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ABSTRACT 
Inscribing a Homeland: Iranian Identity and the Pre-Islamic and 

Islamic Collective Imaginations of Place 

This thesis examines the relationship between different representations of homeland in 

contemporary Iran. It is inspired by the political debates in the twentieth century over the 

authenticity of pre-Islamic and Islamic aspects of Iranian collective identity. Firstly, it proposes 

a theory of constructing and collectively imagining places in Iran through analysis of the 

specific examples of Persepolis and the Shiite ritual of Moharram. Secondly, it theorizes the 

relationship between Collective Imaginations and representations of homeland in the National 

Museum of Iran, a museum comprising two separate collections housed in adjacent buildings – 

the Ancient Iran Museum (1937, pre-Islamic) and the Islamic Period Museum (1996).  

The thesis demonstrates that major transformations of twentieth century Iran, 

transformations that so far have been considered in terms of political discourses and historical 

events, are ultimately concerned with constructing places, through which, in this instance, a 

Collective Imagination of homeland comes into being. By the same token, ideological battles 

become manifest in the construction of places, which are produced within a network of human 

identities and actions, and material and intellectual resources. Place, thus construed, is the 

prime, and yet often neglected, object for social and historical analyses. Through analytical 

examples, this thesis demonstrates that place is fluid, rather than determined by the 

physicality of sites; it is embedded in longstanding traditional patterns, which endow it with a 

semblance of continuity.  

This thesis is the first of its kind to develop an interdisciplinary (anthropological, historical, 

architectural and museological) theorization of homeland and its transformations by 

systematically analysing its constructions, through what I call a process of inscription, in this 

case in an Iranian context, and in relation to the National Museum of Iran. Inscription here 

connotes the process of relating collective identities to a site – the process of emplacing 

collective identities in space. The analyses in this thesis focus in particular on two 

distinguishable modes of place-making: firstly, through designated, permanent sites, and 

secondly, through ritual performances on sites that could be transient, as exemplified in the 

commemorative Shiite rituals Moharram. Appropriating these pre-existing modes, the modern 

ideologies of nationalism and Islamism have promoted their respective understandings of 

place, homeland, and the nation-state, which are particularly manifest in the National Museum 

of Iran, and which this thesis seeks to interrogate and explicate.  
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This thesis is about Iran, a country with two significant and intertwined layers of history and 

collective identity: a deep pre-Islamic layer overlaid with an Islamic, and particularly since the 

sixteenth century, Shiite layer.1 Since the sixteenth century, these two layers coexisted and 

were often mutually reinforcing on both official and popular levels. However, over the past 

hundred and fifty years, the pre-Islamic and Islamic aspects of collective identity have been 

singled out by different intellectuals and political establishments as alternative bases for 

ideologies seeking to define the nation and its place, the homeland. Ideological renditions of 

Islamic and pre-Islamic identities as being incompatible have problematized collective identity 

from within, and its definition in relation to other contemporary identities, in particular those 

of the Western nation-states. These two contending ideologies have thus challenged 

conceptions of nationhood, driving debates over the validation of identity, history, heritage 

and ultimately homeland. Such debates, could be traced back to the nineteenth century, but 

until recently, were confined within elite circles of different political persuasions.2 However, 

after the Islamic Revolution of 1979, they are increasingly taking place on a much broader 

scale among the political elite and the public.3

The thesis is an examination of the relationship between collective identities – a sense of 

continuity and sameness in community through time – and the constitution of places. 

Collective identity is dynamic; it is narrated, shared and reconstituted in the course of time. It 

is grounded in culture, which is a communicative system comprising shared meanings, 

artifacts, symbols, practices and beliefs, and their making, understanding and reproduction. 

Place is differentiated from site. It is imagined through culturally conditioned experiences of an 

empirical site such as a building, a landscape, or a monument. However, place transcends the 

limitations of a physical location, even though it may be registered tangibly through a site. The 

concept of place is addressed in more detail later in this chapter. 

  

The relationship between places and collective identities resembles a feedback loop. Places, it 

will be argued, are constituted in relation to collective identities, while collective identities, are 

perpetuated through experiences of places. Such experiences are born from inhabiting places 

mentally as well as physically (moving about, performing rituals, visiting sites). Identity is 

                                                             
1 Shiite/Shiism here connotes Twelver Shiism, a sect, officially instated in Iran by the Safavid dynasty (1502–1732), 
that follows a lineage of twelve Imams (divinely inspired religious leaders) leading to Ali, the Prophet’s cousin.  
2 Some, such as Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi, trace the contention between Islamic and pre-Islamic identities back to 
the Safavid Period and the advent of Shiism as their enforced religion. This, Targhi argues (Tavakoli-Targhi 2001), 
caused reactions by way of mass migrations and ignited an historical imagination which linked the present to the 
distant pre-Islamic past.  
3 As evidenced in the formation of different unofficial heritage movements, ideological propagations of officials in 
newspapers and Television and publications of books and article containing claim and counterclaim about Iranian 
identity and history. 
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experienced in place. This occurs regardless of the scale of place and its supporting 

community; it is applicable to a small community as much as it is to a large one, a nation. Since 

collective identities evolve and are transformed, places are unstable notions constituted 

through a proces;, which this thesis explains referring to the concrete examples of Persepolis, a 

pre-Islamic archaeological site (518 BCE), and the annual Shiite commemorative rituals of 

Moharram. It will do so with reference to two narratives or myths which, at least since the 

sixteenth century, have been frequently invoked, either concurrently or in competing forms. 

One concerns the origin of Iranians as exemplified in the Achaemenids (529-330 BCE), and the 

other, the exemplary hero of Shiism, Imam Hossein (Hossein Ibn Ali Ibn Abi-Talib, 626-680 AD). 

Based on these examples, there is a specific focus on official formations of collective identities 

and notions of homeland, and their representations in the National Museum of Iran 

(established 1937). 

The above myths and their associated places are at the heart of competing discourses of 

identity in contemporary Iran. Focusing on the relationship between these myths – designated 

here as identity narratives – and their relationship to the process of place-making, this thesis 

demonstrates that, similar to collective identity, place is historically conditioned and therefore 

mutable and yet, as a longstanding pattern, it is connected with the practice of tradition. It will 

be shown that places are defined by identities, which are in turn actualized in places. Above 

all, it is demonstrated that ideological battles are actualized in the production and contestation 

of places. 
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Two Stories 

Persepolis: the mythic narratives and Achaemenid inscriptions 

Writing in the tenth century, the famous Islamic-Iranian (Persian) chronicler Tabari relates the 

story of the origins of Persians, conflated with the Islamic myth of Adam and Eve, in the first 

volume of The Annals of the Apostles and the Kings. There (Tabari (b), 117-9), he relates the 

story of Jamshid the mythic Persian king... 

