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Abstract
The paper explores the profound relationship between Islamic sacred geometry,
symbolic motifs, and the spiritual function of interior design within sacred
architecture. The aim of the study is to decode the symbolic language embedded
in the geometric and vegetal patterns that adorn the interiors of the Wazir Khan
Mosque—one of the most celebrated examples of Mughal sacred architecture in
South Asia.This research holds significance as it bridges the disciplines of
interior design, Islamic art history, and spiritual aesthetics, offering insight into
how visual elements are purposefully employed to evoke divine presence, guide
contemplation, and construct a transcendental spatial experience. Through the
lens of Islamic philosophy and metaphysical symbolism, the study reveals how
recurring motifs—such as star polygons, arabesques, and calligraphic bands—
serve not only as aesthetic features but as representations of unity, infinity, and
divine order. The methodology combines visual analysis of architectural
elements, semiotic interpretation of motifs, and historical contextualization using
primary and secondary sources on Islamic art and architecture. The case study
focuses on interior elements such as kashikari (glazed tilework), frescoed
domes, mugarnas, and the mihrab to uncover the layered meanings behind their
spatial arrangement and ornamentation. Findings indicate that the mosque's
interior is not a passive decorative space but an active embodiment of Islamic

cosmology, where geometry and light direct the worshipper toward spiritual
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elevation. The conclusion highlights the enduring relevance of Islamic design

principles in creating sacred environments that harmonize function, form, and

faith. The paper recommends further interdisciplinary research on regional

Islamic architectural heritage, and advocates the revival of sacred geometry as a

tool in contemporary spiritual interior design practices.

Keywords: Islamic motifs, sacred geometry, Wazir Khan Mosque, Mughal

architecture, Islamic symbolism, interior design, kashi kari, spiritual space,

Islamic art, Lahore
Introduction
Sacred geometry refers to the use of specific geometric proportions, forms, and patterns that are
believed to have spiritual, symbolic, or cosmological significance. In Islamic art and
architecture, sacred geometry serves as a visual language through which metaphysical truths
and divine order are expressed in physical form. These patterns are not arbitrary decorations;
rather, they represent principles such as unity, balance, harmony, and infinity, which reflect
core beliefs of Islamic cosmology and the doctrine of tawhid—the oneness of God. The use of
repeating geometric forms—circles, squares, stars, and polygons—symbolizes the infinite
nature of Allah, as the patterns can extend endlessly without a central figure, emphasizing a
universe governed by divine order. The circle, for instance, with its center and radiating
symmetry, is often interpreted as a symbol of divine unity and perfection. The construction of
these patterns traditionally employs only a compass and straightedge, reflecting a disciplined,
universal system rooted in mathematics and spirituality (Critchlow 1976). As explained by
Keith Critchlow, “the purpose of sacred geometry is not merely to create decorative beauty, but
to reflect the spiritual structure of the cosmos and to invite the observer into contemplation of
the divine order” (Critchlow 1976). In Islamic architectural spaces, particularly mosques, these
geometric systems help transform physical interiors into spiritually charged environments,
where the design leads the believer from the material world to a higher plane of reflection and
connection with the Divine.
Studies reveal that Islamic art and architecture are deeply rooted in a visual and philosophical
tradition that emphasizes abstraction, mathematical order, and metaphysical symbolism. Central

to this tradition is the use of geometric patterns, which emerged in response to aniconism in

312 OO0



International Research Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences 2025
(IRJAHSS)

Islamic belief—eschewing figurative imagery in sacred contexts and favoring non-
representational art forms that reflect the divine unity and order (Burckhardt 1976). These
patterns, based on repeated geometric units, evolved across the Islamic world as a symbolic
language expressing spiritual concepts such as infinity, balance, and divine transcendence.
Islamic spirituality naturally gave rise to a sacred artistic tradition that aligned both with the
outward structure and the inner essence of its divine revelation. Rooted in the central Islamic
doctrine of tawhid—the oneness of God—and influenced by the nomadic origins of early
Muslim society, this tradition developed into an aniconic art form. Rather than depicting the
spiritual realm through figurative imagery, Islamic art expressed the divine through geometric
precision, rhythmic patterns, flowing arabesques, and sacred calligraphy. These elements serve
not merely as decoration, but as symbolic representations of higher metaphysical realities,
ultimately pointing toward the transcendent source of all unity—the Divine Presence itself
(Critchlow 1976).

During the Mughal era (1526-1857), Islamic geometric traditions were enriched by a syncretic
aesthetic, blending Persian, Timurid, and indigenous South Asian artistic influences. Mughal
architects and artisans introduced a refined approach to interior ornamentation, where
geometry, calligraphy, and arabesque motifs were integrated into domes, walls, and mihrabs to
construct spaces that were both visually compelling and spiritually resonant (Necipoglu 1995).
Mughal architectural surfaces—particularly mosque interiors—were adorned with complex six-
, eight-, and ten-point geometrical patterns, arabesques, and calligraphic panels, demonstrating
both the mastery of artisans and the spiritual intent embedded in form (Azmat and Hadi 2018).
These aesthetic strategies not only served to beautify sacred spaces but to construct an
atmosphere of transcendence, guiding worshippers toward reflection and spiritual elevation. In
the pre-partition Indian subcontinent, these elements were locally adapted in cities like Lahore,
which emerged as a major center of Mughal culture and art.

Known historically as the "City of Gardens", Lahore flourished as a regional capital under the
Mughals, attracting artisans, scholars, and architects from across the empire. Mughal
architecture in Lahore is distinguished by its use of sacred geometry, tile mosaic (kashikari),
and extensive surface embellishment, particularly in religious structures. These design

strategies were not merely decorative but conveyed a spiritual function, transforming mosque
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interiors into spaces of introspection and transcendental order (Blair and Bloom 1995). Lahore's
prominence in the Mughal Empire as an imperial capital is reflected in its monumental
mosques, whose interiors exemplify sacred geometry in ornamentation and spiritual symbolism.
The Wazir Khan Mosque stands as a prime example, with intricate ornamentation embodying
Mughal artistic and spiritual values (Khan et al. 2024).

The Wazir Khan Mosque was commissioned by Hakim Ilm-ud-din Ansari, also known as
Wazir Khan, during the reign of Emperor Shah Jahan. Constructed between 1634 and 1641 CE,
the mosque is located within the old walled city of Lahore and is renowned for its richly
detailed interior frescoes, intricate tilework, and complex geometric patterns (Koch 1991). The
mosque’s architect, while not definitively recorded, is believed to be Nawab Saadullah Khan, a
senior court official and contributor to imperial architectural projects (Asher 1992). The
mosque stands apart from other Mughal religious structures in its dense visual narrative and
spatial intimacy, making it a unique case for studying Islamic sacred geometry in interior

design.
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Figure 1: Site Plan of Wazir Khan Mosque
Highlighted floor plan showing key interior zones, including the main prayer hall (west),
central courtyard, entrance iwan (east), flanking side chambers, minarets at each corner, and the
central tomb structure of Miran Badshah
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Research Objectives

This paper aims to decode the symbolic language of Islamic motifs and sacred geometry
employed in the Wazir Khan Mosque's interiors and to explore how these visual strategies
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contribute to the spiritual and aesthetic experience of sacred space. The objectives of this study

are:

1. To trace the origins and philosophical basis of geometric art in Islamic sacred interiors

2. To analyze the specific use of patterns and motifs in the interior surfaces of the Wazir
Khan Mosque

3. To evaluate how the integration of geometry, symbolism, and architectural planning
reflects broader spiritual and cultural values of the Mughal period.

The rationale for choosing the Wazir Khan Mosque lies in its exemplary preservation, artistic
richness, and cultural significance as a landmark of Indo-Islamic art. Through a contextual and
visual analysis, this study contributes to a better understanding of how Islamic sacred design
principles can inform both historical appreciation and contemporary applications in interior and
architectural design.

