Mirage as Architecture: The Soil of Desert, the Soul of Man
Metaphors of space in Persian desert cities
Prelude…
The primary objective of this paper is to explore the metaphors and meaning of space in desert cities that bring up poetic and ethical views concerning the question of representation in architecture. The meaning and significance of the space in the desert cities raise a number of questions as they find a strong correspondence with themes of silence and emptiness in architecture, which could be related to a minimalist view of architecture in contemporary world. The silence, the heat, the soil, the absence of water, the enigmatic plays of light and shadows—the architecture—create perception of holiness and sanctify the desert city as one gets immersed in it. The architecture, the transient character of the pathways and the timelessness of the city narrate a story that cannot be understood in a linear sense. Entering…, exploring…, departing the city allows for a unique way of participation in the architectural space. To capture the metaphors and significance of the space in desert cities, the paper was written in the form of a short story to bring the reader closer to these subjects. The story begins with a traveler, and it could be any person who visits and explores desert cities.
Entering the city…
A traveler, crossing the sun-scorched desert of a central plateau, the inhospitable arid region of Iran, slowly approaches his destination. His eyes eagerly search for a sign of the city, but all he can see is just clay-colored barren landscape. The place is lost…, the town is lost…, but the hope remains. “… the desert is at first only emptiness and silence…” [1]; “... the desert is perceived as a place of absence, of essential simplicity…”; “… deep in our picture of the desert lies that symbol of mystery…” [2]. “… the very absence of corporeality provides a particular way of imagination, which inspires contemplation and endless search for imaginary spaces that may not exist…” [3]. “… [t]he total physical clarity can become perceptual obscurity. Both ‘here’ and ‘there’ often fade into anonymity—into somewhere, then anywhere, then nowhere” [4]. 
By getting closer, the visitor can feel the presence of the city, yet his eyes are deceived by the glaring sun and featureless simmering soil. At last, he discerns the outline of the city in the distance, rising and expanding on the soil appearing like Fata Morgana. The closer the traveler gets, the further the city appears to be, the distance being stretched with each step forward, expectation mixed with desperation, longing with trepidation. Despite the immeasurable dimensions and the infinite emptiness of the desert, the traveler reaches the city. 
Discovering the city…
Walls encircle the city separating it from the beautiful but merciless desert, creating an island in the ocean of sand, an oasis in the midst of parched land. Dearth of water imposed a strict rule on the shape of the city, allowing only for a compact settlement with huddled houses, bazaars, mosques, outlined by narrow passageways and alleys. The buildings and the spaces in between are part of an inimitable architectural texture, a mosaic of public and enclosed private spaces. Although, for local dwellers the public and private spaces are well defined, for a stranger the boundaries between shared walls seem to be muddled and diffused into one another. The architecture, loyal to the virtues of purity and austerity, was shaped and remained unaltered for centuries as a result of harmony between harsh surroundings and the ingenuity of human being to survive.
Discovering the passageways…
The only way to fully explore and experience the city is in movement and on foot. The passageways are characteristic features of the desert architecture: the chiseled network of narrow alleys creates not only deliberate spatial connection system of the city, but it also contains multitude of metaphorical attributes. The walls appear high to the observer because the passageways running between them are so narrow, preventing the observer from focusing his mind onto a concrete object—creating a void which allows for a spiritual experience in the space; “… the space is not defined by the positive concrete objects, but by the significance of the void” [3]. Here, one could perceive the pivotal importance of the void and the question of emptiness in the desert architecture which create poetic perception in the participant’s mind. The architectural space can be discerned at that very moment, the moment of absence of the material world formed by the void and silence. Experiencing the space within these narrow pathways gives one the impression that the space is always in progress as if being generated, emphasizing a temporal character and perpetual continuity of the space as the architecture stretches and fades. This quality of the space is reminiscent of the impermanent essence of the desert; “… deserts are not static; they have expanded and contracted, appeared and disappeared…” [5]. Nothing remains stable, change is constant; the only constant is the endless change.  

Metaphorically speaking, the impermanent quality and shifting conditions of the space narrate a circular story within the walls where the beginning and the end dissolve into one another. Driven into an endless succession of places and diverse images, the observer is told a never-ending story, pulling him into the void of the narrows. Strolling the pathways offers a sense of the present moment, which can be instantaneously transformed into moments that had past or into moments that will come to be. Hence, time also cannot be understood in a linear way. The images of the different times flash before the traveler’s eyes, sometimes lingering in an empty space for a while, before inevitably fading into oblivion. The notion of transience and the circularity of the time and space remind the traveler of the never-ending dance of Sufis in the Eastern spirituality. Trapped in the narrows of the city, unaware of the direction, one can feel the true meaning of verses from a poem by Sohrab Sepehri: [6]
“Where is the journey leading me?

Where will the footprints unfinish?

And where will the shoelace be united

By the soft fingers of tranquility?” 
Exploring the houses…
The architecture of individual houses repeats itself in the texture of the city and is often perceived as a unified entity rather than specific shapes of particular buildings. The visitor wanders into one of the houses. Just like the narrows outside, he should pass through many pathways inside of the house, yet he is not to enter any rooms until he reaches the center. “Contrary to the usual confrontation where one stands outside of the inside of the form, here, one is continuously inside of the outside as if space is non-monumental and extroverted” [7]. In fact, “…[t]he idea of a free-standing building does not exist” [8]. According to Nasr [9]: “…Space is ‘cut-out’ from the material forms around it and defined by the inner surface of these forms”. 
The silent wonder of the inside passages is emphasized by the dramatic imagery of light and darkness on the walls, which play a metaphorical role and could be perceived as a centering theme bordering with holiness. Here, one can appreciate the importance of the quality of darkness in a search for the mysterious connection between the presence of light and man’s soul, which provides a niche for a spiritual journey. Such an enigmatic play dissolves forms, mesmerizes the observer with an array of endless imaginations. Light seeping in through ingenious openings in the walls and ceilings, slicing the darkness of the narrows, makes one to discover the magnificence of the human touch in the desert architecture. Seduced by the scent of the soil and by the play of light and darkness, the visitor admiringly strokes the clay walls to soak in the moment of splendor, absorbing the taste of the space. These silent moments are underlined by the faint sound of trickling water leading him to the center of the house.

