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Abstract:

The funerary architecture of Sufis in Timurid-period Khorasan represents one of the most prominent manifestations of the interaction among
form, meaning, and geometry. However, a review of the literature indicates that most previous studies have either addressed these buildings
through historical-typological description, focused solely on the analysis of geometry and formal proportions, or referred generally to
“meaning in architecture” without systematically explaining “how” these three domains interact. This theoretical-methodological gap has
created a deficiency in the deep understanding of the logic underlying the formation of this valuable heritage. Given the identity crisis in
contemporary architecture and the need to reread meaning-generating principles in Iranian-Islamic architecture, reconsidering the
methodology for studying the interactions among form, meaning, and geometry in rich historical contexts such as the Sufi tombs of Timurid
Khorasan appears necessary. This study was conducted with the aim of rereading and identifying the methodological aspects effective in
studying the interactions between form and meaning in the formation of the architectural geometry of these tombs. The present study is
fundamental-theoretical in nature and was conducted using the strategy of “systematic review and qualitative meta-analysis.” The research
population included 120 domestic and international scholarly sources related to the domains of form, meaning, geometry, and funerary
architecture, which, after a three-stage screening process, were examined using qualitative content analysis and three-level coding: open,
axial, and selective coding. The findings indicate that the most important methodological aspects in this field fall into three categories: (1)
purely qualitative approaches, including phenomenological, semiotic, and hermeneutic approaches, which are suitable for uncovering layers
of meaning; (2) purely quantitative approaches, including proportional analysis and spatial statistics, which are applicable for the objective
measurement of components; and (3) mixed-method approaches with a sequential exploratory design, which are introduced as the most
comprehensive strategy for explaining the multilayered interactions among form, meaning, and geometry. Finally, a five-step methodological
model based on a mixed-method approach is proposed.
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Extended Abstract

The funerary architecture of Sufi figures in Timurid-period Khorasan constitutes one of the most significant fields for
examining the multilayered relationship among architectural form, semantic content, and geometric order in Iranian-Islamic
architecture. In this tradition, architecture is not reducible to a utilitarian enclosure or a merely formal composition; rather, it
functions as a spatial text through which metaphysical, ritual, cultural, and experiential meanings are embodied in material
form. The built body of the tomb, the sensory and symbolic experience of place, and the geometric systems governing
proportion, centrality, symmetry, rhythm, and spatial hierarchy together shape a coherent architectural language. Iranian-
Islamic architecture has historically treated geometry not only as an instrument of construction but also as a mediator between
the sensible and the intelligible, between the visible order of matter and the invisible order of meaning (2, 4, 13, 54). Within
this broader context, Sufi tombs of Timurid Khorasan acquire particular significance because they combine memorial, ritual,

social, mystical, and spatial functions. They are not merely markers of burial; they operate as loci of memory, sanctity, presence,
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pilgrimage, spiritual hierarchy, and collective identity. Previous studies have examined Timurid architecture, sacred geometry,
funerary buildings, and meaning in architecture from different perspectives, yet the methodological problem of how to study
the interaction among body, meaning, and geometry in an integrated manner has remained insufficiently addressed (7, 16, 17,
45).

The necessity of this methodological rereading emerges from a clear theoretical and practical gap in the existing literature.
A considerable portion of previous research has focused on formal-geometric analysis, including proportions, spatial
organization, geometric derivations, and architectural ratios, thereby providing valuable objective knowledge about the
measurable dimensions of historical buildings (6, 18, 19). Another group of studies has concentrated on meaning, perception,
imagination, symbolism, and the ontology of architectural meaning, highlighting that architectural works cannot be understood
as purely physical objects detached from cultural memory, lived experience, and metaphysical intention (9, 20-22). A third,
more limited group has attempted to connect formal and semantic dimensions by examining correspondences between physical
structure and meaning structure, the role of ornaments in funerary architecture, and the manifestation of beauty and meaning
in geometry and decoration (8, 24-26). Nevertheless, most studies either remain at the level of typological-historical description,
reduce architectural geometry to measurable proportions, or interpret meaning abstractly without clarifying the methodological
path through which semantic layers become embodied in geometric and spatial order. Internationally, phenomenological,
semiotic, and sacred-geometric approaches have similarly enriched the theoretical background, but they have not yet produced
a unified methodological framework for studying the simultaneous interaction of form, meaning, and geometry in historically
specific Sufi funerary architecture (3, 11, 12, 15).