Review of the Related Literature

Origins and Early Development
Islamic architecture has long employed geometric patterns as a core decorative element on

interior surfaces such as walls, ceilings, and domes. These sacred geometrical patterns trace
their roots to earlier mathematical traditions yet crystallized in the Islamic world during the
early medieval period. Scholars generally agree that complex geometric ornamentation emerged
as a distinctive art in Abbasid-era architecture (8th—10th centuries CE). This development was
likely influenced by Islamic aniconism (the religious prohibition on figural imagery), which
encouraged artists to explore abstract, mathematically-based designs. From the 9th century
onward, increasingly sophisticated polygonal tessellation patterns appear across the Islamic
world, eventually becoming a dominant aesthetic in mosques and madrasas (Critchlow 1976).
By the later medieval period, master artisans had refined these designs to remarkable
complexity, as seen in Persian and Moorish monuments. Techniques for constructing intricate
star and multi-polygon patterns were codified in treatises and design scrolls, indicating an
advanced geometric knowledge (Necipoglu 1995). Interior elements like tile-mosaic walls,
carved plaster ceilings, and mugarnas (stalactite vaulting) were all mediums for this geometric

art, creating a visually unified space that intertwined structure and ornament.

315 S 0



International Research Journal of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences 2025
(IRJAHSS)

Symbolism and Spiritual Significance

Beyond their visual appeal, Islamic geometric patterns carry profound symbolic meanings.
They are often interpreted as an expression of Tawhid, the principle of divine unity (Nasr
1987). Repeating patterns that extend seemingly to infinity can represent the infinite nature of
God and the interconnected order of creation (Burckhardt 1976). The circle — frequently the
starting point of a pattern — symbolizes the One God and unity, while the multiplication of
geometric motifs exemplifies the unfoldment of unity into the multiplicity of the world
(Critchlow 1976). Such designs also fulfill a spiritual function: they draw the viewer’s gaze and
mind beyond the material surface. For example, intricate star patterns on domed ceilings direct
attention toward the center apex, often seen as evoking the vault of heaven and guiding
thoughts to the celestial realm. The contemplation of geometric ornamentation in sacred spaces
is said to aid in "untangling the knots of the soul" and focusing on the eternal (Nasr 1987). In
this way, Islamic sacred geometry transforms interior architecture into a canvas of cosmic
symbolism, where aesthetic order reflects divine order and decoration becomes an act of
devotion and contemplation (Nasser 2024).

Development from the Abbasid to the Mughal Era
2.3.1 Abbasid Period (750-1258 CE)

Under the Abbasids, Islamic architecture saw a flourishing of geometric ornament that laid the
groundwork for later developments. Designs in this era combined abstract geometry with
vegetal motifs, often executed in carved stucco or painted tile (Ettinghausen, Grabar, and
Jenkins-Madina 2001). A prime example is the city of Samarra (Iraq), the 9th-century Abbasid
capital, where palace wall panels were covered in interlacing bands forming large eight-pointed
stars filled with stylized vine scrolls. This beveled style of stucco carving — characterized by
abstract geometric forms and rhythmic repetition — represented a new visual language that soon
spread across the Abbasid realm (Struth 2025). The Mosque of Ahmad Ibn Tulun in Cairo (879
CE), built by an Abbasid governor, provides one of the earliest examples of such motifs in a
religious space, its window grilles and stucco panels include simple six- and eight-point star
patterns arranged in repeating units (Abdullahi and Embi 2013). These early geometrical

designs are relatively straightforward (stars, rosettes, and intersecting circles), yet they
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symbolically reinforced key Islamic concepts — the unity and infinity of God — through
symmetry and endless repetition (Critchlow 1976; Dabbour 2012). By the end of the Abbasid
period, the use of geometric patterning in Islamic architecture was firmly established, setting
the stage for more complex developments in subsequent eras.

2.3.2 Seljuk Period (11th—12th centuries CE)

The Seljuk era witnessed a significant evolution in Islamic geometric design, as artisans shifted
from predominantly vegetal ornamentation to highly complex geometric compositions. Seljuk
architecture — which flourished from Iran and Central Asia to Anatolia — became strongly
characterized by elaborate brickwork, carved stone, and glazed tile featuring interlocking star
polygons (Abdullahi and Embi 2013). Common six- and eight-pointed star patterns of the 9th—
10th centuries were now refined and multiplied: architects began experimenting with five-point
(pentagonal) designs, ten-point stars, and even rare seven-point arrangements (Abdullahi and
Embi 2013). For example, the Friday Mosque of Isfahan (Iran) preserves exhaustive Seljuk-era
decorations, including one of the earliest known ten-point star pattern designs on the interior
walls of its southern domed chamber, alongside an exceedingly uncommon heptagonal (seven-
sided) geometric motif (Abdullahi and Embi 2013, 458-461). The proliferation of such forms
was enabled by advances in mathematical knowledge and craftsmanship during this period.
Seljuk tomb towers in Iran also display this geometric virtuosity, the twin Kharragan towers
(built 1067 and 1093 CE) are encased in intricate brick panels featuring interlaced star patterns
up to twelve points, demonstrating an early mastery of complex girih (tile) geometry (Bloom
and Blair 1995, 34-35; Abdullahi and Embi 2013). In the western reaches of the Seljuk realm,
architects in Anatolia and Syria likewise adopted geometric masonry and tiling; for instance,
the Mihrab of the Madrasa al-Firdaws (Aleppo, 1236 CE) is carved with a detailed eight-point
star rosette, showing how Seljuk innovations had spread throughout the Islamic world by the
early 13th century (Abdullahi and Embi 2013, 443-448). Overall, the Seljuk period marks the
first great “wave” of geometric ornament in Islamic architecture, vastly expanding the
repertoire of sacred geometry through both regional experimentation and the codification of

new pattern-making techniques.
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2.3.3 Timurid Period (14th—15th centuries CE)
Building on their Seljuk and llkhanid predecessors, the Timurids in Central Asia and Iran

pushed Islamic geometric design to unprecedented heights of complexity and scale. Timurid
architecture is renowned for its tile-mosaic facades — dazzling arrangements of glazed tile
pieces forming star polygons, strapwork, and epigraphic bands across expansive surfaces
(Necipoglu 1995). The Gur-e Amir (Tamerlane’s mausoleum, c. 1404) and the madrasas and
mosques of Samarkand and Herat exemplify this development, their walls and domes feature
dense fields of interlocking eight-, ten-, and twelve-point stars in contrasting colors, sometimes
arranged in multiple layers of pattern upon pattern (Blair and Bloom 1995). By the late 15th
century, designers were conceiving extraordinarily intricate geometric compositions. A notable
case is the decorative panel of the Darb-i Imam shrine in Isfahan (built 1453), which contains a
quasi-crystalline girih pattern based on a decagonal (10-fold) symmetry; modern researchers
have shown it approaches the complexity of a Penrose tiling, indicating a sophisticated grasp of
geometric principles centuries ahead of Western mathematics (Lu and Steinhardt 2007). The
existence of design scrolls and treatises from this era — most famously the Topkap1 Scroll, a
Timurid/Safavid pattern compendium — attests that Timurid craftsmen had formalized methods
for constructing and transmitting geometric designs (Necipoglu 1995). In these documents,
myriad star-and-polygon schemes are drawn with compass-and-straightedge precision,
reflecting an academic interest in geometry. Thus, the Timurid period represents the zenith of
medieval Islamic geometric art: sacred geometry was not only a devotional ornament but
practically a science, meticulously developed in workshops and appreciated as a mark of
cultural prowess.

2.3.4 Safavid Period (16th—17th centuries CE)
The Safavid dynasty in Persia inherited the Timurid legacy of geometric ornament and blended

it with new artistic tendencies, including more pronounced floral and calligraphic elements.
Safavid architects employed geometric motifs in both religious and palatial contexts, using the
full range of star polygons (from six- to twelve-point stars) in combination with arabesque
tendrils and Qur’anic calligraphy (Blair and Bloom 1995). For example, the Shah (Imam)
Mosque in Isfahan (1611-1638) displays spectacular haft-rangi (seven-color) tile panels where
ten-point stars and decagons interlace with lotus blossoms and cursive inscriptions along the

walls and dome interior. Such compositions illustrate the Safavid approach, complex geometry
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provides an underlying armature, while lush naturalistic motifs soften and enrich the overall
design (Golombek and Wilber 1988). In general, Safavid-era patterns tend to focus on one- or
two-star symmetries at a time (e.g., an 8-point star grid used consistently across a dome, or a
repeated 10-point pattern on a spandrel), rather than the multi-layered combinations seen in
earlier Mamluk art (Abdullahi and Embi 2013). This restraint may have been aesthetic, to avoid
visual clutter and highlight calligraphy, or technical, reflecting the shift to larger painted-tile
techniques. Nonetheless, Safavid decoration remained highly mathematical — the preference for
8- and 10-point geometries is evident in many surviving Safavid palaces and mosques
(Abdullahi and Embi 2013). By the 17th century, Persian craftsmen were also migrating
abroad; notably, Shah Abbas’s court sent artisans to Mughal India. Through such channels, the
Safavid style of geometry (harmonized with floral and epigraphic art) directly influenced the
Mughal design approach (Asher 1992). In summary, the Safavids sustained the tradition of
sacred geometry but adapted it to fit their artistic vision — one that prized a balanced synthesis
of mathematical order and elegant ornamentation.

