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ABSTRACT

Visiting the Imams and divine saints can provide a foundation for personal growth and
the acquisition of moral virtues, playing a constructive role in enhancing spirituality
within society. Observing the rituals of pilgrimage paves the way for individuals to
embark on this path of growth and perfection. The rituals of pilgrimage have been
mentioned by the infallible Imams in various narrations. The shrine of Imam Reza
(AS), as an important pilgrimage site, has always attracted the attention of Muslim
architects and artists. The Islamic architecture of this complex, by creating a spiritual
atmosphere, can play a significant role in the development and enhancement of
pilgrims’ moral virtues. The design of the Razavi Shrine has always progressed in
accordance with the rituals of pilgrimage throughout history. The present study
examines the Islamic architecture of the Razavi Shrine in both past and contemporary
periods, based on the rituals of pilgrimage and with the aim of identifying and
enhancing the existing components in the development of the shrine complex. It is
necessary to determine whether the design of the Razavi Shrine’s development in the
contemporary period has succeeded in providing an appropriate space for the rituals of
pilgrimage. Initially, by referring to the narrations of the Imams and the words of
religious leaders, the principles and rituals of pilgrimage are extracted and categorized
into two sections: ritual propriety and purposeful pilgrimage. On the other hand, the
Islamic architecture of the Razavi Shrine is introduced in two dimensions: God-
centered and human-centered. Ultimately, as the result of the research, it was
determined that in the development plan of the shrine in the contemporary period, less
attention has been paid to Islamic architecture in accordance with the rituals of
pilgrimage, and it has not been the primary priority of the designers.

Research Objectives:
1. To examine the importance of pilgrimage in the design of the Razavi Shrine.

2. To investigate the extent of attention paid to the rituals of pilgrimage in the
development plan of the Razavi Shrine in the contemporary period.

Research Questions:

1. What is the status of the rituals of pilgrimage in the Razavi Shrine and its
design?

2. To what extent has the issue of pilgrimage rituals been considered in the
development plan of the Razavi Shrine in the contemporary period?

** This article is taken from the first author's doctoral dissertation titled: Decentralization of the Concept of Spiritual Space in
the Development of the Razavi Shrine is Underway.
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Introduction

Pilgrimage is the act of visiting a sacred place out of inner desire, without external
invitation or summons. In Shi’a culture, the visitation of the infallible Imams (AS), their
descendants, and religious luminaries is highly recommended. Thus, one of the benefits
of visiting the household of revelation and commemorating their names and memories
is considered to be attaining closeness to God and attracting His special favor. Islamic
architecture associated with pilgrimage has always been of particular interest to Muslim
architects. In the structures related to pilgrimage sites, the principles and foundations of
Islamic architecture, through the creation of intermediary and connective spaces,
provide the necessary spiritual mood and readiness for visitors to engage in pilgrimage
and prayer. Due to their material and everyday attachments, people find spiritual
tranquility for pilgrimage upon entering these sacred spaces. The architecture of the
Imam Reza (AS) Shrine in Mashhad, as the largest pilgrimage complex in Iran, has
always held special significance. Over different periods, the expansion of this complex
has been inevitable due to population growth, the perspectives of rulers, and cultural,
social, and political conditions.

Muslim designers and architects throughout various eras have sought to utilize Islamic
architectural principles related to pilgrimage in the development of the shrine, and this
is clearly evident in the architecture of the existing spaces. In the contemporary era,
particularly during the Islamic Republic, the expansion of the shrine complex and its
surrounding fabric has accelerated. The constant presence of pilgrims throughout the
day and night for pilgrimage and religious rituals, as well as the unique status of this
grand shrine in the Islamic world, further underscores the necessity of attention to
design, architecture, and the expansion of spiritual space in the shrine complex and its
surroundings.

Many researchers have addressed the subject of the development of the Razavi Shrine,
most of whom have approached it from an urban planning perspective. Additionally,
the topic of pilgrimage and its effects on visitors in the modern era has attracted
scholarly attention. The question now arises: what components have designers
considered in the development of the Razavi Shrine? And have the components of the
shrine’s development been effective in creating a spiritual space appropriate for
pilgrimage? The aim of this research is to study the historical trajectory of the physical
development of the Razavi Shrine and the influencing factors in the contemporary
period, as well as to elucidate the elements that enhance the shrine’s spiritual
atmosphere in accordance with the rituals of pilgrimage in Shi’a culture. Studying the
historical evolution of the shrine’s physical development and the factors influencing its
Islamic architecture clarifies the elements that contribute to the enhancement of the
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shrine’s spiritual essence, considering the rituals of pilgrimage in Shi’a tradition.
Designers in different periods, with a conceptual interpretation of the principles and
foundations of Islamic architecture and with attention to the principle of God-
centeredness, have created the buildings, decorations, and the surrounding fabric of the
shrine. In the contemporary period, although these principles have been considered, in
the design of some spaces, a formalist interpretation of Islamic architecture has led to
the weakening of the spiritual atmosphere and the induction of a sense of routine among
pilgrims. A formalist approach and neglect of pilgrimage rituals and the creation of a
spiritual environment can result in the desacralization of the Razavi Shrine’s
development plan. Therefore, in the development of the shrine complex and its
surrounding fabric, there is an increased need for effective strategies to preserve the
identity and cultural dimensions related to pilgrimage rituals.

The nature of this research is applied—fundamental. The study is conducted qualitatively
using an analytical-historical method, considering architectural, cultural, and religious
components in data analysis. The research population includes the Razavi Shrine
complex and its surrounding fabric, and data collection is carried out through both
library and field methods.