This study was designed as a fundamental-theoretical inquiry using the strategy of systematic review and qualitative meta-
analysis. Its main purpose was to reread and identify the methodological aspects that are effective in studying the interaction
between body and meaning in the formation of the architectural geometry of Sufi tombs of the Timurid period in Khorasan.
More specifically, the study sought to review and synthesize theoretical foundations related to form, meaning, and geometry
in Iranian-Islamic architecture; identify and classify methodological approaches used in previous studies; evaluate the strengths
and limitations of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods in this field; extract key methodological components and
criteria; and propose an integrated methodological framework for future empirical research. The research corpus consisted of
120 scholarly sources, including 50 domestic and 70 international studies, selected from an initial pool of 320 sources through
a three-stage screening process based on title, abstract, and full-text relevance. The time span of the reviewed literature was
1970-2026 for international sources and 2001-2024 for domestic sources. The selected sources were analyzed through
qualitative content analysis and three-level coding, namely open, axial, and selective coding (34, 35). Methodologically, the
study drew on principles of qualitative inquiry, mixed-methods design, and systematic synthesis in order to move beyond
fragmented interpretation and toward a coherent analytical structure (32, 33, 55). To enhance reliability, inter-coder agreement
was assessed using Cohen’s kappa, and the calculated coefficient of k = 0.87 indicated a high level of agreement among coders
(36).

The findings showed that the methodological approaches used in studies of body, meaning, and geometry can be grouped
into three main categories. The first category consists of purely qualitative approaches, including documentary study,
interpretive architectural observation, semi-structured expert interviews, phenomenological interpretation, semiotic reading,
hermeneutic analysis, and qualitative content analysis. These approaches are particularly effective for uncovering hidden
semantic layers, lived spatial experience, symbolic meanings, sacred qualities, and the existential dimension of architectural

presence (3, 37, 43, 52). However, their main limitation lies in the difficulty of statistical generalization, the possibility of
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interpretive bias, and the dependence of results on the researcher’s analytical competence. The second category consists of
purely quantitative approaches, including geometric proportional analysis, spatial statistics, Likert-scale questionnaires,
statistical tests such as t-test, Pearson correlation, and ANOVA, as well as mathematical and geometric modeling. These
approaches are useful for measuring objective components, validating relationships, and comparing measurable patterns, yet
they may reduce complex semantic and spiritual qualities to numerical indicators (38, 39, 56, 57). The third category consists
of mixed-methods approaches, especially sequential exploratory design, in which qualitative analysis is first used to discover
components and meanings, and quantitative analysis is then used to test, prioritize, and validate them. This category was
identified as the most suitable methodological strategy for studying the multilayered interaction of body, meaning, and
geometry in Sufi funerary architecture (33, 40).

The theoretical synthesis further revealed that several conceptual models can support the study of interaction between
architectural body and meaning, although none of them independently provides a complete framework for the specific problem
of geometric formation in Sufi tombs. The model of meaning structure and physical structure emphasizes correspondence
between semantic and bodily dimensions at macro and micro levels and is valuable for examining how spatial organization,
form, structure, function, and cultural meaning are interrelated (8). The model of architectural creation and perception based
on the movement from meaning to imagination, from imagination to form, and from form to matter provides a strong processual
explanation of how meaning becomes embodied and how the body of architecture is reinterpreted by the perceiver (21). The
model of unity between body and meaning in Islamic architecture highlights the inseparability of spatial, formal, functional,
structural, cultural, aesthetic, and geometric dimensions (41). The five-stage model of meaning formation contributes an
epistemological account of how meaning moves through intellectual, imaginative, affective, conceptual, and practical levels
(42). In addition, semiotic models clarify the relation between signifier and signified in architectural elements, forms, and
spaces (12, 48). Based on the integration of these models, the study proposed a four-component methodological framework
consisting of: a bodily-spatial component, including spatial organization, centrality, hierarchy, boundaries, and functional
composition; a perceptual-semantic component, including presence, sensory qualities, affective experience, and multilayered
interpretation; a geometric-symbolic component, including proportions, symmetry, rhythm, symbolic centrality, and meaning-
oriented geometry; and a cultural-sacred component, including sanctity, ritual, collective memory, identity, and regional
mystical culture (31, 44, 50, 51, 53).

In conclusion, this extended abstract presents a methodological rereading of the interaction between body and meaning in
the architectural geometry of Sufi tombs of the Timurid period in Khorasan. The study demonstrates that the analysis of such
monuments requires a framework capable of moving beyond isolated formal description, purely geometric measurement, or
abstract semantic interpretation. The proposed four-component framework and five-step methodological model provide an
integrated path for future research: first, systematic review and extraction of initial components; second, semi-structured
interviews with experts and qualitative coding; third, development of a researcher-made questionnaire; fourth, quantitative
analysis and prioritization of components; and fifth, integration, interpretation, and cross-validation of qualitative and
quantitative findings. The main contribution of the study lies in recognizing geometry as an independent yet mediating domain
that links architectural body to semantic experience. This approach can help future researchers examine Sufi funerary
architecture not only as a historical or stylistic phenomenon but also as a coherent system in which matter, meaning, geometry,
ritual, memory, and sacred experience are mutually constituted. Such a framework may also assist conservation specialists,
historians of Islamic architecture, and contemporary designers seeking to recover meaning-oriented and identity-based

principles from the architectural heritage of Timurid Khorasan.
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