2.3.5 Mughal Period (16th-17th centuries CE)
Islamic geometric design reached a broad new geography under the Mughal Empire in South

Asia. The Mughals, who were of Timurid descent, drew upon Persian artisans and their
techniques, yet developed a distinct aesthetic suited to Indian materials and sensibilities. In
Mughal architecture, geometry became a unifying decorative and structural principle, evident
from ornamental details up to site plans (Koch 1991). Early Mughal monuments already
showcase advanced pattern work. Humayun’s Tomb in Delhi (1560s), for instance, incorporates
six- and eight-pointed star motifs in its marble flooring, stone lattice screens (jali), and facade
ornament, demonstrating the transplantation of Timurid/Safavid geometric knowledge into the
Mughal context (Abdullahi and Embi 2013). During Akbar’s reign (1556-1605), architects
combined red sandstone and white marble in bold geometrical designs — the imperial city of
Fatehpur Sikri (c. 1571-1585) features mosques and palaces decorated with carved geometric
panels, including the Jama Masjid’s ten-point star medallions and the tomb of Salim Chishti’s
famous lattice screens of interlocking star hexagons. By the late 16th century and into
Jahangir’s rule, Mughal designers began to employ more decagonal (10-point) patterns and
even occasional twelve-point stars, though generally with a lighter touch than their Central
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Asian counterparts (Abdullahi and Embi 2013). A hallmark of Mughal ornamental style is an
emphasis on perfect proportion and symmetry in each motif rather than sheer density of pattern
(Abdullahi and Embi 2013). For example, the tomb of Itimad-ud-Daulah in Agra (1628) and the
Taj Mahal (1632-43) are celebrated for their pietra dura parchin kari work — geometric star
grids, checkerboards, and tessellated octagons inlaid in jasper and marble — executed with
exquisite precision and balanced by scrolling floral inlays. Mughal architects generally avoided
the extremely intricate 12- and 16-point star fields favored by earlier Mamluk designers, opting
instead for clarity and harmony with other decorative forms (Abdullahi and Embi 2013). They
also extended geometric principles to the macro scale. Mughal garden-tombs follow the hasht-
bihisht eight-fold plan (an octagonal form with a central dome), set in chahar-bagh
quadrilateral gardens organized by axial symmetry — a direct architectural expression of
cosmological order and paradise imagery (Nasr 1987). In the Mughal synthesis, therefore, we
see the culmination of centuries of geometric experimentation, sacred geometry became both an
artistic language of surface decoration and a guiding blueprint for architectural space,

manifesting the empire’s cultural lineage and spiritual vision.

Abbasid Timurid Mughal

Figure 2: Geometric Pattern Evolution Chart
A visual timeline illustrating the stylistic progression of Islamic geometric motifs from the
Abbasid period (8-pointed and beveled stars), through the Timurid era (complex 10- and 12-
pointed star polygons with girih interlace), culminating in the refined and proportioned
geometric compositions of the Mughal period.

Ancient Origins and Cosmological Symbolism of Islamic Geometric Motifs

Islamic geometric motifs did not emerge in a vacuum; their origins are rooted in earlier

civilizations and are often interpreted in light of longstanding cosmological ideas. Historically,
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as Islam spread in the 7th—8th centuries, Muslim artisans absorbed geometric pattern traditions
from Late Antique Byzantine and Sasanian art (Ettinghausen, Grabar, and Jenkins-Madina
2001, 45). Many fundamental motifs — the circle, the star, the regular polygon — were already
imbued with symbolic meaning in pre-Islamic philosophy and sacred art. Islamic scholars of
the Golden Age (8th—10th centuries) translated works of Euclidean geometry and Pythagorean
mathematics, preserving the concept that geometric principles underlie the cosmos (Bier 2015).
This intellectual backdrop encouraged architects and artists to view geometric design as a visual
language of truth and harmony. Indeed, in Islamic thought the perfection of geometry has often
been linked to the perfection of creation. As the architect Loai Dabbour observes, geometry
“represents an expression of the order of the universe as a visual representation of the truth”
(Dabbour 2012). A key aspect of Islamic geometric art is its symbolic abstraction. Because
direct representation of living forms is avoided in sacred contexts, geometric patterns fill the
aesthetic role while pointing beyond themselves. The repetition and symmetry in these designs
are commonly said to signify the infinite nature of Allah — a single geometric unit, multiplied
and extended without end, suggests the limitless, omnipresent divine (Critchlow 1976). The
most basic shape, the circle, carries profound cosmological symbolism, it is unending and
returns to itself, representing unity and the eternal nature of the Creator (Critchlow 1976;
Akkach 2005). Many Islamic patterns begin with a circle, often divided into segments to yield
stars and polygons; this can be read as the metaphysical journey from unity (the circle,
symbolizing One God) to multiplicity (the myriad shapes of creation) and back to unity at the
center. The star motif, ubiquitous in Islamic ornament, obviously evokes the celestial stars; its
geometric construction (e.g., an eight-point star formed by two squares) was seen as a way to
bring the harmony of the heavens into architectural decoration. Some historians have noted that
the eight-pointed star (khatim), a very early Islamic motif, was associated with ancient
Mesopotamian astral symbolism and later came to be known as the “seal of the prophets” in
Islamic culture — underscoring how a geometric figure could accrue layered spiritual meanings
(Nasr 1987, 212). Likewise, the number seven (as in a heptagonal pattern) can recall the seven
heavens in Islamic cosmology, and twelve may allude to the zodiac or months, though direct
intentional use of these numerological symbols in architecture remains speculative (Akkach

2005). What is clear is that medieval Muslim scientists and craftsmen often moved in the same
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circles; advances in astronomy, for example, ran parallel to advances in geometric design. The
intricate star patterns on mosque domes and ceilings — sometimes designed to resemble a night
sky filled with constellations — suggest a conscious attempt to merge artistic decoration with a
contemplation of the cosmos. In some cases, actual astronomical imagery was incorporated.
Ottoman palace ceilings might display painted stars and planetary symbols, and elaborate
astrolabes and celestial charts from the Islamic world were themselves adorned with arabesque
and geometric pattern frames (indicating a two-way exchange between scientific instrument
design and artistic motifs) (Necipoglu 1995). It is important to note, however, that
interpretations of Islamic geometric patterns’ symbolism vary among scholars. Some,
especially in the Perennialist or traditionalist school (e.g., Titus Burckhardt, Seyyed Hossein
Nasr), emphasize a spiritual reading: geometric art as a veiled language of cosmic order,
intuitively understood to inspire meditation on divine unity (Nasr 1987). Keith Critchlow
(1976), for instance, argues that the geometric patterns of Islamic art “reveal ... the intrinsic
cosmological laws affecting all Creation”, implying that their primary function is to remind the
viewer of the underlying geometric blueprint of the universe (Critchlow 1976, 7). Other
scholars adopt a more cautious or empirical stance, noting that historical records rarely
explicitly state cosmological intent for architectural decoration. Oleg Grabar (1992) and some
contemporary art historians suggest that geometric patterns may have been valued largely for
their aesthetic and didactic qualities — as a rational, mathematical art fitting for a culture that
prized knowledge — without requiring every pattern to encode a cosmic diagram. In practice,
both perspectives need not conflict. Islamic geometric ornament can be appreciated as artistic
science — an embodiment of mathematical truths — which by its very nature points to a well-
ordered cosmos (Bier 2015). Whether or not each craftsman consciously thought of astronomy
or cosmology while laying tiles, the enduring fascination with these patterns is due in part to
their universal, transcendent qualities. They invite contemplation and interpretation. A
worshipper gazing at a mugarnas dome or a star-fretted screen may intuit the rhythmic
intelligence behind the design and thereby feel closer to the Divine intellect that governs the
universe (Akkach 2005). In summary, Islamic geometric motifs do have ancient roots and
resonances with cosmological symbolism. They draw from prior artistic traditions and

mathematical knowledge, and for many observers (then and now) they serve as a bridge
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between the material and the metaphysical — a visual echo of the harmony of the spheres,
rendered in stone, wood, and tile.

