Haqq), the created universe (Khalq), and
the indispensable intermediary role of Wilayat.
The research highlights a significant philo-
sophical distinctionbetween traditional mir-
ror-work and other forms of Iranian-Islamic
art, such as Persian miniature painting. While
painting still relies heavily on color, pattern,
and physical representation to refer to the im-
aginal world, mirror-work engages directly
and purely with light itself. It aligns seamlessly
with Suhrawardi’s Eliminationist philosophy
(Hikmat al-Ishraq), where existence is under-
stood as the continuous radiance of the Light
of Lights (Nur al-Anwar) upon dark material
essences. The mirror does not imprison light
within physical matter; rather, it fully returns
and reflects it, making it the ideal architectural
mediumto demonstrate divine manifestation
(Tajalli) without the earthly constraints of form
and color.

At the epicenter of this architectural cosmos
is the holy Zarih (the sacred tomb enclosure).
In the context of the overarching allegory, the
Zarih assumes the role of the central “candle”—
itacts as the ultimate source of divine grace, the
focal point of spiritual emanation, and the Light
of Lights. It is the origin from which all spatial
and spiritual illumination radiates outward
into the architectural universe of the shrine.
Surrounding this central source of light, the
architecture employs its first distinct catego-
ry of mirrors: the small, highly fragmented,
and sharply angled mirrors located extensive-
ly within the muqgarnas (stalactite vaults) and
the expansive ceilings. These shattered mirrors
serve a specific metaphysical purpose. By dy-
namically refracting and scattering the single
light emitted from the center into thousands
of minutes, disparate reflections, they act as
the primary architectural symbol of the world
of multiplicity (Alam-e Kasrat). Furthermore,
this intentional fragmentation vividly repre-
sents the inherently limited capacity, profound
existential poverty, and restricted receptivity
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of contingent beings in absorbing and reflect-
ing the pure, pure light of Divine Manifestation.
The brokenness of the glass demonstrates the
fundamental inability of raw matter to fully dis-
play the Absolute Truth without shattering its
unity.

In deliberate contrast, the second category of
mirrors consists of the large, smooth, and per-
fectly flat mirrors meticulously positioned at
the direct threshold and entrance to the cen-
tral sanctum. These unbroken mirrors possess
the rare capacity to reflect the light originating
from the Zarih in a unified, holistic, and com-
pletely undistorted manner. Phenomenolog-
ically, these flat mirrors embody the esoteric
concept of the Perfect Man (Insan al-Kamil)
within Shiite theology. Because the Perfect Man
represents the ultimate, unblemished mirror of
the Divine, these flat mirrors serve as the cen-
tral architectural symbol of Wilayat.
Furthermore, the research uncovers a signif-
icant spiritual mechanism embedded in the
physical placement of these large mirrors. They
are installed at a specific height and distance
so that pilgrims do not see their own physical
human reflections. Instead of confronting their
material self-image, pilgrims encounter only an
overwhelming reflection of pure light. This de-
liberate architectural design effectively erases
the pilgrim’s material ego, shifting their atten-
tion entirely from the visible self to the lumi-
nous sacred presence, preparing their soul for
a true encounter with Wilayat.

5-Conclusion

The present research, aimed at investigating
the significant relationship between the geom-
etry of mirror-work in the Holy Shrine of Lady
Masoumeh and the fundamental principles of
Shiite wisdom, conclusively demonstrates that
this sacred art form is a sophisticated archi-
tectural text. Far from being a superficial or-
namental layer added for visual grandeur, the
mirror-work reflects the nuanced ontological
subtleties the relationship between the Creator,
the creation, and the central station of Wilayat.

*»

By applying Henry Corbin’s phenomenological
approach and re-reading the mystical allegory
of the candle and mirror, the study reveals that
traditional artisans, possessing a deep and eso-
teric understanding of the nature of light, suc-
cessfully transformed the physical space of the
shrine into a patial manifestationfor the mani-
festation of the hierarchical stages of existence.
The architecture serves as a luminous, spiritual
narrative that actively guides the pilgrim
through an embodied metaphysical journey.
[t orchestrates a spatial passage that mirrors
the soul’s journey from the complex fragmen-
tationof the material world—represented by
the shattered light within the celestial vaults—
toward the absolute, undivided unity of the
Divine Truth. The strategic placement of flat,
undistorted mirrors at the threshold stands as
a significant reflectionto the necessity of the
Perfect Man, illustrating that ultimate connec-
tion to the divine source is mediated through
the flawless reflection of Wilayat. Ultimately,
the mirror-work of the Holy Shrine of Lady Ma-
soumeh serves as an exemplary modelin the
spatialization of Shiite doctrine, where physical
matter is continuously suspended, light over-
comesthe darkness of material limitation, and
the eternal truths of unity and multiplicity are
eternally reflected in the eyes of the beholder.
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1-The Terrestrial Realm
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3-Henry Corbin
4-The Unity of Existence
5-Theophany
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7-Hermeneutics
8-Edmund Husserl
9-The Most Perfect Locus of Manifestation
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Re-reading the Stages of Theophany and .....
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