The Myth  

The learned men of Persia have related that ... Jamshid became king and to them shid 
means ray [of sun] and they gave him this title because of his grace ... They relate that 
he ruled over Seven Territories [haft-eqlim connoting world in its totality] ... [over] all 
demons [jinn] and ... once [he became] king [he] announced that “God almighty 
bestowed upon Us glory and authenticated Us so that We work for the good of our 
subjects. 
He invented the art of the sword and weaponry and taught the art of [making] silk and 
other weaving and ordered [his subjects] to weave and dye clothes and make saddle 
and panel to tame beasts. 
... In the first fifty years [of his reign he] decreed that sword and armour and hoods 
and other weapons to be made and tools of artisans to be made of Iron. [In the next 
fifty years he] decreed that silk and cotton and other plants to be woven, dyed, 
tailored and worn. [Next fifty years] he divided people into four classes: warriors, 
priests, clerks and artisans and peasants, and his servants and ordered each class to 
pursue their line of work. [Next fifty years] he warred demons and ... conquered them. 
Between 250th and 316th year he recruited demons in cutting stone and carving marble 
... and ordered that ... they built buildings and baths and [from all places they] brought 
all manner of useful things ... 
Then he ordered [demons] to make a crystal carriage (throne) and ... sat in it and flew 
... and this was ... [the beginning of spring] and upon seeing this wonder people 
celebrated New Year [Naurooz] ... and [he] announced that since God approved of his 
kingship as a reward, [his] people were immune from heat and cold and ageing and 
illness and envy ... [and this continued for 300 years until] Jam ... denied the glory of 
God almighty ... claimed to be God [and thus lost God’s Grace and] lost his kingdom 
and ... was slain.  

*     *     *    * 

Fifteen centuries before Tabari, Darius the Great, the Achaemenid founder of Persepolis 

introduced himself and his accomplishments in inscriptions on stone in Persepolis and on his 

epitaph in the nearby Naqsh-e Rostam... 
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The Achaemenid Inscription 

“Great Ahuramazda, the greatest of gods” chose Darius, gave him wisdom and power and 

“bestowed on him the kingdom [of Persia],” which was “good, with good horses and good 

men.” Darius was a nobleman;4 “son of Hystaspes, an Achaemenian, a Persian ... having Aryan 

lineage.”5 As a role-model, Darius was the embodiment of God-given virtues: courage, 

righteousness, fairness, calm (levelheadedness), reason (prudence), foresight, wisdom, martial 

skills, judiciousness and obedience of God’s Law. Through his personal qualities and by the will 

of God, Darius brought 23 other nations under Persian rule. He protected Persians “from a 

(hostile) army, from famine, from the Lie!”6 Under his protection, Persian happiness continued 

unfettered and this was the condition for his attainment of God’s Grace (divine effulgence) – 

the divine sanction for his rule.7 Darius instated social order and the rule of the Law (of 

Ahuramazda).8 His subjects upheld his creeds and earned his favour and protection, or if, 

disobedient towards him and the Law,9 were duly punished.10 Thus, in Darius’s reign Persia 

feared no one. He being a Godly king,11 God willed that kingship continue in Darius’s house.12

Persepolis or Taxt-e Jamshid (Jamshid’s throne) as it is known colloquially, was the seat of 

Darius, a symbol of the Achaemenid kingship and its ideals (Figure 1-1). The construction of the 

city was blessed by Ahuramazda. There, subjects gathered to reaffirm their loyalty to kingship, 

behold the great king of Persians and bear him tribute. They would learn that respecting God’s 

Law was rewarded with happiness in life and bliss in the afterlife.

 

13

                                                             
4 In Persepolis Xerxes writes (lines 15-27) (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: XPf ("Harem inscription") n.d.):  

 The city was developed and 

“Xerxes the King says: My father was Darius; Darius's father was named Hystaspes; Hystaspes's father was 
named Arsames. Both Hystaspes and Arsames were both living, at that time – thus to Ahuramazda was 
the desire -- Darius, who was my father, him he made king on this earth. When Darius became king, he 
built much excellent (construction).”  

5 (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: DNa (Naqsh-e Rustam) n.d.) 
6 (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: DPd (Persepolis) n.d.) 
7 (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: DPe (Persepolis) n.d.) 
8 (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: DSe (Susa) n.d.) 
9 (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: DNa (Naqsh-e Rustam) n.d.) 
10 (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: DNb (Naqsh-e Rustam) n.d.) 
11 2. (3-5.) Darius the King says: Ahuramazda is mine, I am Ahuramazda's. I worshipped Ahuramazda; may 
Ahuramazda bear me aid. 
12 Xerxes the King says (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: XPf ("Harem inscription") n.d.):  

Darius had other sons, but -thus was Ahuramazda's desire- my father Darius made me the greatest 
[mathišta] after himself. When my father Darius went away from the throne, by the grace of Ahuramazda 
I became king on my father's throne. When I became king, I did much that was excellent. What had been 
built by my father, I protected, and other I added other buildings. What I built, and what my father built, 
all that by the grace of Ahuramazda we built. 

13 Xerxes says (Achaemenid Royal Inscriptions: XPh ("Daiva inscription") (Persepolis) n.d.):  
And among these countries there was a place where previously demons (daiva) were worshipped. 
Afterwards, by the grace of Ahuramazda I destroyed that sanctuary of demons, and I proclaimed: 'The 
demons shall not be worshipped!' Where previously the demons were worshipped, there I worshipped 
Ahuramazda at the proper time and in the proper manner. And there was other business that had been 
done ill. That I made good. That which I did, all I did by the grace of Ahuramazda. Ahuramazda bore me 
aid until I completed the work. 

http://www.livius.org/man-md/mathishta/mathishta.html�
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expanded by Darius and his successors until the fall of the Achaemenids at the hands of 

Alexander the Great in 330 BCE. 

In the following centuries, Persepolis would again become a significant national symbol 

attracting an ever-growing number of visitors. 

 

Figure  1-1 General view of Persepolis in the 1930s. Photo courtesy of The Oriental Intitute, Chicago University, Cat. 
AE-477 

Shiism and the battle of Karbala 

The passing of Prophet Mohammad (632 AD) brought a succession crisis to the Muslim 

community. He had assumed a unique position where political and religious authorities 

converged in his person. The majority – Sunnis or the followers of the Prophet’s Tradition – 

sought to follow the established custom: the new leader was to be chosen from among the 

Prophet’s Companions and through consensus. A minority disagreed, contending that the 

rightful successor had been appointed by the Prophet in 632 AD during a sermon at Ghadir-e 

Khumm, where he had nominated his cousin and son in law, Ali Ibn abi-Taleb. This group came 

to be known as Shiites (followers) of Ali. To Shiites, leadership was a divine right bestowed 

upon the house of the Prophet, Ali and his male descendants. However the Sunnis prevailed, 

and the Sunni-Shiite rift has persisted to the present. 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
You who may live hereafter, if you should think 'Happy may I be when living, and when dead may I be 
blessed,' have respect for that law which Ahuramazda has established. Worship Ahuramazda at the 
proper time and in the proper manner. The man who has respect for that law that Ahuramazda has 
established and worships Ahuramazda at the proper time and in the proper manner, he both becomes 
happy while alive and becomes blessed when dead. 
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In 680 AD, the fifth Caliph was succeeded by his son Yazid who, some chroniclers claimed, was 

an openly anti-Islamic and immoral caliph. His accession to power was contested by a number 

of people who refused to take the oath of allegiance, the Bay’at (ceremonial hand-shaking as 

sign of public endorsement). Prominent among them was Hossein, Ali’s son and the Prophet’s 

grandson. He was persuaded by the people of Kufa (in Iraq) to travel from Arabia to Kufa to 

lead a revolt against Yazid. He was abandoned by the Kufans and, in Moharram (October) of 

680 AD, Hossein and his family and companions (among them, 72 men) were intercepted in 

the plains of Karbala and during a ten-day battle all men were beheaded. Shiites contend that 

Hossein was the rightful and impeccable caliph and the infallible Imam (religious leader) with 

the power of prophecy. Thus his actions, including his martyrdom, have traditionally been 

construed as deliberate decisions in order to make a point about saving Islam from being 

contrived by the powerful. Accordingly, the battle of Karbala was a supra-historical event that 

signified, forever, the war between good and evil and “the victory of blood over sword,” 

guaranteed by redemptive suffering. Today Hossein’s tomb in the city of Karbala is one of the 

most revered Shiite places (Figure 1-2). 