Regional Adaptations of Islamic Motifs in Indo-Islamic Mughal Interiors
2.5.1 Fusion of Persian, Timurid, and Indigenous Motifs

Mughal religious interiors in India epitomize a synthesis of Persian—Timurid motifs with
indigenous Indian designs. The Mughal empire’s cosmopolitan court recruited artisans from
Persia and Central Asia alongside Indian craftsmen, resulting in a hybrid decorative vocabulary
(Asher 1992). Classic Islamic motifs—such as arabesque vine scrolls, geometric star patterns,
and Quranic calligraphy—were combined with local elements like lotus flowers, bell pendants,
and ornate brackets drawn from pre-Islamic Indian architecture (Alfieri 2000). Emperor
Akbar’s capital at Fatehpur Sikri (1570s) provides early evidence of this fusion. Its mosque and
palaces, though fundamentally Islamic in plan, incorporate Hindu architectural features (e.qg.,
chhatri pavilions and serpentine brackets) and regional carving styles (Nath 1985). Under Shah
Jahan, this syncretism reached new heights. The Wazir Khan Mosque in Lahore, for example,
was decorated by teams of artists from Iran, Central Asia and India, blanketing the interior with
a “dazzling array” of motifs from their diverse homelands. Persian-inspired kashikari tile
mosaics and Timurid-style glazed floral panels coexist with Punjabi frescos and Indian floral
themes, illustrating the Mughal ability to “fold regional artistic traditions” into a unified
aesthetic. This blending of traditions produced a distinctly Mughal interior style that was at
once international and regionally grounded (Koch 1991).

2.5.2 Geometry, Symmetry and Proportion in Mughal Design

Mughal interiors are renowned for their sacred geometry and rigorous symmetry. Drawing on
Timurid precedents, Mughal architects achieved an unprecedented mastery of geometry,
symmetry and proportion in design (Azmat and Hadi 2018). Mosque interiors and plans were
laid out on symmetrical axes, with prayer halls and courtyards carefully proportioned for visual
harmony (Asher 1992). Geometric patterns — eight-pointed stars, interlaced polygons,
tessellated hexagons — cover floors, walls and screens, often arranged in mirror-perfect
symmetry. Notably, Mughal designers avoided the most convoluted star patterns (such as 12- or

16-point stars popular in earlier Islamic art), favoring simpler 6-, 8- and 10-point patterns
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executed with “right and perfect proportions” (Azmat and Hadi 2018). The emphasis was on
elegance and balance rather than complexity for its own sake. For instance, Mughal mosques
often repeat a few basic geometric “repeat-units” in a controlled, rhythmic manner, rather than
an overload of disparate forms (Koch 1991). The result is an interior environment where
geometry itself becomes ornament, reinforcing the sense of divine order through spatial
perfection. This focus on proportion extended even to architectural elements: the height of
arches, the diameter of domes, and the spacing of piers were all carefully calibrated to create a
serene, mathematically infused beauty (Tillotson 1990).

2.5.3 Lahore’s Shah Jahan Era: The Wazir Khan Mosque
Interior of the Wazir Khan Mosque in Lahore, showing intricate frescoes and tile mosaics

covering its arches and vaults. Shah Jahan’s patronage in Lahore produced some of the most
lavish interior ornamentation of the Mughal era. The Wazir Khan Mosque (1634-1641), built
by the emperor’s viceroy in Punjab, is “considered to be the most ornately decorated Mughal-
era Mosque”. Its brick walls are completely suffused with decoration, including colorful glazed
tile mosaics, fresco painting, carved lime plaster, and incised brickwork (Koch 1991). Every
surface — from the lofty domed prayer hall to the inside of vaults and alcoves — is covered in
pattern. Floral arabesques in rich cobalt, turmeric-yellow and verdigris green unfurl across the
walls, interwoven with geometric star grids and Quranic calligraphic panels (Alfieri 2000). The
motifs reflect a fusion of influences. Persian-style floral bouquets (gul-dasta) and scrolls are
rendered alongside motifs of local provenance like the Indian lotus and cypress. The interior
design also integrates religious text as art — large Qur’anic inscriptions in elegant thuluth script
form bands and medallions, an Iranian influence executed by local artisans (Koch 1991).
Symmetry and balance govern the layout of these decorations. The mosque’s five-bay prayer
chamber is axially symmetrical, and even the frescoed patterns within each bay mirror each
other to maintain overall harmony. Lahore’s other Shah Jahan-era projects echo this ethos, for
example, the Shah Burj (Sheesh Mahal) palace in Lahore Fort exhibits intricate mosaic tile
dados and mirror-work arranged in geometric perfection, showing that the Mughal aesthetic of
orderly ornament permeated both sacred and secular interiors (Mumtaz 1985). The Wazir Khan
Mosque remains the prime exemplar of Shah Jahan’s Lahore style — a “sublime synthesis” of

Central Asian, Persian, and local decorative arts on an unprecedented scale.
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2.5.4 Fatehpur Sikri’s Jama Masjid: Akbar’s Synthesis
Interior view of Fatehpur Sikri’s Jama Masjid (1571-75), featuring red sandstone arches with

white marble inlay and painted floral medallions. The Jama Masjid of Fatehpur Sikri, Emperor
Akbar’s imperial mosque, illustrates the early Mughal approach to blending motifs. Its interior
is relatively austere in material — carved red sandstone predominates — yet richly patterned.
Bold geometric designs in white marble and black slate are inlaid into the red sandstone
surfaces, creating striking contrast (Alfieri 2000). This technique was a direct precursor to the
refined pietra-dura work seen under Shah Jahan. The prayer hall’s mihrab niches and dados are
bordered with polychrome glazed tiles, likely the work of Persian tile-makers employed at
Akbar’s court. Carved relief ornament is extensive: the spandrels of arches and pulpit screens
carry interlocking arabesque vines and rosettes, as well as bands of Quranic calligraphy in
Persian style script (Nath 1985). Notably, remnants of opaque watercolor frescoes on the
interior walls have been recorded, indicating that vibrant floral murals once added color to the
hall. These painted flowers and foliage motifs symbolically transformed the mosque’s interior
into an image of Paradise, a favored theme of Akbari art (Blair and Bloom 1994).
Architecturally, Akbar’s design integrates local Indian elements seamlessly: the mosque’s
massive Buland Darwaza (gateway) is crowned with rows of Rajasthani-style chhatris and
features Hindu-influenced decorative lotus motifs (Nath 1985). This synthesis of Indian and
Timurid-Persian elements in Fatehpur Sikri’s mosque set the template for Mughal sacred
interiors — an equilibrium of geometrical rigor with luxuriant ornamentation drawn from
multiple traditions (Tillotson 1990).

2.5.5 Jama Masjid Delhi: Grandeur and Sacred Geometry
Prayer hall interior of the Jama Masjid (Delhi, 1656), where inlaid marble patterning and

balanced arches exemplify Shah Jahan’s refined aesthetic. The Jama Masjid of Delhi represents
the zenith of Mughal Mosque design in scale and geometric perfection. Commissioned by Shah
Jahan, it is famed for its vast courtyard and triad of marble domes, but the interior design is
equally notable for its balance of simplicity and grandeur. In contrast to the flamboyant color of
Wazir Khan Mosque, Delhi’s Jama Masjid employs a restricted palette: warm red sandstone
walls and piers are offset by white marble paneling and borders, with accents of black marble
inlay (Alfieri 2000). This restrained material scheme highlights the mosque’s superb

proportions and symmetry. The prayer hall’s floor is paved in white marble marked with
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orderly black inlay lines, demarcating individual prayer spaces in an unending grid — a
geometric module that reinforces communal unity and discipline (Asher 1992). Each lofty arch
is framed by a thin line of white marble, and above the arches run continuous friezes of carved
or inlaid Arabic calligraphy (verses of the Quran) in black on white, elegantly integrating
sacred text into the architectural geometry (Alfieri 2000). The focus on symmetry and axiality
is extreme. The mosque’s entire layout is symmetrical along its central axis, and the interior
repeats a three-aisled, seven-bay rhythm such that the design feels perfectly equilibrated (Koch
1991). This disciplined ornamental approach imbues the space with a sense of majesty and
spiritual gravitas. Contemporary observers describe the Jama Masjid as the “apotheosis of
Indian mosque design” for its synthesis of monumental scale with refined decoration (Blair and
Bloom 1994). Indeed, the sacred geometry of its interior — from the scalloped profile of its
multi-foil arches to the proportional arrangement of arch spans and pier intervals — was
deliberately intended to evoke the harmony of the cosmos and the unity of the faith (Critchlow
1976). The Jama Masjid’s interior demonstrates how, at the height of Mughal power, design
moved toward a classical purity: floral and arabesque ornament is present but understated,
while geometric form and qur’anic inscription take center stage as the primary decorative and
symbolic media (Asher 1992).

