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Within the reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi (r. 1925-41) in Iran, mausoleum making 
experienced a rupture from the past. While the Qajars (r. 1796-1925) patronized 
Shi’i mausoleums as their kingship signposts, Reza Shah recast his monarchy with a 
rigid program of secularization and modernization. In the early years of his kingship, 
he actively engaged in fabricating a tomb for a non-religious figure. However, he also 
refashioned the most prominent Shi’i mausoleum- Ali al-Reza shrine in Mashhad 
— although in a different way. In line with his urban policies for Iranian cities, this 
project included a ring- road that encircled the mausoleum, caused large-scale 
destruction of the centuries-old structures, and thus distanced this building from its 
surroundings. Interestingly, Muhammad-Reza Shah (r. 1941-79) followed his father’s 
policies and created a large emptiness around and within another Shi’i funerary site- 
the thirteenth century Ahmad mausoleum in Shiraz. He also revisited the shrine of 
Mashhad and enlarged the empty space in its vicinity. After the Pahlavis’ downfall 
in 1979, Imami mausoleums became the centre of attention. These buildings were 
highlighted similarly through clearing the neighbouring urban fabric. However, 
this time the surrounding fabric of Shi’i mausoleums was pulled down to give way 
for building new ancillary structures. This is visible in Shiraz wherein the Ahmad 
mausoleum already surrounded by urban open spaces was selected for further 
changes. Four decades of making and unmaking resulted in an unstable scene with 
an uncertainty of what happens next for this mausoleum. Within this context, this 
paper argues that contemporary architectural commissions in the Shiite site of Shiraz 
arise from Reza Shah’s attitude towards the Imami mausoleum of Mashhad. To this 
end, this paper conducts a historical study and explores how the mausoleum of Ali 
al-Reza acted as a model for changes in that of Ahmad.
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The thirteenth century mausoleum of Ahmad is a prominent and highly visited Shiʿi pilgrimage 
centre in the city of Shiraz in Iran. Today, there is a controversy over the way this structure is being 
developed, renewed, and extended in the city’s historical core. Large areas of the urban fabric 
are being demolished under the name of developing the Ahmad mausoleum. The manner in which 
this structure is growing in the city has created a scene of both perpetual change and an 
unpredictable future for this mausoleum. Regarding the consequences of these constant 
changes, there has been research to date about social and spatial fragmentation.1 However, 
there has been little attention to the unusual manner in which this particular mausoleum 
transformed physically. The Ahmad mausoleum enlarged quickly and has dominated the city of 
Shiraz since 1950s, and this has made it hard to document the changes clearly. Moreover, the 
large-scale and the hasty developments since 1979 have been documented inconsistently. This 
paper aims to examine the physical changes to the Ahmad mausoleum since 1950s and discuss 
this structure as part of a bigger story to indicate how the Pahlavi kings catalysed changes to this 
Imami mausoleum.2 Much research on the Pahlavis is dedicated to the ways in which they 
secularized Iran through urban policies and passage of Laws.3 However, there is a gap on how 
they regarded Imami mausoleums and how they became involved, in different ways, in the 
tradition of royal patronage.4 This paper will explore how Reza Shah had an influence on the 
attitudes underlying the development of the Ahmad mausoleum in Shiraz. It begins by discussing 
the way patronage was re-enacted under Reza Shah and how his urban policies revolved around 
the religious nature of Mashhad. The paper also compares different perspectives on these 
physical changes. Then the Ahmad mausoleum transformation is examined in the context of the 
urban fabric of Shiraz by relying on historians’ accounts (from twelfth to twentieth centuries), the 
sketches and descriptions of Moroccan, Iranian, and European travelers, along with the available 
archive of photographs and maps of Shiraz. This part examines how the changes in Mashhad 
spurred imitations in Shiraz. Through collating the information from Iranian newspapers, the 
archives of a French architect and a Swiss aerial photographer, this paper therefore argues that 
there is a link between the changes in Shiraz’s and Mashhad’s mausoleums. Finally, post-
revolutionary urban changes are analyzed within the Ahmad mausoleum, and in its proximity, to 
argue that the Pahlavis’ patronage provided a scene for unending changes in contemporary 
Shiraz. 

