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Abstract

During the Timurid era, Yazd Province witnessed the emergence of distinctive examples of tile pseudo-mihrabs
(mihrab-nama). Due to their unique structural and decorative properties, these architectural elements serve
as critical markers for identifying and differentiating the tilework of the Yazd region from other Timurid
territories in Iran, collectively constituting a coherent regional style. Given the relative scarcity of scholarship
regarding the role of pseudo-mihrabs as a prominent decorative feature of this period, the present study seeks
to identify, document, and classify these elements within the Timurid-era buildings of Yazd Province. The
central research inquiry focuses on the most prevalent and prominent designs, geometric patterns, and floral
motifs employed in these tile pseudo-mihrabs.

Drawing upon field surveys and an analysis of primary written sources, this research examines data collected
from thirteen selected case studies, utilizing an interpretive-historical methodology. The findings reveal that
the utilization of tile pseudo-mihrabs is a tradition specific to the Yazd region, with no comparable parallels
observed in other Timurid-ruled areas of Iran. Broadly, the application of these pseudo-mihrabs to denote the
gibla direction in historical sites of the Timurid period was a unique and widespread practice within Yazd.
Furthermore, the shared decorative attributes among these elements suggest the existence of a unified design
paradigm across the province. Consequently, both the prevalence of these pseudo-mihrabs and their consistent
ornamental features testify to a distinct artistic tradition and a well-defined regional style in Yazd during this
era.
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Regional Style.
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1. Introduction

During the Timurid era, alongside the prevalence of
large-scale, deep-set ceramic mihrabs, a significant
number of small, planar mihrabs—characterized by a
lack of spatial depth and identified as pseudo-mihrabs
(mihrab-nama)—emerged. The unique nature and
prevalence of these elements necessitate a more
profound theoretical reflection and rigorous
investigation. In Yazd Province, a striking divergence is
observed when compared to other prominent Timurid
mihrabs, such as those found in the Jameh Mosque of
Varzaneh (Isfahan), the Goharshad Mosque (Mashhad),
the Sheikh Khalifa Mausoleum (Khafar, Fars), the Jameh
Mosque of Koohpayeh (Isfahan), and the prayer hall of
the Ghiasieh School (Khaf). Unlike these examples,
which are characterized by relief and recess, the
mihrabs of Yazd generally lack volumetric depth. The
only notable exception in the province is the Amir
Chakhmaq Mosque, which features a large, deep-set
mihrab with its own distinct architectural
characteristics.

In most other historical buildings within this region,
mihrabs exist primarily as mihrab-nama (pseudo-
mihrabs), serving the essential functional role of
indicating the qibla direction on the dado for
worshippers.  These elements are typically
commensurate in dimension and height with the dado,
featuring a concave-arched design with backings
adorned with floral or geometric motifs. The
widespread presence of such unique specimens across
numerous buildings in the Yazd region forms the central
axis of this research.

Consequently, the primary objective of this study is to
identify and classify the tile pseudo-mihrabs in the
Timurid-era buildings of Yazd Province based on their
geometric and floral motifs, with the aim of defining a
consistent regional style and design pattern. To achieve
a comprehensive understanding of this stylistic
identity, various technical aspects—including glaze
coloration and execution techniques—will be analyzed.