2.5.6 Symbolism in Geometric and Floral Motifs
Mughal interior ornament was not merely aesthetic; it carried deep spiritual symbolism in both

its geometric and floral motifs. According to Islamic art principles, geometric patterns with
their repeating, infinite designs symbolize the infinite nature of God (Allah) and the underlying
unity of creation (Critchlow 1976). The repetitive interlacing of stars and polygons, which can
be extended limitlessly, is a visual metaphor for the infinite and eternal divine presence
(Burckhardt 1976). For example, the circle — a shape often used as a foundational grid in
Islamic geometry — represents unity and the One God, while the multiplication of stars from the
circle signifies the diverse, yet integrated, manifestations of God’s creation (Critchlow 1976).
Such symbolism would not have been lost on worshippers gazing at the starry vaults of a
Mughal Mosque. Floral motifs likewise held rich meaning. In Islam, gardens and flowers evoke
the promise of Paradise; thus, the profusion of lush botanical designs in mosques like Wazir

Khan was intended to create an atmosphere of the divine garden, a foretaste of jannat (heaven)
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within earthly architecture (Blair and Bloom 1994). The Mughals, especially Shah Jahan, were
enamored of realistic flower depictions (tulips, lilies, roses, lotus blossoms) adorning mosaic
panels and marble inlays — these were not only imperial emblems of beauty but also symbols of
divine mercy and bounty found in Quranic descriptions of Paradise (Koch 1991). The
combination of geometric and vegetal forms often had a complementary symbolism: the
geometric framework (order, infinity) would be “brought to life” with blooms and foliage
(growth, creation), mirroring the Quranic vision of a cosmos ordered by God’s will and filled
with the signs of His creation (Burckhardt 1976). In sum, the distinctive Mughal approach to
interior decoration — fusing Persian, Central Asian, and Indian motifs, executed with geometric
precision and abundant floral imagery — was deeply rooted in religious symbolism. It
transformed mosque interiors into sacred visual microcosms: every repeating pattern and
stylized flower petal was a reminder of God’s perfection, unity, and beneficence, conveyed
through the universal language of Islamic art (Blair and Bloom 1994).

Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, visual analysis approach to explore the sacred geometry and
motifs of the Wazir Khan Mosque. It emphasizes contextual interpretation supported by
historical documentation and photographic records. The methodology unfolds in three parts

aligned with the research objectives:

e Literature and Historical Review: To trace the origins and philosophical underpinnings
of Islamic geometric art, the researcher reviewed historical texts, art history scholarship,
and primary sources on Islamic art and architecture. This included examining the
development of geometric ornamentation in Islamic sacred spaces and its theological or
philosophical interpretations (e.g., Sufi metaphysics, aniconism in Islam). Scholarly
insights — such as the collaboration of mathematicians and artisans in developing
Islamic patterns and the aniconic motivations for emphasizing geometric and vegetal

designs— provided a foundational understanding of the Islamic geometric art tradition.

e Visual Survey and Documentation: To analyze the motifs, patterns, and visual
hierarchies in the Wazir Khan Mosque, an in-depth visual survey of the site was

conducted using high-resolution photographs and onsite observations. Every significant
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interior surface (domes, mihrab, arches, walls, and floor) was examined. The motifs
were catalogued by type — geometric patterns, floral/arabesque designs, and calligraphic
inscriptions — noting their location, form, and colors. Photographic records (both
archival images and current photographs) were used to identify patterns and to create
sketches/diagrams of the interlaced geometric designs and repeated tile patterns. This
qualitative analysis was akin to an iconographic study, interpreting visual elements for
symbolic content. The visual hierarchy was assessed by observing how different motifs
are distributed: for example, which motifs occupy focal points (entrance gateway,
central dome, mihrab niche) versus those used as background or border decorations.
This helped determine how attention is guided within the mosque’s space.

o Contextual and Comparative Analysis: The findings from the visual survey were then
contextualized within the broader spiritual, cultural, and theological setting of the
Mughal period. Historical documentation — such as patronage records and contemporary
accounts — was consulted to understand the intent behind the mosque’s decoration. For
instance, the mosque’s foundation around a Sufi saint’s tomb was factored into
interpreting its spiritual iconography. Comparisons were drawn with other Mughal-era
monuments (e.g., contemporaneous mosques, tombs, palaces) to gauge common
patterns and unique features. This comparative context strengthens the interpretation of
how Wazir Khan’s motifs reflect Mughal values. Throughout the analysis, interpretive
claims were corroborated by academic sources and, where possible, by period
inscriptions (such as Persian chronograms or recorded inscriptions by calligraphers) to
ensure historical reliability. This triangulation of visual evidence with textual evidence
and scholarly commentary lends credibility to the qualitative insights.

By combining these methods, the research balances formal visual analysis of the mosque’s
design with contextual hermeneutics. The qualitative approach is especially suited to
uncovering symbolism: rather than quantifying patterns, it interprets their meaning within
Islamic cosmology and Mughal society. Rich, descriptive documentation (photographic plates,
motif tables, etc.) and in-text citations support each analytical claim, while tables and charts

summarize key observations (e.g., motif types and their symbolism). This methodology
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ultimately provides a nuanced understanding of how and why the Wazir Khan Mosque’s interior
achieves its profound artistic and spiritual effect.

Analysis
Origins and Philosophical Underpinnings of Islamic Geometric Art

Islamic sacred art — particularly the use of geometric motifs in mosques and other interiors —
has deep historical and philosophical roots. The Islamic tradition drew upon pre-Islamic
geometric knowledge (from Greek, Persian, and other civilizations) and elevated it to a core
artistic language of the faith. Unlike earlier cultures where geometric ornament often played a
secondary, border role, early Islamic artists privileged geometric patterns to cover entire
surfaces, in part to distinguish the new Muslim identity and in part due to religious
discouragement of figural imagery in holy contexts. Consequently, mosques and Qur’anic
manuscripts featured elaborate geometric and arabesque (vegetal) designs in lieu of human or
animal figures, aligning art with the monotheistic emphasis on the transcendence of God (Al
Shomely, Ahmed, Ibrahim, & Harb, 2024).

Under the Abbasids, Seljuks, Mughals and others, Islamic geometric art became increasingly
sophisticated. Mathematicians and artisans worked hand-in-hand, so that advances in geometry
directly informed artistic pattern-making. The result was an art form at the intersection of
mathematics, philosophy, and religious thought, where complex star polygons and interlacing
patterns were imbued with symbolic significance. Key characteristics of these designs include
symmetry, repetition, and the illusion of infinity. A pattern is typically based on a grid (of
squares, triangles, or hexagons) from which a single unit is tessellated repeatedly; in theory the
pattern could extend indefinitely. In a mosque, such endless repetition — often seen in girih tile
mosaics or carved screens — creates a visual field with no beginning or end, symbolically
evoking the infinite nature of the Creator and the boundlessness of creation. As an art education
resource from the Metropolitan Museum notes, an Islamic geometric composition is usually
conceived such that any frame around it is arbitrary, as if one is viewing a fragment of an
infinite pattern continuing beyond the material bounds. This illusion of infinity and unity is not
only aesthetically mesmerizing but carries spiritual overtones, it is a visual expression of taw/hid
(the unity of God), suggesting that underlying the multiplicity of forms is a single, unifying
order (Al Shomely, Ahmed, Ibrahim, & Harb, 2024).
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Philosophically, Islamic geometric art is often interpreted as a contemplative medium — a tool
for reflection on divine truths. In the Islamic Neoplatonic and Sufi traditions, geometric forms
(circles, squares, stars) are seen as archetypes that reflect cosmic order. Contemplating these
perfect forms can lead the mind from the material to the spiritual. As one contemporary scholar
writes (Cromwell, 2021), Islamic geometric designs take on a spiritual aura by means of their
symbolism, allowing observers to experience “inner spiritual dimensions of Islam” and an
ontological unity between form and spirituality. In practice, this means that a worshipper gazing
at the intricate patterning in a mosque can move beyond the appreciation of artistic skill into a
meditation on the unity, harmony, and infinity that the patterns imply. Geometry in this sacred
context becomes “a vehicle for the realization of metaphysical truths” — a silent theology in
plaster and tile. This philosophical underpinning resonates strongly in the Mughal context,
where emperors and scholars were deeply influenced by Sufism and philosophy. The very
concept of “sacred geometry” in Islamic architecture refers to using harmonious proportions
and patterns to mirror the divine order, thus sanctifying space through design (Cromwell,
2021).