 

Figure  1-2  Shrine of Hossein, Karbala-Iraq 2009. Photo courtesy of Ali Rafiei, Fars News Agency, 2009 
(http://www.farsnews.net) 

Each year, the battle of Karbala is commemorated among Shiites and Ashura (the tenth day), 

the day of Hossein’s martyrdom, is the climax of a significant religious mourning, known as 

Moharram rituals. The Moharram rituals bring a temporary suspension, ranging from ten to 
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forty days, to the everyday life of cities. They comprise regular nightly processions with 

chanting, self-flagellations (and often mutilations) the circulation of religious symbols, religious 

sermons and the distribution of consecrated food, and often culminate in a Shiite Passion Play 

known as the taziyeh, the length of which may vary between three to twelve days. In this 

period, the otherwise quotidian sites in the city reveal a sacred aspect and yet retain a 

connection with the material social structure of their setting. The Moharram rituals are the 

hallmark of the Iranian Shiite tradition, and although their form and composition has changed 

through time, their roots arguably go beyond the institution of Shiism to pre-Islamic practices 

and mythology of the country.14

Since 1502, when Shiism was enforced by the Safavids as their official religion, it has become a 

potent source of political and national identity to Iranians. Today, Shiism is the official religion 

of the Islamic Republic of Iran and its major means of political legitimation.  

 They constitute the imaginative and practical means of 

keeping the tradition alive and binding traditionally oriented social classes and political centres 

of power with particular places in cities. They thus reveal a hidden or intangible morphology of 

power within the city space.   

*     *     *    * 

 

The above myths of origin will be referred to through the terminology of identity narrative, by 

which is meant a collectively shared story conveying values and attitudes, and conditioned by 

culture and history. It will be argued that identity narratives are invoked to incite social and 

political action and to authenticate ideologies as systems of belief with a coherent explanation 

for social and political order.15 Thus the context for the acceptance of modern ideologies, such 

as nationalism and ideas such as the nation-state, has to be sought in the existing collective 

identity and pre-existing patterns of myths as identity narratives.16

                                                             
14 As is mentioned in Chapter 4, Nakash traces different practices such as self flagellation, taziyeh, Shabih Khani, and 
other performative rituals to pre-Islamic traditions of Iran and to practices of other religions including Judaism and 
Christianity. See for example (Nakash 1993), and (Hussain 2005). 

  

15 According to Bloomsbury Guide to Human Thought in social sciences (1993),  
Ideologies are regarded as systems of belief which provide a coherent and relatively consistent 
explanation of a given social or political order, or a programmatic vision about how to achieve a new 
social or political order. They usually have core conceptions of human nature and philosophies of history 
which explain how we got where we are and where we should now go. Used in this way an ideology 
means a simplified (and sometimes simplistic) political philosophy, doctrine or world-view (or 
Weltanschauung in German).  

16 In other words, the same discourse could also be utilized to justify or reject an existing political order, and, as 
chapters in this thesis demonstrate, it is possible, even likely, that identity narratives may be constructed on the 
basis of ideological precepts. 
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The multifaceted character of Iranian identity and its potentially problematic encounters with 

modernity – a Western conception of national identity within the confines of the nation-state 

and their subsequent socio-political ramifications – are much discussed by scholars in the fields 

of Iranian history, philosophy and sociology but lie outside the focus of this thesis.17

Throughout this thesis, it is argued and demonstrated through case studies that the extent and 

depth of cultural continuities and ideological manipulations becomes clear through the 

analysis of the process of place-making. This interpretation questions an existing 

constructionist (or Instrumentalist) school of thought, exemplified in the works of Eric 

Hobsbawm, which posits nations as elite fabrications, and “national traditions” as inventions 

intended to perpetuate false consciousness and, by extension, to dominate the masses.

 While 

acknowledging debates in the above areas, this thesis focuses on dominant socio-political 

ideologies of political establishments in recent times and their relationship to pre-Islamic and 

Shiite identities, as contextualizing frameworks for its arguments.  

18

There are few texts that analyse place-making comparatively in terms of the relationship 

between different, and at times, conflicting aspects of collective identity in Iran. There are 

even fewer that consider the idea of homeland as an instance of place-making and examine it 

through representational sites such as the National Museum of Iran. This thesis responds to 

that apparent shortcoming. Furthermore, from within the discipline of architecture, there are 

a handful of scholarly works focussing on Iran that posit architectural objects (monuments, 

 Such 

continuities and ideological manipulations become clear in the analysis of place-making, where 

the relationship between collective identities and place may be examined through the fissures 

of political conflict. The approach taken throughout this thesis historicises and contextualizes 

the above identity narratives and unravels their relationship with places and mechanisms of 

power.    

                                                             
17 The problematic is often cast in terms of the incompatibility between tradition and modernity. Tradition is, in 
turn, usually characterized by religious (Islamic) and mystical (Sufi) aspects of the Iranian culture. On the basis of the 
incompatibility between tradition and modernity, some commentators have articulated a schism within the cultural 
and historical perception of Iranians, a schism between the inertia of a congealed tradition on the one hand and the 
demands of progress imposed by (Western) modernity on the other. Darius Shayegan’s Cultural Schizophrenia 
(Shayegan 1992) exemplifies this position. Others, mostly Traditionalists, have totally rejected the idea of modernity 
as an “inversion,” an anomaly in human history, and have advocated a complete return to a pre-Renaissance ethos 
and the renewal of tradition. A very influential figure in this discourse is Seyyed Hossein Nasr and a good example of 
his work is (Nasr, Knowledge and the Sacred 1989). From within the current Islamic establishment of Iran there are 
ideologically motivated discourses that consider the Islamic-Shiite aspect of Iranian culture as its authentic part and 
reject both patriotism and the ideology of nationalism as either peripheral in Iranian identity or altogether 
inauthentic Western imports. A clear example in this direction is: (Islam Political Research Group (The Human 
Sciences and Cultural Studies Research institute) 2002). Finally, there is a growing “conciliatory” strand of 
scholarship that neither considers tradition and modernity as mutually exclusive, nor seeks to reduce Iranian 
identity to Shiism or the country’s pre-Islamic past. A good example of such work is: (Ahmadi 2005). 
18 For similar positions see (Hutchinson 2004), (Hutchinson 2001) and (Smith 1999, 10-20).  
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architecture, and the city/sites) as crystallizations or appropriations of twentieth century 

modern nationalist ideologies, in contradistinction to an Islamic tradition, whatever the latter 

may imply. 19

The analysis of place and its relationship to identity narratives and their mutual relationship 

with political ideologies may be usefully conducted through the following key concepts.  