Stepping from the inside to the outside, the traveler is welcomed by a water pool in a courtyard, which forms the centre of the house. At the first glance, the surroundings are mirrored in the water—reversed images of architecture imprinted on the surface. Eyes slowly inching upwards meet the reality that was reflected in the water like a fantasy, like a metaphor to the mundane world. For an unaware newcomer, the architecture is first displayed in the water before its actual beauty reveals itself. The reflection of architecture in the water is a simple, yet powerful technique of representation transforming illusion to reality. The whole architecture was shaped by the precious source of life, the whole surroundings praising and celebrating the presence of water which immaculately reflects the riches of the blue sky, the details of the facades and stained-glass windows, creating an imaginary miniature world of colors and shapes. The sound of bubbling water, rising up from the small fountain in the middle of the pool, creates poetic coolness in the flow of sweltering air, but the water in the pool is not to drink but to appreciate.

The stained-glass windows embracing the courtyard preclude the observer from attaining a clear image of the interior, creating ambiguity about the spaces inside. Once given a chance to enter the rooms, one is bewildered by the scattered reflection of thousands of tiny mirrors ornamenting walls and ceilings, each reflecting slightly different image than the other, inviting the observer to become part of myriad images, encouraging him to participate in a dreamy performance before he has a chance to realize that the scattered reflections are part of a complete portrait. In addition, the reflection of a mysterious colorful light sprinkled on the ground challenges the observer to find the invisible source. The quest leads one to other rooms where one can uncover the stained-glass windows playing tricks with one’s mind. In contrast to this glamour, a simple, dark, shadowy opening on the opposite wall, resembling a window, is designated to bring in, not light, but a soothing sound of bubbling water from beneath, interrupted occasionally by a moazen calling to a prayer. 

The traveler returns back to the courtyard only to be swallowed by one of the numerous gloomy yet inviting doorways—just a gap or narrow gate in the wall. The darkness and ambiguity of the gate gives the traveler the impression that there is another secret story awaiting to be discovered and new thresholds to be crossed. The tortuous narrow paths lead one to a courtyard similar to the one he had just left. Lost again and again, the stories repeat themselves as he passes doorways from one courtyard to another: the space generates progressively as if he just entered the house for the very first time. Is the visitor at the beginning of the story of the house or at the end? It is uncertain but unimportant because this is a circular experience, a never-ending tale inside of the house.
Exploring the gardens…
Suddenly and unexpectedly, brought back to the street by one of those mysterious gates, the visitor finds himself walking towards a garden which appears like a chimera in the texture of the desert. The garden is shielded by the walls from the tumult of the city and the sand of the desert; the traveler enters the garden which contradicts everything with its abundance of water and shady trees. The image, the sound and the scent of the garden symbolizes man’s ideal—a paradise in the heart of the desert where all is lush, fresh, and sacred.
The oblong shape of the garden gives the traveler an axial view to a gate at the very end, and the eyes naturally follow the main axis, as if carving a path through paradise. But the actual path is not direct as a body of still, sacred water stands in one’s way. The garden is linear, yet the movement of the observer is orchestrated by a mysterious movement of running water in a creek winding through the garden. Seeing the gate at the end gives the observer the impression that the space must be crossed. 
By moving through the space of the garden, the traveler discovers a dialogue between the stillness of the water in the pool and the impermanence of the flowing water in a stream along the path. The motionlessness of the water in the pool gives a sense of tranquility and a moment for thought, evoking the idea that the garden is raised from the water. Contrary to that, the little stream of flowing water outlines the way, playfully disappearing in the ground and suddenly appearing, gushing one moment and almost still the next—cheerful bubbling replaced by quiescence. “The garden becomes the still point in a turning world, a field of constant, subtle change held in delicate balance by manmade design” [10]. The sound of water broadens the usual limits of consciousness, purifying the human soul and honoring the remembrance of paradise which is emphasized by the blue color—the color of paradise displayed in the water channels inlaid with blue tiles.
The gate at the end of the garden appears as the final threshold, and drawn closer and closer by the gate, the reverberating crystal sound of running water conveys an untold message beyond the visible material world and emphasizes the temporal essence of the garden, creating transience in the space. The gate at the end of the garden symbolizes emptiness and silence, a threshold to the unknown: the end of the old and the beginning of a new circular story, signifying the perpetual movement of life. Passing through the gate of the garden, the traveler is reborn to the openness and vastness of the desert, exposed to new possibilities of movement and different dimensions.
Exiting the city…

The traveler, departing the sun-scorched desert of a central plateau, the inhospitable arid region of Iran, slowly leaves the city behind. With the last glance from a distance, the city shrouded in silence, emptiness and metaphors of the space appears like a mirage. The whole city with its architecture engulfed in dust, seems like an illusion to the observer’s mind. The place is lost…, the town is lost…, but the memory still lingers. 
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