Moreover, the origins of Islamic geometric art in sacred interiors cannot be separated from the
practical and social contexts. Early mosques (such as the Dome of the Rock or the Great
Mosque of Damascus) established the paradigm of adorning walls and domes with Qur’anic
calligraphy and geometric mosaics, conveying scripture and cosmic order side by side. This
dual visual language — calligraphy for the word of God and geometry for the reflection of God’s
order — became standard (Cromwell, 2021). By the medieval period, artisans from across the
Islamic world developed regionally inflected geometric styles (Persian, Central Asian, North
African, etc.), but all adhered to these core principles of symmetry and repetition. In essence, by
the time of the Mughals (16th-17th centuries), Islamic sacred art was grounded in a
transcendent aesthetic philosophy, to beautify worship spaces in a way that constantly reminds
believers of a higher, unseen reality. The geometric patterns covering a mosque’s surfaces are
not mere decoration; they are visual dhikr — a form of remembrance of the Divine through

pattern, proportion, and beauty.
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Motifs, Patterns, and Visual Hierarchy in the Wazir Khan Mosque

The Wazir Khan Mosque in Lahore represents a pinnacle of Mughal interior ornamentation,
renowned for the sublime complexity and vividness of its motifs. The decorative scheme can be
categorized into three interwoven motif types: geometric patterns, floral (arabesque) designs,
and calligraphic inscriptions, all executed through multiple techniques (glazed tile mosaic on
exterior surfaces and tempera fresco painting on interior surfaces). The analysis of the mosque’s
decoration reveals a careful visual hierarchy and an integration of motifs that serve both
aesthetic and symbolic purposes:

4.2.1 Geometric Patterns: Repeated geometric motifs are found in the fabric of the mosque’s
design, from the tile-mosaic panels on the exterior facade to painted star patterns on the floors
and vaults inside. For example, the courtyard floor features black stone inlay in geometric
configurations, including a prominent eight-pointed star at its center, which would be directly
below the open sky, subtly symbolizing the order of the heavens projected onto the earthly
plane of the courtyard. On the entrance gateway (iwan) and the prayer hall’s dome and
squinches, one finds elaborate star-and-polygon patterns characteristic of Mughal ornament.
These often take the form of interlocking girih patterns — complex strapwork that forms stars (6,
8, or 10-pointed) within a polygonal web. Contemporary accounts and photographs show that
even the jali (perforated screens in windows) employ geometric lattice designs. The dominance
of 8-pointed stars and other symmetric shapes in Wazir Khan Mosque’s repertoire is in keeping
with broader Mughal aesthetics (earlier Mughal sites like Humayun’s Tomb or the Lahore Fort
also favor 6- and 8-point patterns). However, Wazir Khan Mosque’s geometric decoration is
notable for its balance: unlike some Persian Safavid monuments fully clad in tiles, here the
geometric tilework is thoughtfully confined to delineated panels, framed by plain brick borders.
This framing creates a visual hierarchy — the viewer’s eye is drawn to each geometric panel as a
distinct artwork, set off against the simple red brick trim. The geometry itself, with its precise
symmetries and centrally-oriented compositions, often occupies the upper sections of walls or
the soffits of arches, enhancing architectural features without overwhelming them. In sum,
geometric motifs in Wazir Khan Mosque serve as both structural decoration (emphasizing
arches, domes, and niches with rhythmic patterns) and as symbolic art (imparting a sense of

cosmic order and unity through symmetry).
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Figure 3: Decorative Ceiling Geometry
High-resolution interior view of the Wazir Khan Mosque dome showcasing intricate mugarnas
(stalactite vaulting) and concentric geometric motifs radiating from the central apex,
symbolizing the heavens and reflecting the spiritual principle of divine unity through
symmetrical design.

4.2.2 Floral and Arabesque Motifs: The mosque’s interiors are richly embellished with floral
patterns and arabesques, executed in vibrant fresco painting. Period descriptions and restoration
reports confirm that every inch of the interior vaults, domes, and walls is covered in sinuous
tendrils, blossoms, and foliage in rich colors (magenta, green, ochre, blues). These motifs
include scrolling vines, cypress trees, rosettes, guldasta (flower bouquet) arrangements, and
lotus-like floral medallions. On the exterior, mosaic tile panels similarly feature floral designs —
for instance, the pishtaq (entrance arch) is flanked by panels of blooming flower urns and vines
in glazed tile. The floral designs are not randomly placed; they often fill the background around
geometric star patterns or Quranic cartouches, literally bridging the gaps between the more rigid
geometric forms. This interplay creates a visual effect of a garden in bloom across the walls,
highly appropriate for a sacred space (since Islamic tradition likens paradise to a garden). One
striking motif noted in scholarly commentary is the intertwined cypress trees and grape vines
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depicted in the frescoes. The cypress tree, borrowed from Persian iconography, is a symbol of
eternity (an evergreen reaching towards the sky) and was often used in Islamic art to signify the
ideal of eternal life or the upright faithful. The presence of paired cypress trees and other
vegetal motifs in Wazir Khan Mosque not only adds visual lushness but likely carries mystical
symbolism (as discussed later, such motifs were interpreted as allegories of the lover—Beloved
relationship in Sufi poetry. In terms of visual hierarchy, the arabesque forms often serve as
fillers and frames: for example, around inscription panels or within niche decorations, floral
scrolls soften the transitions. The high dome interior offers an impressive example — it is
painted with concentric bands of arabesque scrollwork and floral medallions radiating from the
apex, giving the illusion of a celestial bloom unfolding overhead. This all-encompassing

vegetal ornament creates an immersive environment, enveloping worshippers in patterns that
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Figure 4: Floral Tile Panel Depicting the Tree of Life
A vibrant kashi kari tilework panel from the Wazir Khan Mosque featuring a stylized
flowering tree against a saffron-yellow background. The composition symbolizes the Tree
of Life, representing eternal growth, divine wisdom, and the Islamic vision of paradise,
framed within traditional Mughal arabesque border patterns.
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4.2.3 Calligraphic Inscriptions: Wazir Khan Mosque is especially celebrated for its calligraphy,
which is integrated into both its exterior and interior decoration. On the facade, large Quranic
verses in Arabic are rendered in elegant thuluth and nastaliq scripts on tiled panels — for
instance, above the main entrance arch one finds inscriptions of Quranic blessings and perhaps
the Shahada, bordered by floral tilework. Inside, the high dado panels and arch spandrels
contain smaller calligraphic cartouches, while the dome’s interior features an inscription band
of Quranic text or prayers (the historic records mention a Salawat — invocation of blessings on
the Prophet — inscribed around the base of the main dome). Uniquely, the Wazir Khan Mosque
also includes Persian inscriptions featuring poetry and aphorisms. Scholars have noted that
some panels bear Sufi verses and poems by saints, making the mosque a rare repository of
mystical calligraphy. For example, verses of Persian poetry attributed to celebrated Sufi figures
or lines of devotional poetry praising Prophet Muhammad are part of the decorative program.
These were likely included to inspire reflection and were in tune with the mosque’s origin as a
site venerating a Sufi saint (Miran Badshah, whose tomb lies within the mosque’s courtyard).
The calligraphy was executed by master calligraphers of the time; one inscription panel near the
entrance is signed by Muhammad Ali, described as a student of the famous Sufi saint Mian Mir

— a telling detail that links the artistic craftsmanship directly with Lahore’s Sufi network.
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Figure 5: Floral Arabesques and Calligraphy Panel
A richly ornamented panel from the Wazir Khan Mosque facade featuring elegant Persian
calligraphy framed by vibrant floral arabesques in kashi kari tilework. The intertwining vines,
stylized blossoms, and structured symmetry embody the fusion of divine text with paradise
imagery, central to Mughal sacred aesthetics

In terms of visual hierarchy, calligraphy occupies the most prominent and sacred locations in
the mosque’s design. The placement of Quranic verses at eye-level and above doorways ensures
that the Word of God “oversees” the space and meets worshippers upon entry. The largest and
most ornate inscriptions often highlight structural focal points: the apex of the main arch, the
drum of the dome, the mihrab (prayer niche) and the chattris (kiosks) on the minarets all bear
inscriptions, signaling their importance. The color scheme also differentiates calligraphy from
background pattern — for instance, white or light-colored script on a lapis-blue tile background,
making the text stand out vividly. By weaving scripture and pious phrases into the very fabric
of the mosque, the architects established a clear visual and spiritual hierarchy: textual sacred
knowledge is supreme, geometric and floral forms provide the supporting chorus. Visitors often
experience the decoration in layers — the bold calligraphic messages catch the eye first
(conveying the mosque’s spiritual and didactic message), while the intricate geometrics and
florals reveal themselves upon closer gaze, contributing to an ambience of infinite beauty and
complexity.