 These works seem to be dominated by a reductionist tendency, which equates 

place with site and collective identity with political identity, hence tending to embed identity 

and history within empirical entities of sites. This is tantamount to essentializing place. In these 

texts, sites are often equated with places, and posited as having inherent meanings according 

to which they can participate in socio-political discourses, trigger change, instigate protest or 

initiate social critique. In many instances, this thesis will show that in congruence with ideas of 

critical cultural geographers such as Kay Anderson (Cresswell 2004, 28), the reverse is true – it 

is the web of social relations that produces the meaning of site as place. This is in congruence 

with arguments of Seamon, Thrift, Massey, and Pred that place is not to be understood in 

terms of stasis and boundedness, but rather as the outcome of a process that extends beyond 

the confines of a particular location or site (Cresswell 2004, 50). It is also demonstrated in this 

thesis that although places are historically contingent – Allan Pred points out (Cresswell 2004, 

34) they are layered with and therefore accumulate history – they are not inextricably bound 

to sites (geographical locations). Political discourses are projected upon sites and their prior 

meanings, to construct a new place that may then be utilized for political action. Sites do not 

possess fixed or essential meanings through which they might instigate anything of their own 

accord. Sites, buildings and locations do not, cannot, constitute origins.  

Key Concepts 

Generally, necessary theoretical concepts are discussed in their appropriate place in the 

context of each chapter. However, there are a handful of key concepts pertaining to place-

making and collective identity, which are used throughout the chapters, and are defined 

below.  

                                                             
19 There is a growing body of scholarship that relates architecture and urbanism to historic-political discourses in 
other cultures. For example refer to (Bastéa 2000), (Moravánskzy 1997), (Schwarzer 1995) and (Miller Lane 2000). 
Few Iranian authors, however, make sufficient reference to any of these works so as to acknowledge a comparative 
context. 



44 Introduction 

 
Identity 

A thorough theorization of identity as an abstract concept is beyond the focus of this thesis. 

However, here identity is seen as both internal and relational. It refers to a sense of continuity 

within the self, which is nonetheless achieved in relation to encounters with others, the rest of 

the world. It is, therefore, an internal sense conditioned in relation to external events. Identity 

connotes a sense of continuity, a semblance of permanence, underpinning self-constancy 

(Ricoeur 1985, 246), a coherent self-imagination, in the face of change. Following Paul Ricoeur, 

identity is taken to convey a narrative aspect – the identity of historical agents, he posits, is 

constituted through narrative – a narrative identity (Ricoeur 1985, 246). In this sense, identity 

is constituted practically, through actions, and discursively, through narration. The identity of 

both individuals and communities may be seen as coalescing in narratives that emerge from 

their encounters with the world and “that become for them their actual history” (Ricoeur 

1985, 247). While narrative identity is produced through socio-political action, it also becomes 

the context for meanings of subsequent actions (Carr 1986, 147). In this light, identity suggests 

a process of constant change and reproduction. It is, nevertheless, possible to identify broader 

and somewhat trans-historical patterns of narrative with changing content, which bound and 

differentiate a community from others. These are exemplified by, but are not limited to, myths 

of descent, such as the myth of Karbala, and are referred to here as identity narratives.  

Identity Narrative  

Identity narrative in this thesis connotes a complex story of a people or cultural group. It brings 

together people, places, events, and other smaller stories and myths, in a narrative structure 

recognizable to the people concerned and with which they can identify collectively as we. 

Identity narratives are stories emanating from an historico-cultural tradition, potentially 

invoked as allegories, and incorporated in the production of identities and their politics. They 

are actualized through a combination of different means – specifically designed rituals and 

material symbols and sites within which rituals are performed.20

                                                             
20 As a symbiotic term, identity narrative also denotes the coincidence of two separate conditions, namely, identity 
or as argued below, identification and narrativity. Identity narrative is not so much about truth as it is about self-
imagination, as evident in the following observation by Brown (Brown 2006, 742):   

  

Collective identity narratives are fictive histories. While they are largely constructed from experiential and 
putatively historical data, they tend not to be comprehensive, consistent and precise, but to contain 
lacunae, imprecisions and non-sequiturs. (Brown 2006, 741) ... Collective identity narratives will always be 
constrained both by authors’ understandings of what constitutes a reasonable and plausible story, and by 
the expectations and counter-narratives of their co-authors and audiences.  
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The concept of identity narrative incorporates the myth of ethnic descent, addressing “where 

we come from,” and the myth of election, explaining “why we are elected above others,” with 

ethno-history.21 These are concepts articulated in Anthony Smith’s writings, however, the 

terminology ‘identity narrative’ is deployed in part, to overcome the following ambiguities in 

Smith’s terminology. Firstly, it is difficult to separate different types of myth from one another 

as, for example, a myth of descent is often intertwined with that of ethnic election and 

necessarily involves degree of ethno-history in linking the present community to its origins. 

Secondly, the ‘ethnic’ component in all these composite terms could be misleading, 

particularly in the context of poly-ethnic communities such as Iran, as it may seem to dissolve 

internal differences within an otherwise bounded community. Thirdly, as Thomas H. Eriksen 

observes (Eriksen 2004, 53), there are instances of myths of origin that are not ‘ethnic;’ where 

myths sustain other kinds of corporate entities, such as religious communities not bound by 

national boundaries.22

The use of the terminology of ‘Identity Narrative’ avoids such complications while emphasising 

the narrative aspect, which reinforces the idea that myth is constantly changed and 

reproduced by people according to the given circumstances they face. 

 In this light, the term ‘ethnic’ has to be understood as encompassing a 

broader community of allegiances and origins.   

Site/Place/Inscription  

As already mentioned, a distinction between site, as empirical entity bound by physical 

location in space, and place as the culturally conditioned imagination of site, is maintained 

throughout this thesis. Tim Cresswell summarizes the Genealogy of Place (Cresswell 2004, 14-

51) identifying at least three different approaches to understanding and researching place 

(Cresswell 2004, 51). First, there is a descriptive or ideographic approach, which is concerned 

with the description of distinctive, particular places understood as geographical locations. 

Second, there is a constructionist approach, by which places and their particularities are 

considered as instances of more general social processes, such as Capitalism, that dominate 

social relations. Thus, place is again seen as a particular instance of a general condition. Third, 

                                                             
21 The myth of ethnic descent connotes “accounts of the time and place of the community’s origin, while myth of 
election elevates a community above its surroundings through “a conditional promise of continued divine favour in 
return for constant observance of divine commands and ceaseless performance of a singular moral and ritual code” 
(Smith 1999, 15-6). Ethno-history, on the other hand, is the multi-stranded, changing, and contested memories and 
understandings of community members of their past (Smith 1999, 16). 
22 Erikesn further argues that myths need not to be ancient in time, as in the origins of a people, to consolidate the 
community. Rather they may narrate more recent events such as a major war or revolution (Eriksen 2004, 54). 
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there is a phenomenological approach to place, which seeks to define the essence of human 

existence as being in Place. 

Place, as conceptualized in this thesis, is not bound by any single one of the above three 

approaches. Examples throughout forthcoming chapters will demonstrate that places are 

experienced and imagined (phenomenological) and yet they are produced through socio-

historical processes. They are often located in a site, but they may also transcend a site or 

even, in some cases, become site-less (atopic, Chapter 3). As Setha Low summarizes after 

Stuart Rockefeller: places “are not in the landscape, but simultaneously in the land, people’s 

minds, customs, and bodily practices” (Low 2003, 15). 

Similar to identity, place is constituted relationally. This is to say, a place is perceived in a web 

of relations that connects other places, societies or communities, human activities and their 

cultural settings. Thus, an Iranian homeland, similar to a Shiite neighbourhood, may appear 

deceivingly insular, but is in reality constructed in relation to perceptions of other homelands 

and neighbourhoods.23

In summary, place, which is often relied on as a reference for national identity is itself 

constructed through the process of inscription, and is historically conditioned, subject to 

change, and thus unstable.