TThhee  WWhhoolleessaallee  DDeessttrruuccttiioonn  --  TThhee  NNeeww  FFaaccee  ooff  PPaattrroonnaaggee  

Reza Shah superseded a monarchy that publicized their piety through lavish support of Imami 
mausoleums. This can be exemplified by Fath-Ali Shah Qajar’s (r. 1797-1834) initiative to 
decorate the dome of Fatima mausoleum in Qom with golden bricks. Similarly, Naser-al-Din Shah 
Qajar (r. 1848-96) gilded the dome of the Abd-Al-Azim mausoleum in Rayy in 1835.5 Cases of 
royal patronage in the form of gilded domes and Ayvans6, and silver- or gold-plated transennas 
(zarih) abound. Moreover, extending the mausoleums with madrasas (theological schools), 
courtyards and mosques was prevalent in Qajar Iran, as the royal members competed for proving 
their benevolence. It was in this atmosphere that Reza Shah ignored these religious structures, 
prioritized building a secular mausoleum for the poet Ferdowsi (940-1019 CE) in 1926 and 
publicized this action intensively.7 This represented an unexpected start and rendered the nature 
of his kingship differently.  
 
The anomaly did not end there. In 1933, the Street Widening Act was enacted and superimposed 
new urban layouts and street patterns on traditional city cores characterized with winding and 
narrow alleys.8 Wide streets emerged after an expansive demolition was conducted in the core of 
the cities, and therefore, prompted huge transformations in the historical buildings or in their 
proximities. Although applied haphazardly to most of the cities, it is very interesting that this urban 
policy was explicitly framed around the mausoleum of al-Reza in Mashhad.9 The 30-metre-wide 
Hazrat falakeh (roundabout or square)10 was built in 1930-31 within a radius of 180 metres from 
the centre of the Ali al-Reza mausoleum’s dome. Furthermore, two wide intersecting avenues 
(Tabaresi in the north and Tehran in the south) radiated from the falakeh and cut through the 
compact alleys of Mashhad. Not only were the shops and houses pulled down, but also the 
buildings in possession of the mausoleum, as well as the Paeen-pa madrasa, were razed to the 
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ground. Moreover, the adjoining 800-year-old cemetery of Qatlgah was inconsiderately 
flattened.11 The main justification behind these changes was that the poor condition of the 
buildings in the neighborhood was aesthetically inappropriate to the status of the city and 
mausoleum.12 Another issue raised was the ease of circulation of modern traffic through the 
dense maze of ancient streets.13 While it was true that the dilapidated buildings in the 
mausoleum’s vicinity needed to improve, and that the urban structure was not welcoming to cars, 
this solution neglected the relation between buildings. 
 
On the significance of the mausoleum and its surrounding buildings, Ella Sykes (1863-1939), the 
British traveller and writer who visited Mashhad in 1990s, wrote in Persia and its People: “The 
magnificent group of buildings constituting the Mosque and the Shrine may be looked upon as 
the spiritual force of Mashhad–the very heart and soul of the city.”14  

 

   
FFiigguurree  33.. (L). Qatlgah cemetery before the demolition. Photograph from Sykes, Persia. 

FFiigguurree  44. (C) Map of Khorassan by the end of Qajar15; (R) Map reproduced from observations by Julius de Govrequer 
Dolmage, KCLS, Col Persian Army, Director of the Royal Arsenal at Mashhad. Available at 

https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C3819071. Mashhad after the urban changes (Planhol 1968, 
439 and Scharlau 1961, 185) 

 

	

FFiigguurree  55.. (L) The mausoleum of Ali al-Reza in the urban fabric of 1858. Photograph from the official portal of Astan-e 
Quds-e Razavi. Photo.razavi.ir; (R) Hazrat falakeh, Tehran and Tabaresi Avenues were constructed after the destruction 

of shops, historical residential buildings, Paeen-pa School, Fazeliye School, Qatlgah and Eidgah cemeteries in 1930-
31. Photograph taken 1971 by Michel Écochard (French architect 1905-1985). Archnet.org Accessed July 25, 2020. 