The integration of motifs in Wazir Khan Mosque is harmonious, reflecting a carefully planned
aesthetic. Each surface is an orchestrated composition: for example, an arch spandrel might
feature a central calligraphic cartouche surrounded by scrolling vines, topped by a small
geometric border pattern. The visual hierarchy ensures no single element overwhelms:
calligraphy provides focal points and semantic content; geometry provides order and rhythm;
arabesques provide softness and natural life. The exterior exemplifies this integration as well —
the entrance fagade is often described in glowing terms: a grand pishtaq of deep red brickwork
in which are set panels of glazed multicolored tile carrying floral and geometric motifs and
Quranic verses. The red brick acts as a visual frame (a technique called taza kari, where the
plaster is incised to imitate brick outlines and left in red), so that the brilliant blues, greens, and
yellows of the tiled patterns burst forth in contrast. The four corner minarets (each about 107

feet tall) are similarly decorated with an interplay of tile mosaics and frescoes, with spiral bands
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of scripture winding around their shafts and floral tilework adorning their octagonal balconies.

Inside the mosque, the spatial layout of a central domed prayer hall flanked by smaller

chambers allowed artists to create a sequence of decorated spaces — each of the five smaller

domed chambers opening to the courtyard is uniquely painted, giving subtle variety within an

overall unified scheme. The result of this analysis shows that the Wazir Khan Mosque’s interior

design is not a random profusion of ornament, but rather a deliberate visual system: geometric

forms convey abstraction and unity, floral forms add vitality and represent creation, and

calligraphy projects divine revelation — all arranged in a hierarchy that guides the worshipper’s

eye and mind from the outer sensory experience to inner contemplation.

Table 1: Key Motifs in Wazir Khan Mosque and Their Characteristics

Motif Type

Characteristics in Wazir Khan
Mosque

Visual & Symbolic Role

Geometric
Patterns

Star polygons (6-, 8-, 10-point
stars) in tile mosaic; interlacing
strapwork; tessellations on floors
and walls; symmetric layouts
framed by brick.

Imparts order and harmony (symmetry);
repetition suggests infinity (symbolic of
God’s infinite nature). Frames architecture
(arches, dome) and draws the eye upward;
evokes cosmic patterns, reinforcing the
unity of creation under one God.

Floral &
Arabesque

Sinuous vines, flowers (rose,
lotus), cypress trees, floral
bouquets (guldastas) in fresco
painting; vivid colors (emerald,
ochre, magenta, blue); mosaic tile
flower vases on facade panels.

Brings to mind paradise and nature’s
bounty; symbolizes life, growth, and divine
beauty. Softens architectural lines with
organic forms. Certain motifs (cypress)
carry eternal life symbolism and Sufi
allegory of Lover—Beloved. Contributes to
an immersive garden-like atmosphere for
spiritual comfort.

Calligraphic
Inscriptions

Quranic verses in Arabic on
glazed tile panels (outer entrance,
mihrab, dome); Persian poetic
inscriptions  and  epigraphic
chronograms in fresco inside;
scripts include thuluth, naskh,
and nastalig.

Conveys direct sacred messages and the
Word of God, asserting the mosque’s
religious purpose. Large inscriptions mark
focal points (entrance, dome) giving
theological emphasis. Persian poetry adds
mystical wisdom, reflecting the cultural-
intellectual milieu of the Mughal era. The
calligraphy’s prominence establishes a
hierarchy: text as the primary carrier of
meaning, ornament as support.
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(Sources: On geometric patterns and infinity metmuseum.org; on calligraphic panels and
motifs at Wazir Khan medium.comkarwaanheritage.com; on floral/paradise symbolism
karwaanheritage.comsacredfootsteps.com.)

Discussion
The findings from the Wazir Khan Mosque exemplify how Islamic motifs and sacred geometry

function as a visual discourse, reflecting the spiritual, cultural, and theological values of the
Mughal period. In the discussion that follows, we interpret the analysis results in a broader
context — showing that the mosque’s design is not only an artistic feat but also a manifestation

of the Mughals’ worldview and devotions.

3.1 Spiritual Symbolism and Theological Values:
The synthesis of geometry, arabesque, and calligraphy in Wazir Khan’s interior creates an
environment that is visually transcendental, aiming to lift the worshipper’s thoughts from the
mundane to the divine (Thomas, 2021). The geometric patterns, with their precise symmetry
and endless repetition, visually echo the Islamic concept of tawhid — the oneness of God and the
interconnected unity of all creation. As one scholar describes, contemplating such patterns
supports an experience of Islam’s inner spiritual dimension, where form and spirituality unite.
The infinite tessellations are deliberate: a pattern that could extend forever alludes to God’s
infinite nature and the boundless continuity of the Islamic faith. The dome’s geometric layout,
for instance, can be seen as a metaphor for the dome of heaven — orderly and unending —
reinforcing the idea that the mosque is a microcosm of the universe under divine order. The
floral motifs carry equally potent symbolism. In Islamic thought, the garden is a primary
symbol of paradise (al-jannah). By adorning a mosque with lush vegetal patterns, the
decorators of Wazir Khan were likely invoking the imagery of the Garden of Eden and the
promised heavenly gardens for the faithful. The presence of blooming flowers and cypress trees
painted on the walls suggests renewal, eternal life, and divine mercy. It reflects the theological
value that nature itself is a sign (aya) of God — a concept stressed in the Qur’an that “in
everything there is a sign indicating that He is One.” The artwork thus encourages worshippers
to reflect on the natural motifs as sacred signs (ayat) of the Creator’s attributes. Additionally,
the specific use of the cypress and vine motif — as noted earlier — has Sufi connotations: in Sufi
poetry the cypress (sarv) often symbolizes the eternal beloved, and entwined vines represent the

lover’s yearning embrace. Kamil Khan Mumtaz, a Pakistani architect and scholar, interprets the
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cypress-and-vine imagery in Wazir Khan Mosque as reminding visitors of the relationship
between the Lover and the Beloved in Sufi metaphysics (Mumtaz, 2018). This explicitly ties
the visual program to the theology of divine love — a value at the heart of Islamic mysticism. In
sum, the sacred geometry and motifs in Wazir Khan Mosque function as a form of visual
theology: they use shape, color, and pattern to express concepts like unity, eternity, divine
beauty (jamal), and majesty (jalal), making abstract theological principles perceivable to the

Senses.

The calligraphic inscriptions deepen this theological narrative by incorporating actual texts of
scripture and piety into the architecture. In Wazir Khan Mosqgue, Quranic verses (for example,
verses of Surah Al-Bagarah or the Ayat al-Kursi, as was common in Mughal mosques) would
remind worshippers of God’s commandments and promises whenever they lift their gaze. The
prominent placement of the Shahada (Islamic creed) and other verses on the entrance facade —
“There is no god but Allah, and Muhammad is His Messenger” — effectively consecrates the
building with the proclamation of faith, enveloping entrants in the statement of Islamic
theological identity from the outset. By literally inscribing God’s word and the Prophet’s name
across the mosque, the designers reflect the value that the Quran is central to Muslim life and
that a mosque’s primary purpose is the glorification of God (Mohiuddin, 2020). Furthermore,
the inclusion of Persian poetry and Sufi sayings highlights the theological openness of the
Mughal period to mystical thought. The Mughals (especially during Shah Jahan’s time) were
known to support Sufi orders and incorporate their teachings. For instance, having a Sufi
aphorism about divine unity or love on a panel would urge the viewer to contemplate deeper
meanings during prayer or reflection. This indicates that the mosque was not just a place for
rote worship, but for inspired contemplation, aligning with the Sufi-influenced theology that art
and architecture can be vehicles for spiritual realization. Theologically, this merges Zahir and
Batin — the outward and inward aspects of faith: the outward being the recitation of Qur’anic
verses (literal guidance), and the inward being the subtle, wordless lessons of symmetry, color,
and motif that work on the heart and imagination. The Wazir Khan Mosque thus stands as an
educator in stone and paint, embodying what one historian called the “silent theology” of