 On the other hand, building on Lippard’s description of place as 

historically layered (Cresswell 2004, 40), this thesis will demonstrate that places are both 

historically contingent (Cresswell 2004, 34) and traditionally rooted. Such rootedness bestows 

upon places a characteristic of traditions – a semblance of permanence and immutability. 

Produced through human relations, places are the result of human actions, but in what 

resembles a feedback loop, they condition those actions. Thus, actions and places are mutually 

produced. 

24

The term inscription has been used by anthropologists to describe the act by humans of 

writing their presence on their surroundings, which indicates the process of ascribing meaning 

to localities, the transformation of space – what is known here as site – to place (Low and 

Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003, 13). My use of the concept inscription is inspired by the following 

 Inscription conjoins a site with identity narrative. The term 

inscription is utilized to emphasise that place is constructed through a process – not only is 

place constituted and experienced through imagination and in time, but it also has multiple 

origins and cannot necessarily be affixed to a single site.  

                                                             
23 Cresswell writes about this relationship in Cronon’s examination of Kennecott (Cresswell, 2004, p. 43).  
24 Speaking of inscription is also congruent with Doreen Massey’s notion of place as where objects, bodies and flows 
come together – as an event (Cresswell 2004, 40), and therefore in a constant state of flux or becoming. 
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conversation between Socrates and Protarchus  (Plato 1994) where Socrates argues through 

metaphors of the scribe and the painter to examine, memory, perception, opinion and 

imagination: 

Memory and perception meet, and they and their attendant feelings seem to me 
almost to write down [inscribe] words in the soul [propositions about objects] ... 
[Imagination is] The painter, who, after the scribe has done his work, draws images in 
the soul of the things which he [the perception scribe] has described.  
[Opinions stem from these propositions and images]. 

Just as opinions in the above stem from propositions and images, place – through inscription – 

comes from the empirical experience, its narration and imagination.  

Collective Imagination   

Before explaining the meaning of Collective Imagination in the context of this thesis, it is 

necessary to note that there is a well established field of scholarship concerning the 

relationship between memory and identity, and memory and place or architecture. This thesis 

will not be concerned with memory, which is thoroughly discussed in other scholarship, such 

as that of Eleni Bastéa (Bastéa 2004). The point of departure for this thesis is that, while 

memory and imagination often work in tandem, memory is produced from imagination. 

Memories, correct or false, are among other things, that can be engendered by narratives 

(Strange, Gerrie and Garry 2005, 239), which are in turn, underpinned by imagination. Given 

that this thesis is focussed on inscription, the emphasis on imagination rather than memory is 

more in accordance with its objectives.  

As previously stated, the constitution of places – inscription – is an imaginative process, which 

involves identity narratives and their actual experience within a site. Here, imagination is 

understood as the power that,  

combines cohesiveness and diversity ... [that] runs together a number of different 
themes and distinctions, some very general in scope and some quite specific, easily 
relatable and habitually thought in relation to each other, but such that a systematic 
relation among them seems teasingly hard to establish (Sparshott 1990, 6).  
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Imagination underpins identity narrative, as it combines different events, places and times 

within the same narrative discourse.25

In light of the above concepts, as will be demonstrated within the thesis, four constituent 

elements of Collective Imagination can be distinguished. They are: textual references, 

designating oral and written narratives; performative actions, designating patterns of 

movement, performances and rituals within a site; spatial interventions, designating any 

tangible physical transformation of a site pertinent to signification, and finally, political 

colligation, designating an intentional overlaying of the meaning of a site with an ideology that  

invokes pre-existing (traditional) identity narratives, and serves specifically to further political 

legitimation.  

 In this thesis, the particular imagination that connects 

sites to identity narratives underpinning inscription will be referred to as Collective 

Imagination.  

The above elements of Collective Imagination have been used and emphasised, often 

separately, in anthropological research on inscribed spaces. Textual references, for example, 

reflect a capacity on our part to “construct perceptions and experience place,” which as Low 

and Lawrence-Zúñiga note in Locating Culture (2003, 16), is a subject treated in the works of 

anthropologists such as Keith Basso, Steven Feld and, in a different manner, Marina Roseman. 

The category of performative actions, on the other hand, is related to the notions of embodied 

space as a space or site “where human experience and consciousness take on material and 

spatial form” (Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003, 2) and as developed in the work of Nancy Munn 

(the notion of “spacetime” as “symbolic nexus of relations produced out of interactions 

between bodily actors and terrestrial spaces” (Munn 2003, 93) and, following her, Stuart 

Rockefeller who investigates the role of movement patterns in the production of place (Low 

and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003, 6). In addition to obvious architectural implications, spatial 

intervention also acknowledges the construction of landscape as the process of “imbuing 

physical environment with social meaning” (Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003, 16). Finally, 

political colligation is the cause of and indexical of the proliferation of contested sites or 

spaces. Political colligation acknowledges the capacity of sites to “communicate through 

condensed meanings, especially as they are activated through the drama of political events” 

(Low and Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003, 19) as explicated in the work of Hilda Kuper. It is also through 

this element that social conflict unfolds and social memories are constructed, leading 

                                                             
25 Ricoeur notes (Ricoeur 1991, 147): “Still in a Kantian vein, we should not even hesitate in ascribing the 
configurating act [of synthesising elements of a story and the application of a unified temporality] to the productive 
imagination.”  



Introduction 49 

 
ultimately to the monopolization of public spaces and the domination of memories (Low and 

Lawrence-Zúñiga 2003, 22).  

Throughout this thesis, it will be demonstrated that inscription comprises the tangible and the 

intangible, the permanent and the transient.  

Research Methodology 

As an interdisciplinary research, this thesis draws upon diverse sources in architecture and 

anthropology, nationalism, Iranian history and museology. It brings together research 

methods, theories and information, some of which may have been suggested or discussed in 

isolation in separate fields. The following text is the result of extensive research, data 

collection and analyses, since 2003, in Iran, Australia, and the UK.  

Extensive field survey and data collection was undertaken during numerous field trips in Iran 

to Tehran, Shiraz, Marvdasht (Persepolis) and Pasargadae, Kerman, Mahan and Bam. The data 

gathered there was supplemented by those collected in previous trips to Kashan, Naeen, 

Zavareh, Esfahan and Yazd. In the course of these trips, interviews were conducted with 

officials and ordinary people and later analysed. An extensive film and photographic archive 

was compiled for further analysis. These analyses benefited from established methods in the 

fields of curatorial studies, architecture, anthropology, and visual sociology. They were also 

enriched by comparative studies of and in museums in London, Oxford, Cambridge, Canberra, 

Sydney, Melbourne, Tehran, Shiraz and Persepolis. 

Both as a supplement to and a critical assessment of library references and primary sources, 

complete archives of early twentieth century periodicals including Kaveh, Iranshahr, and Iran-e 

Bastan were examined. In addition, archival research was undertaken in the British Museum, 

the National Library and Archives of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Library of the National 

Museum of Iran, and the Iranian Centre for Ethnographic Research.  

In constructing its broader theoretical framework, this thesis is informed by many sources and 

authors including the following: on nationalism, national identity, and history this research in 

informed by the works of Eric Hobsbawm, Anthony Smith, Benedict Anderson; on historic 

monuments, Françoise Choay; on urban planning and architectural design history, Françoise 

Choay David Van Zanten, and Gwendolyn Wright; and on urban and social history, Richard 

Sennett to name but a few. 