 
The new arrangement in Mashhad evoked alternative evaluative perspectives. In his paper, 
Scharlau refers to Stratil-Sauer16 who visited Mashhad in 1932 and reported the golden dome of 
the mausoleum of al-Reza with its towering mosque and surrounding houses dominated the city 
as a landmark.17 However, this perspective is limited to the visual aspect, and excludes the way 
the space is experienced. There is an entwined relationship between the communal structures in 
Iranian cities such as mosques, seminaries, mausoleums, caravanserais, and bazaars.18 The 
physical arrangement of these buildings encourages collective activities. Therefore, the 
destruction of this interconnected network changes the activities too. Regarding the root cause 
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of these changes, there are different theories around Reza Shah’s intention for refashioning this 
mausoleum, because patronizing a religious building did not comply with his secularizing plans. 
One theory is that through the physical changes, the king was trying to control the integrated 
power of the bazaar merchants and religious authorities in the city centre.19 Scharlau argues that 
the changes in Mashhad cloaked financial opportunities, as the king aimed to attract more 
pilgrims to the city to retrieve the capital spent in pilgrimage centres of Iraq.20 If one considers 
that Reza Shah personally wrote a Statute for the administration of the al-Reza mausoleum only 
eight months after ascending the throne and enacted a bureaucratic system of control over this 
institution with his direct supervision, they will realize the financial purposes.21 Regardless of the 
motivations, comparing the photos in Figure 5 tells us that the mausoleum of al-Reza was 
encircled, cut off and isolated from its environment.  

TToowwaarrddss  eessttaabblliisshhiinngg  tthhee  vvaaccuuuumm  

The Imami mausoleum of Ahmad-ibn Musa (famous as the Shah-e Cheragh)22 was a revered local 
mausoleum in Shiraz before the twentieth century. Compared to the al-Reza mausoleum, which 
attracted monarchical attention and architectural commissions since the ninth century and 
transformed gradually, the Ahmad mausoleum remained nearly intact until the 1950s.23 The way 
the bazaars, mosques and mausoleums occupied the city centre of Shiraz looked very similar to 
the thirteenth century, as Figure 6 shows. During Muhammad-Reza Shah’s kingship and between 
1947-53, the Ahmadi street and Ahmadi square cut through the dense fabric of Shiraz and 
leveled bazār-e Murqh and bazār-e Chahar-Rah (Afsar 1974, 81).24 Conforming to Reza Shah’s 
urban policies, this change largely undermined the historical Atabeg (r. 1148-1285 CE) structures 
of Shiraz.25 The New Mosque (1217 CE) and the Ahmad mausoleum (1225-60 CE), which were 
connected by the bazār-e Chahar-Rah, were disconnected after the square26 and replaced the 
Atabeg bazaar. The second phase of changes commenced around 1974 when another Imami 
mausoleum in this area, the thirteenth century Muhammad mausoleum, was used to extend the 
Shah-e Cheragh eastwards. The large area between the mausoleums of Ahmad and Muhammad 
was demolished to build a shared courtyard and create a large funerary complex. The victims of 
these actions were the residential buildings and the bazār-e Sar-e Hawz-e Agha27 located between 
these mausoleums since the twelfth century. Demolishing the surroundings, Muhammad-Reza 
Shah highlighted the Imami mausoleum of Ahmad in the middle of large empty spaces similar to 
the al-Reza mausoleum. 
 
 

 
 

 

FFiigguurree  66..  (L) The urban fabric of Shiraz during the Atabegs28; (C) Shiraz before 190029; (R) The Imami mausoleums of 
Ahmad (on the left side of the photo) and Muhammad (on the right side) before the completion of Ahmadi square. 

isna.ir/news/93120603307/ Accessed August 5, 2020. *Color codes remain the consistent throughout the paper. 