Islamic art — where every tile and line has a purpose to edify or inspire the soul
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Figure 6: Interior Wall Fresco with Sacred Geometry Overlay
A detailed view of the vaulted ceiling of Wazir Khan Mosque, showcasing layered floral
compositions, arabesques, and star-based geometric grids. The intersecting arches and floral
panels are unified by sacred geometric principles, creating a rhythmic spatial harmony that
reflects the Mughal synthesis of nature, structure, and divine order.
5.2 Cultural and Imperial Values: The artistic choices in Wazir Khan Mosque also reflect the

cultural milieu and values of the Mughal Empire in the 17th century. Culturally, the mosque’s
design is a fusion of influences — an outcome of the Mughal policy of gathering the empire’s
best talent and aesthetic ideas in one place. The motifs reveal a conscious inclusion of Persian,
Central Asian, and Indian artistic traditions under an imperial aesthetic. For example, the
technique of kashi kari (tile mosaic) and certain arabesque patterns are inherited from Safavid
Persian art, whereas the use of miniature fresco painting with vivid storytelling quality (such as
possibly depicting enclosed garden scenes or fountains on walls) resonates with Indian (even
Kashmiri) painting traditions. The mosque’s bazaar and calligraphers’ gallery at the entrance —
historically a market for book artisans — underscores the cultural value placed on calligraphy
and book arts in the Mughal era. It was said that Wazir Khan Mosque became a teaching
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institution, a hub for calligraphers and scholars in Lahore, which implies that the very art on its
walls was part of a living tradition of knowledge transmission. The prominence of exquisite
calligraphy in the mosque’s decor mirrors the Mughal patronage of the arts and scholarship.
Calligraphy was regarded not merely as ornament but as a noble cultural pursuit, a point of
pride for the empire. That one of the calligraphers was a disciple of a Sufi saint (Mian Mir) also
indicates the cultural syncretism in Mughal Lahore — where art, spirituality, and statecraft
intersected. The mosque’s motifs thus capture the cosmopolitan culture of the Mughal court,
verses in multiple languages (Arabic for Qur’an, Persian for poetry) and designs from multiple
lands, unified in a single grand structure. This unity in diversity was a hallmark of the Mughal
cultural agenda, showcasing that their empire was heir to many artistic lineages and that Islam
in South Asia could encompass Persian mysticism, Central Asian craftsmanship, and Indian
floral exuberance all at once (Koch, 2019).

Politically and socially, the opulent art of Wazir Khan Mosque signified the Mughals’
commitment to the public manifestation of piety and power. Built during the reign of Shah
Jahan — a period of immense architectural patronage (Taj Mahal, Shalimar Gardens, etc.) — the
mosque was not only a place of worship but a statement of imperial legitimacy. It was
strategically located on the busy Royal Trail near Delhi Gate in Lahore’s walled city, a site
where it would command the urban landscape and integrate into daily life of the populace. The
fact that it served as the official jami ‘mosque for the Emperor’s Friday prayers in Lahore
elevated its status to an imperial monument. Consequently, its decoration was meant to awe and
inspire. The lavish use of costly glazed tiles, the time-intensive frescoes, and the import of
master artisans all reflect the value the Mughal state placed on projecting an image of
benevolent splendor. The motifs of the mosque, in this context, can be read as carrying a subtle
political symbolism: Quranic verses about righteous leadership or justice might have been
deliberately chosen to underscore the emperor’s role as a just ruler under God’s law; the
imperial green and blue colors that dominate the tiles could be associating the monument with
the colors of paradise and kingship. The harmonious blending of motifs can also be seen as an
artistic parallel to the Mughal ethos of Sulh-e-Kul (peace with all) — a visual harmony echoing

the idea of a culturally and religiously harmonious empire.
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5.3 Reflection of Mughal Intellectual and Aesthetic Ideals: Finally, Wazir Khan Mosque’s art
encapsulates the Mughal era’s intellectual climate, where art, science, and faith were deeply
intertwined. The precise geometry evident in the mosque’s patterns reflects the Mughals’
advanced knowledge of astronomy and mathematics; indeed, it is known that Mughal architects
employed geometric proportioning systems and often these were tied to cosmology (for
example, using the char-bagh quadrilateral garden layout as a cosmic diagram). The mosque’s
design likely involved careful calculation — its orientation to Mecca, the segmentation of
surfaces into rectangles and squares, all indicate a rational planning overlaid by artistic
creativity. This union of reason and beauty is a key Mughal ideal, seen also in their manuscripts
and city planning. The interior decoration, bursting with color and detail, also mirrors the
Mughal fascination with nature and observation (the empire was famous for its natural history
interest, from botanical gardens to animal motifs in art; here, stylized flora serve as testament to
that love of the natural world). A contemporary heritage interpretation notes that the art in
Wazir Khan Mosque carries messages about the connection of man and nature, implying an
almost environmental consciousness: “the design can be a symbol of sacredness of nature — the
connection of man with his environment has been an integral aspect of traditional intellectual
history and art” (Natif, 2018). Such messages resonate with the broader Islamic understanding
that humans are stewards of the earth, and the Mughals, as great garden builders, certainly
valued nature. The mosque’s interior, by resembling an idealized garden, might be subtly
educating worshippers in this philosophy of respecting the natural world as part of the divine

order.
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Figure 7: Symbolic Use of Color in Vault Fresco

A close-up of a vaulted ceiling segment in the Wazir Khan Mosque, highlighting the symbolic
use of color within geometric and floral forms. The use of cobalt blue and gold evokes celestial
and divine qualities, while green symbolizes paradise and spiritual renewal. The intricate palette

reinforces both aesthetic harmony and theological meanings central to Mughal sacred design.
Moreover, the “mystical calligraphy, traditional geometrical forms, and South Asian historical
art” united in the mosque demonstrate the Mughal commitment to preserving and celebrating
the intellectual heritage of the past. In including verses of Persian poets or references to earlier
Islamic art traditions (for example, the use of a Persian chronogram on the entrance to record
the mosque’s completion date, the mosque anchors itself in the continuum of history and
knowledge. It thereby reflects the Mughal self-image as inheritors of both the Islamic golden
age and the local Indo-Persian legacy. This aligns with the Mughal practice of collecting books,
patronizing translations (like Persian translations of Sanskrit works), and viewing their era as a
renaissance of arts and letters. The Wazir Khan Mosque’s artwork can be seen as a visual
library of Islamic art tropes — a teaching tool for future generations of artists and scholars.
Notably, 19th-century art historian Lockwood Kipling praised the building as “in itself a school
of design”, recognizing that the variety of motifs and excellence of execution made it
exemplary for study. This underscores how the mosque’s motifs reflect the Mughal value
placed on knowledge transmission and artistic pedagogy. It was not enough for the art to be
devotional; it also had to be instructive and formative for aesthetic sensibilities.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the Wazir Khan Mosque’s interior decoration stands as a confluence of piety,
power, and artistry. Through qualitative analysis we see that every geometric star, every painted
flower, and every calligraphic phrase was thoughtfully employed to create a sacred ambiance
that educates the mind and elevates the soul. The symbolism embedded in these motifs — unity,
infinity, paradise, divine love, wisdom — communicates the core spiritual ideals of the time.
Culturally, the very mixture of designs speaks to an empire that was pluralistic in taste and keen
to manifest its glory through art. Theologically, the mosque exemplifies how Islamic art is not
idle ornamentation but a visual exegesis — interpreting and reinforcing religious truths without
words. Visitors to the mosque, then and now, often describe a sense of being overwhelmed by

color and detail, yet gradually finding harmony and meaning as they discern the patterns. This
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journey from sensory beauty to spiritual reflection is exactly what the Mughal artisans intended.
Thus, Wazir Khan Mosque can be seen as a microcosm of the Mughal sacred aesthetic, rooted
in Islamic tradition, enriched by diverse cultural influences, and executed with an almost
obsessive devotion to beauty and meaning. In the grand frescoed halls of this 17th-century
mosque, one can read the values of an era — an era that believed beauty itself is a path to
understanding the Divine.

The study advocates for the integration of these timeless design principles into modern sacred
spaces and encourages further interdisciplinary research to preserve and reinterpret regional
Islamic architectural heritage for contemporary relevance and spiritual resonance.
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