50 Introduction 

 
For conceptualizing Iranian history in the period of its focus, in addition to classical works such 

as those by Fereydoun Adamiyat and Nikki Keddie, this work is also informed by more recent 

texts including those of Homa Katouzian.  

In its examination of the Islamic tradition and Traditionalism, among other sources, the thesis 

draws on Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s writings.  

In addition to such references, Persian texts of the nineteenth century and before, including 

relevant parts of Tabari’s Annals, Forsat Shirazi’s Asar-e Ajam, Hasan Fasa'i’s Farsnameye 

Naseri were consulted. Furthermore, classical texts such as Herodotus’ Histories, texts by 

European travellers and orientalists such as Jean Chardin, George Rawlinson, Samuel 

Benjamin, Madam Dieulafoy and James Rich were also consulted as primary materials.   

The Emerging Field of Scholarship 

As mentioned at the beginning, there are only a handful of texts that may be interpreted as 

examinations of the relationship between sites and identities in Iran and these have taken a 

different approach to what is proposed in this thesis.  

 

In her PhD thesis, Mina Marefat (1988) focuses on architecture and urbanism of the early 

twentieth century. There, Reza Shah (r. 1925-1941) is portrayed as the ‘benevolent’ monarch 

of an omnipresent state that enforced nationalism as its official ideology and top-down 

modernization as its central project. The thesis submits that the advent of the Pahlavi dynasty 

(1925-1979) marked a decisive shift within the Iranian society and its cultural ethos, a break 

from tradition and a weak state, to embrace modernity and institute a powerful central 

administration. Modernity and consequently new identities were brought into the country and 

superimposed upon an Islamic context and often invoking pre-Islamic traditions. This shift was 

orchestrated through a comprehensive plan, which transformed the fabric of cities, invented a 

raft of new institutions and their public architecture, and initiated a modern private 

architecture. Furthermore, along with founding modern education and its necessary 

institutions – such as the University of Tehran – members of the elite in the Pahlavi 

establishment instituted the modern profession of architecture in the country. The cultural 

and architectural “protagonists” of this scenario were all supported by the real political hero, 

Reza shah himself. Transformations in architecture and the very definition of cities (their 

fabric, transportation system, and urban and institutional spaces) are contextualized by 



Introduction 51 

 
examining the architecture and urbanism of the Qajar period, a period that was by implication, 

stagnant and decadent. The thesis points out that even after large "urban renewal” projects of 

the 1870s, carried out in Tehran by Nasser od-Din Shah Qajar (r. 1848-1896), the city retained 

its essentially traditional fabric. However, during the Pahlavi period, a new institutional style of 

architecture was devised that incorporated both modern techniques, and ancient, often pre-

Islamic, Iranian motifs unearthed through archaeological digs. This architecture communicated 

the state ideology and was a tool for public education. Similarly, in other aspects of the city 

and in private architecture, the profound shift caused by modernity was legislated, 

constructed, and thus demonstrated. The other side of this construction was the demolition of 

the traditional city fabric. Older parts of the city centre and symbolic structures such as Takyeh 

Dowlat, in which Moharram passion plays took place (for more on this refer to Chapter4 in this 

thesis), were demolished, thus the reader could conclude that memory of the old and 

backward country was to be replaced with its new image.    

Although a ground-breaking work for its time, the Marefat thesis is not flawless. This 

impressive survey is limited by a narrow and (now) arguably dated definition of architectural 

history characterized by a description of the appearance of buildings and the identification of 

their creators. Marefat announces from the start that her thesis is not meant to examine the 

relationship between architecture, monuments and the city fabric on one hand and the 

changing soicio-cultural and political context on the other. However, this is to the detriment of 

her work. Although the thesis usefully examines the relationship between power, culture, and 

politics, it fails to demonstrate how this relationship worked, instead relegating it to the work 

of political scientists, historians, and economists. In the final analysis, despite its remarkable 

breadth or perhaps because of it, the thesis remains limited in depth and analysis.   

 

In 2005, in a very similar book (initially a PhD dissertation) Mostafa Kiani examines the very 

same topic (Kiani 2005). This book in many ways agrees with Marefat while making no 

reference to the precedent set by her thesis. However, Kiani attempts to relate architecture to 

a socio-political and technological context, as interpreted under his (implicit) Islamist ideology. 

The two works (Marefat and Kiani) are similar in scope, but Kiani makes some effort to present 

more archival material in considering political and legal processes that consolidated the 

transformation of Tehran’s urban fabric and its architecture. Despite this, the book only barely 

ventures beyond theoretical assumptions regarding the politico-cultural context of Iran and 

offers little more than a morphological analysis of architecture and the city. Similar to Marefat, 
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Kiani considers architecture as the register for cultural and political change, except that in his 

narrative Reza Shah is not the hero but the villain. His core assumption is that the 

modernization project of the Pahlavi period was a foreign conspiracy engineered to produce a 

decisive break with the Iranian Islamic tradition identity, a break Kiani laments. Emphasizing, 

but not establishing, the parallels and similarities between Reza Shah’s rule and those of his 

contemporary Fascist governments in Europe, parallels reflected in architecture and urbanism, 

Kiani portrays Reza Shah as the conduit for Western domination over Iranian culture. To Kiani, 

the “imported” style of this period’s architecture fulfilled a functional purpose: it reflected the 

Pahlavi ethos, characterized by “Westoxication,” an ideological term connoting “both 

intoxication –the infatuation with the West, and infection, the poisoning of [sic.] 

westernization of an indigenous culture” (Hanson 1983, 19).26

 

 Thus, sites (architecture, 

monuments and cities) embody this ideological content aimed at the destruction of authentic 

(Islamic) Iranian identity and cultural tradition under the guise of nationalism. The “anomalies” 

caused by the “imported” architecture and urbanism of this period, Kiani claims, still plague 

Iranian cities, their architecture, and the urban culture of their inhabitants. Despite apparent 

attention to a broader socio-political and historical context, the book fails to clarify the 

relationship between that context and architecture with sufficient depth and beyond broad 

ideological statements. Thus, complex relationships are explained away as superficial 

comparisons (Reza Shah –Mussolini) and in terms of simplistic dichotomies: Pahlavi 

modernization was against tradition; it was bad because it was a foreign conspiracy against 

Islam and Iranian culture; tradition (without clear definition or the explication of historical 

reasons for its change) is good because it pertains to Islamic precepts.  

