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Abstract:

The concept of harim (spatial and semantic boundary) as a structural element is one of the most fundamental components in traditional Iranian architecture,
extending beyond physical borders to deeply influence the aesthetic, spiritual, and social experiences of inhabitants and observers. On the other hand, ambiguity
and concealment (or intentional invisibility) in Islamic art—particularly in miniature painting, calligraphy, architecture, and decorative ornamentation—serve
as foundational mechanisms to invite active audience participation in the discovery and interpretation of artworks. This study conducts a comparative analysis
between the function of harim in traditional Iranian architecture and the mechanisms of "ambiguity" and "concealment" in Islamic art. Employing a dialectical
aesthetic framework (Adorno, 1970/1997) and spatial semiotics (Eco, 1976; Barthes, 1967), a qualitative case study analysis was conducted on four examples:
the Borujerdi House, Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, the Shrine of Shah Nematollah Vali, and Fin Garden. Findings reveal that in both aesthetic systems, ambiguity
and harim function as mechanisms guiding the spiritual and perceptual experience of the audience. In architecture, harim creates a gradual, dialectical
experience through spatial hierarchies and delayed visual revelation. In Islamic art, ambiguity—achieved through the elimination of a fixed semantic center
and the interplay of visual signs—invites the audience to engage in interpretive processes. Comparative analysis demonstrates that these mechanisms reflect
an Islamic worldview regarding humanity’s relationship with meaning and the sacred—a world where meaning is sought not in certainty but in the movement
between presence and absence. Based on these findings, reinterpreting these principles could inspire contemporary spatial and artistic designs with greater
spiritual and aesthetic depth. The results indicate that these mechanisms are not merely functional necessities but reflections of an Islamic-Iranian worldview
concerning humanity’s relationship with the absent, the enigmatic, and meaning—a world that finds presence within absence and creates meaning through
invisibility.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

One of the lesser-explored aspects of Islamic art and architecture is the deliberate use of ambiguity, concealment, and spatial
boundaries (harim) to shape the viewer’s experience. In traditional Iranian architecture, harim serves as a multilayered concept,
functioning not only as a physical organizer of spaces and social behaviors but also as a subtle mechanism for shaping spiritual
and aesthetic experiences. Similarly, in Islamic art, ambiguity and concealment act as strategies to open semantic spaces and
create a dialectic between presence and absence. While existing literature often studies these concepts in isolation, focusing on
historical or functional analyses, this research argues that the relationship between spatial harim in architecture and ambiguity
in Islamic art reflects a unified system of meaning-making and perceptual geometry rooted in the Islamic-lIranian worldview.
This study posits that both harim and ambiguity are manifestations of a shared aesthetic and spiritual logic, creating a
multilayered, active, and spiritual experience for the viewer by delaying full revelation. By employing a comparative approach
grounded in dialectical aesthetics (drawing on Adorno’s theories) and semiotic analysis, this paper explores the common
mechanisms and distinctions between these two systems of meaning, demonstrating how both create a dynamic interplay
between presence and absence, thereby fostering a participatory and spiritual engagement with the viewer.

Background

Recent studies on harim in traditional Iranian architecture have focused on its role in organizing private and public spaces,
particularly in residential buildings (1, 2). In Islamic art, scholars have examined ambiguity and visual concealment in
calligraphy, illumination, and architectural decorations. Kiaei (2022) views ambiguity as an artistic strategy to suspend meaning
and engage the viewer (3), while Azmoonfar (2024) highlights its role in creating spiritual and enigmatic experiences in
architectural embellishments (4). However, the theoretical connection between ambiguity in Islamic art and harim in
architecture remains underexplored. This gap underscores the significance of this study, which seeks to bridge this divide
through a comparative analysis informed by dialectical aesthetics and spatial semiotics.

Islamic Architecture

Islamic architecture embodies a sacred relationship between the divine, humanity, and the built environment. As Naseri
(2021) notes, humans and the world are seen as manifestations of divine art, dependent on the divine essence (5). This
worldview is reflected in architectural elements such as mosques, where simplicity and intricacy coexist to symbolize the divine
presence. Ardalan (2011) emphasizes the symbolic significance of geometric forms, such as the square and cube, which
represent cosmic and metaphysical principles (6). The Kaaba, for instance, is a cubic structure whose design, as Bolkhari Ghahi
(2011) explains, is rooted in divine narratives and symbolizes the intersection of the earthly and celestial realms (7). The ritual
of circumambulation (tawaf) around the Kaaba exemplifies the human journey toward spiritual realization, mirroring the

movement from multiplicity to unity. Similarly, the square, with its four sides, represents balance and harmony, aligning with
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the human form and spiritual principles (8). These architectural elements, imbued with symbolic meaning, guide the viewer
through a transformative experience, reflecting the Islamic worldview’s emphasis on the sacred and the divine.

Theoretical Framework: The Concept of Harim in Traditional Iranian Architecture

Harim in traditional Iranian architecture is a multifaceted concept encompassing physical, cultural, social, and mystical
dimensions. Beyond its role as a spatial boundary, harim functions as a system of perceptual and spiritual progression, guiding
the viewer through layers of meaning (6). This is evident in the hierarchical design of traditional houses, where spaces are
layered to create a gradual transition from public to private realms (5). For instance, the entrance (sardar), vestibule (hastih),
and courtyard (hayat) serve as semiotic markers, each inviting the viewer to pause and reflect, thereby slowing the pace of
perception (1). This layering not only preserves privacy but also transforms the act of movement into a spiritual journey (2). In
religious architecture, such as mosques and mausoleums, harim is manifested through gradual lighting, changes in spatial scale,
and complex pathways, creating a dialectical experience of presence and absence (10). From a dialectical aesthetic perspective,
this system of boundaries generates spatial ambiguity, encouraging active engagement rather than passive observation (11).
Thus, harim serves as a generative element in the process of meaning-making, inviting the viewer to participate in the unfolding
of spatial and spiritual narratives.