2-Research Review

While scholarship on  Timurid-era tilework
ornamentation encompasses a broad spectrum,
research specifically dedicated to the tile pseudo-
mihrabs (mihrab-nama) of the Yazd region has
remained fragmented, appearing primarily as isolated
case studies or cursory mentions within larger
architectural and artistic surveys. A significant step
toward specialization is evident in the doctoral
dissertation of Rashednia (2024), supervised by Ahmad
Salehi Kakhki, titled Identification and Classification of
Tilework Ornamentation in the Architecture of the
Timurid and Turkmen Periods in Present-day Iran
(Focusing on Yazd Province). This work represents one
of the first systematic efforts to address the nuances of
tilework in the region, including a targeted analysis of
pseudo-mihrabs within Yazd's architectural landscape.
Other foundational contributions to this field include
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Afshar’s seminal two-volume work, Yadigars-e Yazd
(1975), which provides invaluable empirical data on the
ornamentation of historical monuments in Yazd and its
environs, offering critical insights into the region's
tilework and specific pseudo-mihrab examples. On a
broader scale, Wilber and Golombek (1995), in The
Timurid Architecture of Iran and Turan, offer a macro-
level perspective on the monuments of Yazd,
referencing their decorative programs, including these
unique tile elements. Similarly, Khademzadeh (2005,
2010), in Historical Mosques of Yazd City and
Architecture of the Al-Muzaffar, Ilkhanid, and Timurid
Periods, documented the presence of pseudo-mihrabs
across various urban structures during his broader
architectural surveys. Furthermore, Mazidi Sharafabadi
(2018), under the supervision of Mohammad Khazaee,
conducted a detailed analysis of the pseudo-mihrabs
within the Sultan Bondarabad Complex of Ashkezar.
Additionally, scholars such as Pickett (1997), Danesh-
Yazdi (2008), Uhbe (2017), and Rashednia & Salehi
Kakhki (2025) have contributed brief or site-specific
references to the pseudo-mihrabs of Yazd.

A critical synthesis of the aforementioned literature
reveals a persistent gap: while Rashednia’s dissertation
has initiated a move toward specialization, the vast
majority of existing scholarship remains limited to the
description of single specimens or a few select
examples. In contrast to these case-based or purely
descriptive approaches, the present research seeks to
systematically identify, document, and classify Timurid-
era tile pseudo-mihrabs across Yazd Province, utilizing
the specific characteristics of their geometric and floral
motifs. The primary contribution of this study lies in its
transition from fragmented, specimen-based analysis
toward a comprehensive articulation of the regional
stylistic characteristics of Yazd’s pseudo-mihrabs—an
approach that represents a significant methodological
innovation in the study of Timurid art.

3-Research Methodology

The present study adopts an interpretive-historical
research framework. Data acquisition was executed
through a dual-method approach, integrating
documentary (archival) research with empirical
fieldwork, including systematic site visits and
comprehensive photographic documentation of the
target structures.

To define the research population, a nationwide survey
of Timurid-era edifices was conducted. From an initial
corpus of 85 identified structures and complexes across
Iran, 13 distinct examples of pseudo-mihrabs (mihrab-
nama) were identified, distributed across nine specific
sites within Yazd Province. A purposive, non-
probability sampling strategy was employed to ensure
that the selected specimens aligned precisely with the
research objectives. Data analysis and interpretation
were conducted using a qualitative approach, focusing
on stylistic and formal properties.

Ultimately, by synthesizing a comparative study of
various mihrab typologies used in Timurid architecture,
this research proceeds to identify and classify the tile
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pseudo-mihrabs of Yazd Province. This classification is
based on the analysis of their geometric and floral
motifs, providing a systematic basis for achieving the
intended research outcomes.

4-Research Finding

A systematic examination of Timurid-era tile pseudo-
mihrabs (mihrab-nama) reveals a high concentration of
these elements within the architectural landscape of
Yazd Province. Documented evidence includes the
Jameh Mosque of Yazd—specifically within the dome
chamber, eastern prayer hall, courtyard, and the upper
wall of the dome’s alcove—as well as the Amir Khezer
Shah (Chahar Menar), Sarpolok, Sarrig, and Yaqubi
Mosques in Yazd city. Further examples are found in
Ashkezar at the Great Mosque, the southern iwan of the
Husseiniya/Khanqah, and the small prayer room of the
Sultan Bondarabad complex, along with the Jameh
Mosque of Firuzabad in Meybod. Notably, with the sole
exception of the Mir Emad (Meydan Sang) Mosque in
Kashan, no other specimens of these specific pseudo-
mihrabs have been identified elsewhere in Iran.

In the Kashan Meydan Sang Mosque, two small
rectangular panels are discernible in the dadoes of the
iwan entrance to the dome chamber, exhibiting
identical patterns, inscriptions, and glaze palettes.
Furthermore, adjacent to the minbar—on either side of
the original gilded mihrab (now held in the Islamic Art
Museum, Berlin, acc. no. 1226.3.1-.2.21)—two mihrab-
shaped forms are observed. These are executed in azure
mosaic tilework, terminating in tulip or boteh (paisley)
motifs. Such forms find direct parallels in numerous
Yazd structures, including the Sarrig and Yaqubi
Mosques, the Jameh Mosque of Yazd, the Sultan
Bondarabad complex, and the Sarpolok Mosque. A
distinguishing feature of the Yazd specimens, however,
is their consistent execution within turquoise hexagonal
mosaic tiles.