Also produced in 2005, Talinn Grigor’s PhD thesis relied among other things, on notions of 

invented tradition (Hobsbawm) and historic monument – an objective ensemble invented 

following the Industrial Revolution and objectified via historical distanciation, artistic 

appreciation, and deliberate preservation (Choay 2001, 14,20,39,84) – to designate and 

critique “propaganda architecture” of the Pahlavi era as exemplified in five popular tomb-

                                                             
26 Westoxication is the English translation of Gharbzadegi, a term initially coined by Ahmad Fardid, the Iranian 
Heideggerian philosopher (a cultic figure among some intellectuals, although he produced no writings) but truly 
popularized by the Iranian dissident writer Jalal Al-i Ahmad through his book Gharbzadegi (Westoxication or 
Occidentosis). In Occidentosis: A Plague From the West (Al-i Ahmad 1984), Al-i Ahmad laments the loss of Iranian 
cultural authenticity under the aegis of Shiism due to the influence of the West, Western Machinism, an influence 
facilitated by an Iranian ‘Westoxicated’ elite. For a contextual reading of the term in the intellectual milieu of Iran 
see: (Hanson 1983). 
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shrines. 27 These are structures commissioned by a group of (establishment) intellectuals who 

oversaw and implemented the modern discourse of heritage in the country. Four of those 

structures belong to classical poets of Iran and the last, rather anomalously, is that of the 

Orientalist couple Arthur Upham Pope and Phyllis Ackerman.28

Grigor’s approach is rigorous, perhaps better theoretically informed and more nuanced than 

the other two. Much of her thesis is focussed upon the politico-historical causes behind the 

inception (invention) of the monuments she studies. However, on significant propositions, 

such as the assumption of a dialectical and even dichotomous relationship between modernity 

and tradition, the use of history for political legitimation, the initiation of a new discourse of 

identity during Reza Shah’s reign, and the dubious assumption that cultural and dynastic 

changes must be conterminous, these three writings concur. Compared to previous works, and 

following Hobsbawm’s Marxian and constructionist framework, Grigor ascribes a more 

qualified role to Reza Shah; it was the political and cultural elite of the society, the 

intelligentsia, who conceived of the discourse of heritage as a project of high culture and in 

collaboration with their foreign counterparts – Orientalist art historians, archaeologists, and 

architects. Reiterating the established equation by scholars of nationalism, between the 

nation, progress (as the hallmark of modernity) and heritage, Grigor provides a sketch of the 

early twentieth century discourse of heritage and its political context. Accordingly, that 

discourse was initiated and pursued by a group of intelligentsia under the aegis the Society for 

National Heritage (hereafter SNH). In a post-colonial vein, this research usefully elaborates and 

contextualizes the architecture of Pahlavi monuments in the relationship between domestic 

discourses of power and international debates and discourses on Orientalism, art history, and 

politics of nationalism.  

 Following Marefat before her, 

Grigor asserts that the architecture of those modern monuments constituted “a vital aspect of 

public instruction, its public presence in urban centres served to create, define, and frame a 

normative and canonical sense of history, aesthetic value, progress, and modernity.” In other 

words, monuments, as sites, participated in the discourses of identity and socio-political power 

in modern Iran. Avoiding “getting inside people’s heads,” as she puts it, her principal position, 

then, is that architecture as artifact is itself potentially a form of social resistance and capable 

of triggering “alternative socio-political realities” (Grigor (a) 2005, 13,14).  

                                                             
27 Hobsbawm writes (Hobsbawm 1983, 1):  

‘Invented tradition' is taken to mean a set of practices, normally governed by overtly or tacitly accepted 
rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by 
repetition, which automatically implies continuity with the past. In fact, where possible, they normally 
attempt to establish continuity with a suitable historic past.  

28 By anomalous I mean that the essential focus of this chapter seems to deviate into gender studies without 
enough prior contextualization.  
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There are, however, some misinterpretations of historical and political relations. The central 

argument of the thesis is that (Grigor (a) 2005, 3),  

Modern Iran’s relationship to its cultural heritage was equated to … its … fastest 
corridor to a … modernity … its essential ideological justification for the political … 
reforms aimed at territorial integrity and national homogeneity. Iran’s cultural heritage 
… was modem Iran's political raison d’être. 

While one might agree with the last suggestion as a universal proposition not limited to Iran, it 

is also true that historic monuments, as a subset of cultural heritage, were activated as 

symbols for socio-political change. However, throughout her thesis, Grigor conflates cultural 

heritage with, and ultimately reduces it to, historic monument. Following this reductionist 

interpretation of cultural heritage, Grigor fails to recognize its intangible aspects, as well as the 

impact of long-standing traditional patterns in the Iranian discourse of modernity. The latter 

problem stems from her uncritical subscription to Hobsbawm’s Constructionist position, 

although even Hobsbawm acknowledges the specific case of the Safavid Empire as proto-

nationalism, as Iranians “felt themselves different from neighbouring peoples or states” 

(Hobsbawm 1990, 69). Importantly her thesis appears oblivious of some preceding scholarship 

in the same field with regard to the SNH, for example, Marziyeh Yazdani’s work (2001), which 

cogently addresses a closely related topic in her introduction to a volume of archival 

documents, or Mehdi Hodjat’s thesis (below). Grigor argues that modern discourse of heritage 

– understood as monuments and sites – began with the SNH in early 1920s, while according to 

documents and records, the discourse of heritage, which begins with surveys, indexes, and 

some basic measures of preservation, could be traced back to the period of the Constitutional 

Revolution (1905-11), if not to the previous century.  

Furthermore, although Reza Shah’s rule was despotic and even arbitrary (discussed in Chapter 

2),29 and cultural heritage (in the above sense) was appropriated to authenticate his rule, 

nevertheless, political and cultural programs for territorial integrity and national unity – the 

nation-building project – had begun long before the inception of the SNH. In fact, such 

programs were conceived in response to pressures exerted from other nation-states and to 

counteract, among other things, Pan-Turkist and probably pan-Arabist ideologies that 

harboured specific animosity toward Persian cultural traditions and language.30

                                                             
29 Arbitrary rule is a term used by Homa Katouzian to denote a system of rule with no “law and politics in the 
normal sense of the term” and where personality and personal attributes of leader (ruler) determines the course of 
action (Katouzian 1995, 6, 8). Refer to the following chapter for more explanation. 

 Thus, there 

was an existential threat that required politico-cultural responses and programs. They did not 

30 See for example (K. Bayat 2008). 
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simply appear as an Orientalist idea combined with a despotic whim for sustaining absolute 

power. Nor were they simply the elite attempt at inventing a tradition and promulgating a 

false consciousness to, presumably, dominate the Muslim masses.  

Grigor also simplifies the issue of architectural style in the Pahlavi period by suggesting the 

existence of “Muslim forms,” which could be “co-opted” into “canonical modernism.” Here, 

not only does the thesis imply a dichotomy between Islamic and pre-Islamic traditions of Iran, 

but by suggesting that ideas of Iran and a distinctive Iranian community (later nation) were a 

purely modern construct, she lumps together all Muslim peoples from different geographical 

and historical backgrounds. This position is untenable, as evidenced in the current political, 

cultural and architectural differences, and even animosities, among different Muslim nations. 

Certain ambiguities therefore remain: did the modern cultural ethos (the Pahlavis) constitute a 

complete break with pre-existing cultural traditions of the land? Was Iranian nationalism a 

completely modern invention with no cultural and historical roots? To what extent were 

Pahlavi traditions “invented?” What exactly are “Muslim forms?” In respect of such questions, 

Grigor’s position is no less ideological than those of stern nationalists of the Reza shah period 

or their opposition in certain sectors of the Islamic Republic.  

 

Perhaps the most overtly stated ideological position is in Mehdi Hodjat’s PhD dissertation 

(1995). This is the first attempt to conceptualize the relationship between cultural heritage, 

understood as comprising material sites and artifacts (note that he makes the same mistake as 

Grigor), and officially sanctioned identity narrative after the Islamic Revolution. Its core 

assertion is that heritage objects can alter or revive people’s identities, since they contain the 

past and immutable truths. To Hodjat, heritage consists of a social function, which according to 

his interpretation of Islamic precepts is: getting admonishment, remembering resurrection, 

and believing and knowing God’s Tradition. Presently in Iran, he asserts, cultural heritage is a 

Western discourse alien to people’s Islamic identity. As such, it has failed to fulfil its social 

function, and is therefore neglected. Moreover, the discourse of heritage espoused by the 

Pahlavis has caused the loss of authentic Islamic identity. Conversely, ‘Proper’ heritage policies 

inspired by the spirit of Islam and guided by the Quran and Tradition of Prophet Mohammad 

could facilitate the revival of Islamic identity (Hodjat 1995, 53).31

                                                             
31 In this definition (Hodjat 1995, 55-6), objectness connotes both tangible and intangible heritage so long as they 
are manifested, yet in his clarifications, he limits the definition to relics and physical remains. Pastness is "a special 
sense" prompted by ageing, the incentive for dialogue with our ancestors; it is a "combined wonder, regret, 
admiration and satisfaction."  

