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Abstract

The Mozaffaria or Kaboud Mosque of Tabriz represents a significant milestone in Iranian Islamic art with its intricate tilework.
While the extensive use of mosaic tiles initially impresses viewers, closer inspection reveals a diverse range of tiles, including
Luster, underglaze blue and white, gilded tile, and glazed bricks skillfully integrated throughout the structure. The mosaic tiles
within the mosque stand out as delicate examples in Iran, serving as the primary decorative element for both interior and exterior
adornments. This article explores the application of various tile types in the Kaboud Mosque, examining their utilization in
preceding and contemporary structures and tracing the evolution of these techniques. Thus, the study seeks to investigate the
tilework variations in the Kaboud Mosque by contextualizing them within historical tileworking developments and elucidating
the specific types and methods employed in this architectural masterpiece. The findings reveal a blend of traditional and
innovative approaches to tileworking in the Mozaffaria Mosque, showcasing a creative reinterpretation of established techniques
within a relatively short historical timeframe.

Keywords: Tilework, Mozaffaria, Kaboud Mosque, Tabriz, Mosaic, Luster, Gilded, Underglaze.

* Corresponding Author: a.nbabaylou@tabriziau.ac.ir


http://dx.doi.org/10.29252/jra.6.2.1

A. Nemati et al. / Journal of Islamic Crafts, Vol. 7, No.2. Fall-Winter 2023

Introduction

Tiles have long served as a prominent decorative medium in Iranian Islamic architecture. The tradition of tileworking in Iranian
Islamic architecture dates back to the late 11th century (Kiani et al., 1983, p. 15), reaching its zenith from the 14th to the 17th
centuries. The Mozaffaria Mosque, a key architectural monument from the Karakoyunlu Turkmens era, showcases a diverse
array of tileworking techniques that have unfortunately suffered damage due to seismic activity (Nadermirza, 1972, p. 85). This
article aims to examine the utilization of different tile types in the Mozaffaria Mosque within the broader historical context of
Persian architectural practices.

1. Materials and Methods
Data collection for this study employed documentary and field research methods, supported by descriptive, analytical, and
historical analyses.

2. Results and Discussion

The Mozaffaria Mosque features a rich tapestry of tileworking methods used for its embellishment. These techniques are
harmoniously combined and expertly executed, resulting in striking visual compositions that enhance the architectural beauty of
the mosque.

2.1. Mosaic Tiles
The majority of tiles in the mosque have been applied using the mosaic technique in six colors: dark blue, turquoise, white, dark
purple, ochre, and green. The mosaic tile technique evolved from the Ilkhanid period (Kiani et al., 1983, p. 18), although there
are examples predating this period in Seljuk and Khwarazmian architecture. Various instances of this technique, in both flat and
embossed forms, have been utilized in the Mozaffaria Mosque. The use of unglazed embossed tiles for inscriptions is a notable
feature of the mosque, with a longstanding history in Persian architecture. Unglazed tiles were commonly employed for
geometric patterns or other motifs in buildings dating back to the 15th century and earlier, as evidenced in structures such as
those in Herat and the Malek Zozan Mosque (Michaud etal., 1996, p. 75-81; Adl & Karimi, 1998).
During the 14th and 15th centuries, embossed tiles were frequently used in Islamic architecture, with a gradual shift towards flat
methods. The reduction of stucco work from the mid-14th century and its replacement with tiles led to an extension of certain
visual and performance features, such as embossing, in tileworking. In Ilkhanid stuccowork, designs were executed on multiple
levels, encompassing inscriptions, arabesques, and plant motifs (Khataei) on the lower level. This tradition persisted in tilework
with the removal of the third layer, resulting in increased spacing between design elements within the tile. The Mozaffaria Mosque
features embossed inscriptions with arabesque or Khataei patterns in the background, along with embossed arabesques against
a Khataei patterned background (Fig. 1). Due to plaster's flexibility and malleability compared to tile, design elements in tiles
appear simpler and more distinct than those in plaster. Moteover, color plays a crucial role in tiles, contrasting with plaster where
embossing takes precedence and color serves as a secondary element.
The incotporation of mosaic tiles in the decorative twist of the ivan enhanced the entrance's aesthetic appeal. The twist's diameter
measures 38 cm, featuring mosaic motifs designed with Khataei motifs and Kufi inscriptions. The eatliest example of a
decorative twist can be observed in the tomb of Amir Ismail Samani (Zamani, 1970). However, the remaining three muqarnas
in the Blue Mosque are adorned with mosaic tiles (Fig. 2). Depending on spatial considerations, differences in design and
implementation of muqarnas have been introduced by the artists.

2.2. Combination of Bricks and Tiles

Above the dado, both inside and outside the mosque, a combination of bricks and tiles decorates the walls. Geometric designs
feature stars and their elements in mosaic tile technique, with design lines in bricks. The dark blue tiles contrast beautifully with
ochre bricks, creating a smooth and shiny surface against the rough and matte texture of the bricks. The tradition of using tiles
and bricks together in decoration dates back to the Seljuk period, matking the first use of tiles in Persian architecture. This
method also influenced the application and evolution of the cubic Kufic script. What sets the Mozaffaria Mosque apart from
previous structures is the reimagined geometric patterns, the transition from straight lines to cutves, the use of mosaic tiles with
plant motifs, and inscriptions praising God in the thuluth script instead of molded or monochromatic tiles, showcasing a unique
beauty in hidden geometric designs.

11. Monochromatic and Gilded Tiles
Monochromatic tiles have been utilized in Iranian Islamic architecture since the 11th century (Kiani et al., 1983, p. 14). . In the
Kabud Mosque, hexagonal dark blue tiles adorned the interior of the small sanctuary, embellished with gilded plant designs. The
use of gilded tiles predates the Ilkhanid period and saw further development during that era. Examples of gilded decorations can
be found in various structures spanning from Samarkand to Anatolia, including the Yeshil Jame dado in Bursa, Turkey, and the
Darb-i Imam tomb in Isfahan.

1.2. Lustre Tiles
Lustre tiles featuring plant motifs adorn the base of decorative columns and the entrance twist of the mosque. Despite their
limited quantity, these tiles are not considered later additions due to their intricate production process. Installing such technically
complex and shiny tiles in inconspicuous areas during mosque restoration would be impractical, affirming their authenticity.
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Fig. 2: Muqarnas of the Mozaffaria Mosque; From right to left: under the ivan, mihrab, North side

1.3. Underglaze Tiles
Cubic Kufic designs on the exterior walls incorporate underglaze tiles with plant and geometric patterns. Additionally, remnants
of two such tiles can be observed on the minarets of the mosque, with other pieces found whose exact locations remain
unknown. Aube (2010) extensively discussed these tiles, previously attributed to Tabriz or Ardabil but now associated with the
Blue Mosque by some researchers. Tile masters from Tabriz, active across Iran and Anatolia during the 14th and 15th centuries,
are believed to have played a significant role in advancing this technique (Aube, 2008; O'kane, 2011; Blair & Bloom, 2002).

3. Conclusion

In addition to the terra cotta tile, various traditional tileworking methods from the 15th century are evident in the Mozaffaria
Mosque. The use of mosaic tiles stands out for its aesthetic appeal and skillful application. While the Blue Mosque is not the sole
example of combining different tile types in intricate designs, all tile varieties were utilized with exceptional quality and
appropriateness. Exploring the historical background of these techniques reveals that some of the tile methods employed in the
Mozaffaria Mosque have ancient origins that evolved over time, culminating in their meticulous and high-quality implementation
within this mosque.
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