In the discourse on the development of the Razavi Shrine, most existing studies have
been limited to examining the shrine’s surrounding urban fabric. The Razavi Shrine
complex has also predominantly been viewed by architects and urban planners as an
urban context. In this study, however, the development of the shrine complex in the
contemporary era is addressed with a focus on the spiritual atmosphere and an emphasis
on pilgrimage rituals-an aspect previously less explored. The status of Islamic art and
architecture in the Razavi Shrine and its alignment with the rituals and customs of
pilgrimage in the contemporary period are considered.

For instance, the article “Recognition of the System of Environmental Meanings in
Historic Neighborhoods with Emphasis on Social Transformations of Audiences”
(Kazemi & Behzadfar, 2013) investigates how audiences perceive environmental
meanings and the diversity of these perceptions based on varying levels of social
development. Findings indicate that individuals with lower levels of social development
seek to discover past meanings, those with higher levels aim to create new meanings,
and the majority, who fall in the middle, strive to adapt and continue past meanings in
line with contemporary changes. Another study, “Principles of the Physical
Development of the Holy Razavi Shrine with Emphasis on Historical Transformations
of the Ninth Century AH” (Sadri-Kia, 2015), reviews the architectural history and
development process of the shrine, concluding that the Razavi complex has undergone
continuous physical formation and evolution throughout different eras.
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The study “Changing Perceptions of Meaning of the Imam Reza (AS) Shrine in Relation
to Time” (Matlabi, 2016) examines how the perception of the shrine’s surrounding
landscape has shifted over time, concluding that the limited capacity of the current
urban fabric has influenced people’s perceptions. Another research, “Historical Values
of the Holy Razavi Shrine in the Formation and Development of Mashhad” (Tavasoli
& Vahid, 2017), addresses the shrine’s role in the creation of Mashhad and the
preservation of its Islamic heritage, finding that tangible (place) and intangible (rituals)
heritage have received insufficient attention in the city’s development. Further studies,
such as “Legal Dimensions of Urban Renewal Projects: The Case of the Surrounding
Fabric of the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza (AS), Mashhad” (Saljouqi, 2015), “The Role
of Foresight in the Management of the Development of the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza
(AS) and the Holy City of Mashhad” (Ezzat, Heidari & Seyedkalali, 2011), and “An
Introduction to the Typology of Urban Public Spaces: Case Study of Public Spaces in
the Redevelopment Plan of the Surrounding Fabric of the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza
(AS)” (Ghahremani & Nagqavi, 2017), have also primarily focused on the shrine’s
surrounding fabric.

In the present research, attention is given to the development of the shrine complex in
the contemporary era, with consideration of the spiritual atmosphere and the status of
Islamic art and architecture, emphasizing pilgrimage rituals-an aspect previously less
addressed.

Conclusion

The Razavi Shrine is a religious complex open to the general public. In periods prior to
the Islamic Republic, the construction of new buildings and the expansion of the Imam
Reza (AS) Shrine were based on the principles and foundations of Islamic architecture.
Notable examples include courtyards such as the Islamic Republic Courtyard (Small
Gold Courtyard), Azadi Courtyard, and associated elements like the Golden Iwan and
Steel Window, as well as mosques like Balasr Mosque, Goharshad Mosque, and various
schools, arcades, and water fountains. This objective has continued into the
contemporary period. However, with the intensification of the shrine’s expansion on a
large scale, some structures, such as the Jame Razavi Courtyard, show a lack of attention
to introspective Islamic architecture. The principles and underlying philosophy of
Islamic architecture, aligned with the rituals of pilgrimage in the design of the Razavi
Shrine complex, can provide effective guidance. Repetitive superficial imitation of
Islamic architecture without consideration of its Islamic components and the rituals and
purposes of pilgrimage represents a formalistic interpretation of Islamic architecture. A
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thorough understanding of Islam, the application of pilgrimage rituals, and adherence
to the principles and foundations of Islamic architecture will enable development plans
of the Razavi Shrine to become a foundation for the spiritual growth and perfection of
pilgrims. Designers must adopt a conceptual approach to the Islamic architecture of the
Razavi Shrine to help preserve this important religious monument. This thoughtful
approach is what has kept Islamic architecture timeless and functional, maintaining and
enhancing its logical and fundamental application in every era.

The search for elements such as God-centeredness in the shrine’s architecture and the
use of conceptual elements in contemporary design and development creates a spiritual
atmosphere within the Razavi Shrine complex. Attention to these elements, symbols,
and Islamic architectural principles elevates the shrine’s spiritual status, reinforces the
centrality of pilgrimage’s meaning, and preserves the historical and cultural identity
markers of the complex.

The architecture of the Razavi Shrine, from its early simple four-walled form to the
present, embodies the fusion of Iranian-Islamic art and spirituality. Prominent
architects, such as Reza Dishidi-who is regarded alongside historical figures like
Ghavam al-Din Shirazi and Sheikh Baha’i-have contributed to the shrine’s architecture,
emphasizing Iranian practical geometry and Islamic principles. The shrine’s
architectural elements, including domes, minarets, courtyards, arcades, and mosques,
symbolize the integration of art and spirituality, deeply rooted in Shi’a beliefs and
Islamic traditions. This sacred architecture not only inspires awe but also reflects the
profound theological concepts of Shi’ism, such as the concept of Wilaya (spiritual
authority) and Tawhid (monotheism), as exemplified in the design of the Goharshad
Mosque.

In conclusion, the Razavi Shrine stands as a unique manifestation of Iranian-Islamic
architecture that harmonizes spiritual, cultural, and artistic values. Preserving and
enhancing its Islamic architectural principles in line with pilgrimage rituals is essential
to sustaining its sacredness and historical identity for future generations.
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