Moreover, a mosaic panel on the right pier of the prayer
hall entrance in the Mir Emad (Meydan Sang) Mosque
provides a critical epigraphic clue. The inscription,
rendered in white Thuluth script on a lapis lazuli
background, concludes with the attribution:
"Endowment of Qutb al-Din Shams al-Din Firuzabadi of
Meybod, Yazz, in the year 897 AH." Given that Meybod
contains an extensive corpus of historical tilework from
the second half of the 9th century AH—exemplified by
the Jameh Mosques of Firuzabad (866 AH), Befrouiyeh
(866 AH), and Meybod (867 AH)—it is highly plausible
that the endower, hailing from the Firuzabad district of
Meybod, commissioned artisans from the Yazd region
for the decoration of the Mir Emad Mosque.
Consequently, the distribution of Timurid-era tile
pseudo-mihrabs indicates that these elements are
almost exclusively integrated into the historical sites of
Yazd Province. The striking consistency in the
geometric and floral motifs of the central fields,
spandrels, and borders, combined with the unified glaze
palettes and execution techniques, provides definitive
evidence of a distinct regional artistic tradition centered
in the Yazd area.
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5-Conclusion

An examination of the extant tile pseudo-mihrabs
(mihrab-nama) across Yazd, Ashkezar, and Meybod
reveals a remarkable consistency in the employment of
geometric and floral motifs, suggesting a unified
decorative language. From a technical standpoint, these
elements were executed through a variety of methods,
including mosaic tilework, a combination of mosaic and
cuerda seca (glaze-filling), cut tiles, and occasional
gilding.

The ornamentation of these pseudo-mihrabs can be
categorized into the central field (including the lachak
or spandrels) and the surrounding borders. Within the
geometric compositions of the central fields and
spandrels, a "regular hexagonal knot" emerged as the
predominant motif. This pattern, constructed on a six-
fold symmetry, is featured in eight of the studied
specimens, establishing it as a prevalent stylistic
marker  for  the region's pseudo-mihrabs.
The floral repertoire is characterized by a sophisticated
use of full and semi-Arabesque forms, including simple
(solid), foliated (hollow), "dragon-mouth,”" and
"elephant-trunk” iterations, as well as Arabesque
bands. The Khatayi elements further diversify the
compositions, comprising:- Multi-petaled flowers with
rounded petals (ranging from three to six petals).-
Pointed multi-petaled flowers (specifically five-
petaled).- Maple-like leaves (with five, six, or seven
lobes).- Shah Abbasi blossoms, butterfly motifs, and
both open and closed buds.- Almond-shaped leaves,
heart-shaped motifs, and Khatayi stems.Among these,
foliated Arabesques, dragon-mouth and elephant-trunk
motifs, maple-like leaves, and simple rounded flowers
constitute the primary ornamental vocabulary across
all floral panels.
The findings of this research demonstrate that the
integration of tile pseudo-mihrabs into Timurid
architecture was overwhelmingly concentrated within
Yazd Province. Outside of this region, such features
remain an anomaly, with the Mir Emad (Meydan Sang)
Mosque in Kashan serving as the sole documented
exception. The employment of these elements
constitutes a distinct tradition inherent to the Yazd
region, lacking discernible parallels in other Iranian
territories under Timurid rule.

Broadly, the use of tile pseudo-mihrabs to delineate the
gibla direction emerged as a specialized stylistic
approach unique to the Yazd locale. The shared
decorative attributes identified across the province—
most notably the recurring motif of an arch-shaped
form terminating in a central medallion (toranj)—serve
as a definitive stylistic hallmark. The existence of this
specific typology, coupled with its unified ornamental
paradigm, signifies the emergence of a localized
regional style, the evidence of which is predominantly
concentrated within this specific geographic and
temporal context.
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