Ambiguity and Concealment in Islamic Art

Ambiguity and concealment are central to the aesthetic and spiritual logic of Islamic art, rooted in the Islamic worldview’s
emphasis on the ineffable nature of truth. As Grabar (1983) notes, Islamic art avoids direct representation, favoring instead a
suggestive and participatory approach (10). This is evident in calligraphy, where the abstraction of script invites contemplation
rather than immediate comprehension (3). Similarly, in illumination and geometric patterns, the absence of a central focal point
and the repetition of motifs create a sense of unity within multiplicity, encouraging intuitive engagement (4). Architectural
decorations, such as intricate tilework and inaccessible inscriptions, further emphasize ambiguity, transforming the viewer’s
experience into a process of gradual discovery (11). From a dialectical perspective, this ambiguity preserves the critical and
spiritual potential of art, preventing the viewer from becoming a passive consumer of meaning (12). Thus, ambiguity in Islamic
art is not a limitation but a deliberate strategy to evoke spiritual reflection and participatory interpretation.

Dialectical Aesthetics and the Role of Ambiguity

Adorno’s dialectical aesthetics provides a framework for understanding ambiguity as a generative force in art. He argues
that true art resists closure, maintaining a tension between form and content that invites ongoing interpretation (12). This
resonates with the Islamic artistic tradition, where ambiguity is not a flaw but a means to sustain spiritual engagement. In
architecture, the gradual revelation of space through harim mirrors the dialectical process of discovery in art, as seen in the
layered spaces of traditional Iranian houses (9). Similarly, in Islamic art, the absence of a central focus in geometric patterns
or the complexity of calligraphy creates a dynamic interplay between presence and absence, encouraging active participation
(10). This structural ambiguity, inherent in both architecture and art, aligns with the Islamic worldview’s emphasis on the
ineffable nature of truth, transforming the viewer’s experience into a spiritual journey.

Semiotics of Space and Art

Semiotics offers a lens for analyzing how spaces and artworks function as open texts, conveying meaning through signs and
codes. In traditional Iranian architecture, elements such as vestibules and winding pathways serve as semiotic markers, guiding
the viewer’s movement and inviting reflection (5). Similarly, in Islamic art, the use of ambiguous visual elements, such as

intricate patterns and abstract calligraphy, transforms the artwork into a participatory text (14). Both architecture and art employ
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these semiotic strategies to delay full revelation, fostering a process of gradual discovery. This approach aligns with the Islamic
worldview, where meaning is found in the journey rather than in fixed representations, elevating the viewer’s experience from
passive observation to active engagement.

Methodology

This study employs a comparative-interpretive approach, combining content analysis of recent literature with semiotic and
dialectical aesthetic frameworks. Four case studies—the Borujerdi House, Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque, Shah Nematollah Vali
Shrine, and Fin Garden—were analyzed to explore the interplay between harim and ambiguity. These examples illustrate how
spatial boundaries and artistic ambiguity create a participatory and spiritual experience for the viewer.

Case Studies

1. Borujerdi House :The gradual progression from entrance to interior exemplifies the layering of harim, creating a
dialectical experience of presence and absence (9).

2. Sheikh Lotfollah Mosque :The absence of a central courtyard and intricate tilework generate ambiguity, inviting
spiritual contemplation (5).

3. Fin Garden :The winding paths and natural elements create a semiotic landscape that delays full revelation, mirroring
the ambiguity in Islamic art (4).

Conclusion

This study reveals a profound connection between harim in traditional Iranian architecture and ambiguity in Islamic art,
both rooted in a shared spiritual and aesthetic logic. By delaying full revelation, these concepts transform the viewer’s
experience into a participatory and spiritual journey, reflecting the Islamic worldview’s emphasis on the ineffable nature of
truth. This analysis offers new insights into the philosophical foundations of Islamic art and architecture, highlighting their

potential to inspire contemporary designs that foster meaningful and engaging experiences.

References

1. Shiripour A. Revelatory spatial hierarchies and audience experience. Iranian Architectural Research Journal. 2023.

2. Zarei M, Naderi S, Mohseni A. The role of space and time in the spiritual experience of the traditional Iranian house. Architecture
and Society Quarterly. 2021.

3 Kiaei M. Semantic ambiguity in Islamic miniature painting. Art and Meaning Journal. 2022.

4 Azmoonfar P. Visual ambiguity and participatory interpretation in Islamic architectural art. Islamic Art Studies Quarterly. 2024.
5. Naseri H. Spatial semiotics in traditional Iranian architecture. Semiotics Journal. 2021.

6 Ardalan N, Bakhtiar L. The sense of unity: The Sufi tradition in Persian architecture: EIm-e Memar; 2011.

7 Bolkhari Ghahi H. Mystical foundations of Islamic art and architecture: Soureh Mehr; 2011.

8 Noghrekar A. Theoretical foundations of architecture: Payame Noor University Press; 2015.

9. Shafiei R, Yekta A. Interpretive harim: Meaning and the unseen in traditional spatial foundations. Islamic Art Philosophy Quarterly.
2023.

10. Grabar O. The Formation of Islamic Art: Yale University Press; 1983.

11. Mojabi F. Dialectics and ambiguity: Adorno’s aesthetics in contemporary Iranian art. Journal of Aesthetic Theory. 2020;22(1):77-
94,

12. Adorno T. Aesthetic Theory: Continuum; 1997.

13. Barthes R. Image-Music-Text: Fontana Press; 1977.

14. Eco U. A Theory of Semiotics: Indiana University Press; 1976.