 
Almost at the same time that the second phase of changes in Shiraz was taking place, the 
mausoleum of al-Reza in Mashhad underwent a development project. On 11 September 1975, 
the Ettelaat newspaper published an article with the following headline: “With the destruction of 
shops, residential dwellings, inns, and malls in Mashhad: A twenty-one-hectare square was built 
around the shrine”. 
 



323WHAT IF? WHAT NEXT?  SPECULATIONS ON HISTORY’S FUTURES

This article informed people of the new physical changes around the mausoleum of al-Reza 
approved by Muhammad-Reza Shah. Throughout his reign, he showed strong enthusiasm in 
developing the al-Reza and Ahmad mausoleums. This clearly indicates the manner in which he 
endorsed his father’s urban and architectural legacies. If Reza Shah’s changes only distanced 
the mausoleum from the city through a ring, his son’s plans, on such grandiose scale, isolated 
the mausoleum in a vast open space.30 Like Reza Shah, his son aimed at increasing revenue 
from the mausoleums.31 The new project32 featured two concentric circles (the centre being the 
golden dome of the mausoleum) sitting on the former ring-road. Within less than five months, 
1400 shops, seven malls, 15 timcas,33 25 sarays,34 98 inns, and 126 residential dwellings were 
razed to make the construction of the outer circle (R. 320 M) possible.35 In the following years, 
the buildings in the inner circle (R. 180 M) were demolished to give way for a green space and 
also to accomplish the ‘Geometric Correction Scheme’.36 The former ring-road was an amorphous 
circle that apparently required rectification. Beginning in 1930, the mausoleum of al-Reza 
transformed within a period of five decades in a particular way that followed large-scale 
demolition. This transformation prompted a similar attitude in the Ahmad mausoleum in Shiraz 
which was unprecedented to this local structure. This mausoleum reflected a characteristic very 
similar to the al-Reza one: a large hollow that surrounded the Imami mausoleum, and thus 
distancing it from the densely built up neighbourhood.  

 

   
FFiigguurree  77.. (L to R) The mausoleum of Ahmad and Muhammad in Shiraz in the following years (dates are approximate): 

1953, 1958, 1970s (Iran National Cartographic Centre). 
 

 
FFiigguurree  88.. Aerial view from the Ahmad mausoleum and the New Mosque in 1953 (Karandish and Zare’, Mah-e). 
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FFiigguurree  99: (L) Ettelaat newspaper, September 11, 1975, 49. 
FFiigguurree  1100:: (R. Above) Aerial photograph of Hazrat falakeh in 1975. https://t.me/kanunma.  

FFiigguurree  1111:: (R. Below) Aerial photograph of Hazrat falakeh in 1975. The outer circle turned to a green belt. 
https://t.me/kanunma.  

  

    
FFiigguurree  1122.. Aerial photograph in 1976. The destruction in the inner circle left enough space for a green space. 

https://t.me/kanunma   
FFiigguurree  1133.. The mausoleum of al-Reza in 1977 after the correction Scheme was completed. Photo by George Gerster. 

https://georggerster.com/en/aerial-photography-worldwide   

TThhee  eenndd  ooff  iissoollaattiioonn??    

By 1979, the regime changed to an Islamic government and the Imami mausoleums started to 
serve as the manifestation of the government’s ideology. After the revolution in Iran, religion 
became politicized and the clerics penetrated all institutions.37 Within this context, the Imami 
mausoleums were put on an Islamification agenda to emphasize the shift in the political system.38 
At this time, the Imami mausoleums of Mashhad and Shiraz were characterized by the empty 
space between the domed structure and the surrounding buildings. When the Pahlavis fell, the 
Ahmad mausoleum was left with the large open spaces of the Ahmadi square and the shared 
courtyard. Nonetheless, this urban image did not last for a long time. Early after the revolution, 
the empty space that Ahmadi square offered enlarged and took the shape of a triangular 
falakeh/public space (starting around 1981). However, same as the Ahmadi square, the Ahmadi 
falakeh was demolished. On 30 May 2012, an aerial photograph of Shiraz still showed the 
falakeh, while the next taken on 26 June 2012 pictured the space between the Ahmad 
mausoleum and the New Mosque without the falakeh. This space was levelled to provide the 
opportunity for new changes in the vicinity of the mausoleum. Photographs taken in 2014 
demonstrate large complexes — a new courtyard and a covered praying hall39 — sitting right in the 
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place where the Ahmadi square was once located. This time, the mausoleum extended westwards 
as far as the archway of the New Mosque. The insistence on enlarging this Imami mausoleum 
through making and unmaking proved endless, so much so that the avenues were pushed back 
and public spaces were taken over.40 Instead of demolition to allow enough space that highlighted 
the mausoleum in a vacuum, after 1979 the urban fabric was pierced in random spots to provide 
sufficient land for construction. The available empty spaces were similarly used for building. 
Therefore, this was not an end of isolation for this mausoleum but a new way of distancing this 
building from its surrounding — although not through a vast openness.  
 

 

	 	 	 	

FFiigguurree  1144. (L to R) The map of Shiraz when the bazaars connected the mausoleums and mosques; the Ahmadi square 
and street; the shared courtyard; the unimplemented plan for enlarging the Ahmad mausoleum before 1979 (Afsar, 

Tarikh-e and Izadi 2008, 142). 
 

 

   
FFiigguurree  1155. The destruction of Ahmadi square around 1981 (Iran National Cartographic Centre). 

FFiigguurree  1166. The falakeh replaced the Ahmadi square (Iran Surveying Organization, 1996, in Izadi, “Study,” 140). 
FFiigguurree  1177. The incremental growth of the emptiness around the falakeh (Sh. Ansari, “Evaluation of the Impacts of 
Urban Renewal Projects in Deteriorate Areas with focusing on Social Sustainability” (PhD diss., Tarbiat Modares 

University, 2017), 111. 
 

 

   
FFiigguurree  1188.. (L to R) The last aerial photograph that included the Ahmadi falakeh (marked in yellow) on 30/5/2012; the 
first photograph that did not show the falakeh taken on 26/6/2012; the photograph of 31/12/2017 shows the empty 

spaces occupied by ancillary buildings (Google Earth). 
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FFiigguurree  1199.. The large-scale destruction in proximity of the Ahmad mausoleum for the current developing plans. 

www.irna.ir/news/83010785/ Accessed August 6, 2020. 

CCoonncclluussiioonn  

Despite marking the beginning of his kingship with the fabrication of a non-religious mausoleum 
and being heavily associated with secularization, Reza Shah Pahlavi laid the groundwork for 
current changes in the Imami mausoleum of Ahmad in Shiraz. In basing the urban 
transformations of Mashhad on the al-Reza mausoleum in 1930, he changed the physicality of 
this structure irreversibly and created a model for developing the Imami mausoleums. This model 
highlighted the mausoleum by creating an emptiness in its surrounding and distancing the holy 
building from the city. This manner of patronage serving a financial and civic agenda spurred 
imitations in the Ahmad mausoleum in the 1950s and 1970s, and even progressed in Mashhad 
under Muhammad-Reza Shah’s rule. In the second half of the twentieth century, the prominence 
of the Shiʿi funerary sites in Mashhad and Shiraz was represented through an extension of the 
empty spaces. The vacuum around these mausoleums changed the way they occupied the 
landscape irreversibly. By 1979, the distanced and isolated mausoleums were the reminiscence 
of what Reza Shah originally initiated in 1930. The new government adopted an Islamification 
approach on top of the other motivations. The empty space that the Pahlavi kings left, paved the 
way for further destruction and building new ancillary structures for the Ahmad mausoleum in 
contemporary Iran. Today, the growth of this structure in the urban context has made it 
incomparable with its original size and rendered it as an amassed mausoleum. These constant 
changes makes it difficult to remember how this building looked in past years and causes the 
beholder to question what happens next and how it will grow in the upcoming years. 
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