 Through such ‘proper’ 

policies, artifacts will affect the ‘prepared’ viewer, thus revealing their hidden truths within his 
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or her grasp. Conservation and presentation should aim towards soliciting an emotional 

response and preserving the spirit of objects.  

Hodjat asserts that since the nineteenth century, the adverse influence of the West and its 

collaborators, the ruling elite and intellectuals, caused the gradual but decisive loss of Iran’s 

true Islamic identity. In the field of cultural heritage, the imposition of Western precepts, 

which glorified objects for their age-value and as material evidence of genealogy (shunned by 

Islam), replaced the meaning of heritage as patrimony with the alien notion of the historic 

monument, to borrow Choay’s terminology. Consequently, cultural heritage was seen to 

convey materialistic and political values and messages rather than the spiritual values to which 

the traditional Islamic society subscribed.32 This, he asserts, is contrary to the Islamic teaching, 

which considers the past to be alive and in unity with present and future; as a source of 

lessons, admonitions, and examples to be heeded. In order to remedy this problem Hodjat 

attempts to elaborate an Islamic connotation of the past and from there he proposes a 

definition of heritage. In a Ruskinian vein, Hodjat defines cultural heritage as “any object ... 

that has ‘aged’ ... and has human message.”33

Hodjat’s ideological position, which seems a conflation of nativism, in the sense of rejection of 

foreign cultures and the return to native culture, and ideological Islam, reflects the 

Constitution of the Islamic Republic as discussed in the following chapter. Although the 

Pahlavis and their public monuments such as the Ancient Iran Museum are criticized for being 

ideologically motivated, the thesis advocates an identical use of cultural heritage: as means for 

public instruction, and as a device for social engineering and identity construction. It is rich in 

quotations from the Koran and a few commentators, and includes a number of archival 

materials. But rather than constructing a convincing argument out of that raw material, Hodjat 

 By communicating a spiritual sense of the past, 

cultural heritage, he claims, facilitates people’s dialogue with their ancestors. Heritage, as 

mentioned above, contains a hidden truth about immutable Divine traditions and conveys 

criteria for people’s actions; thus, it has an educational-spiritual function perceived primarily 

through emotions. Artifacts are part of the life of societies and those that “better deliver their 

message and more tangibly participate in social life” should be given priority in preservation 

and presentation. Thus, one could assume, a mosque would be much higher on the priority list 

than say, some cuneiform script inscribed on a rock in an inconspicuous place.  

                                                             
32 Using the divisive ideology of nationalism and cultural heritage as means of its implementation and the oblivion 
of people’s Islamic unity was according to Hodjat (Hodjat 1995, 88-9) in line with the European “divisive policies of 
creating smaller countries.”  
33 John Ruskin (1819 – 1900) was an influential Victorian artist, aesthetician, art and architectural critic, moral 
philosopher and social theorist. 
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produces an Islamic ideological manifesto that occasionally resembles a popular religious 

sermon. He also fails to construct a sufficient historical context for his arguments, but is 

instead content with numerous quotations from different, often dated, sources. The 

definitions of the past, history, and heritage are vague, and distinct concepts such as 

patrimony, cultural heritage, and historic monument are conflated in Hodjat’s essentially 

nineteenth century Ruskinian argument. Notwithstanding, the thesis is important for two 

reasons. First, it reflects the official stance on heritage since Hodjat was an influential official in 

the field and the founder of the Cultural Heritage Organization of Iran (refer to Chapter 7). 

Second, it identifies, although fails to articulate, the importance of the relationship between 

sites, collective identities, and daily sense-experiences of people.   

 

Alisa Eimen’s doctoral dissertation (2006) is closer than any of the above scholarship to the 

discussion of identity and places intended by the present thesis. Eimen’s focus is upon the 

transformations of discourses of identity in twentieth century Iran. She examines two 

museums, the Ancient Iran Museum and Tehran Contemporary Arts Museum, and a mosque, 

the Al-Ghadir Mosque, as places where different aspects of identity are constructed and 

disseminated. Eimen subscribes to a notion of cultural continuity in Iranian history and rightly 

suggests that modernity occurs within a context of tradition. Her approach is partly informed 

by anthropology. By positing tradition and modernity as “discursive partners” (Eimen 2006, 9), 

she endeavours to illustrate the sense of cultural continuity with reference to artistic traditions 

and rituals, suggesting that rituals are means of identification and cojoin places and identities. 

This apt observation differentiates her work from the others. However, in making basic 

assumptions about the relationship between identity and architecture and the architectural 

and urban project of the Pahlavis, Eimen adds little to the aforementioned theses. She posits 

Reza Shah as a contemporary “Builder-King” – following Mesopotamian and, perhaps, 

Persepolitan traditions – whose building projects were closely related to heritage and 

archaeological discoveries in modern Iran. From here on, her work subscribes to the existing 

consensus held by previous scholarship. In her interpretation, sites (the city, architecture, and 

monuments) were established during the Reza Shah period so as to symbolize and represent 

modernity, and with it, a homogenous, modern national identity. This modern identity, she 

suggests, was at the expense of the traditional religiously inspired identity of the nation, thus 

removing the practice of tradition from public spaces and  relegating it back into private 

realms. Since the advent of the Islamic Republic, however, the relationship was altered for a 

more religiously inspired identity. Despite the proliferation of revisionist official identities 
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which emphasized tradition (mainly understood in the religious sense) at the expense of the 

Western style modernity, a “discursive partnership” between the two (modernity and 

tradition) has persisted. This has in turn problematized identity due to the confusion it has 

engendered in some sectors of the Muslim populace: are they, we, modern or traditional? 

Furthermore, she suggests that symbolic sites, such as the Contemporary Art Museum of 

Tehran, have become transformed into “sites of resistance” where the official narratives of 

identity are subverted by the mundane activities of the particularly younger members of the 

public. By connecting identity, heritage and ritual, Eimen implies, but does not sufficiently 

explicate or demonstrate, a possible link between the temporal and intangible on one hand, 

and the tangible space of a monument or site on the other hand. Furthermore, she suggests 

that identity is fluid but people stabilize it by affixing it to places. It is tempting, however, to 

ask: what happens if place is itself fluid? Would that jeopardise identity? Furthermore, Eimen, 

like many others, conflates place and site, equating the former with the latter; and this is a 

position the present thesis avoids. 

 

The brief survey presented above shows that the existing scholarship constitutes a consensus 

despite the differing political and ideological concerns. Either they are based on some similar 

assumptions, for example Grigor and Marefat, or represent the flipside of the same coin, for 

example Kiani and Marefat. According to that consensus, cultural heritage, which is falsely 

reduced to objective monuments, was the alibi for producing the modern Iranian nation-state. 

Monuments (sites) have an ideological content and an educational, indoctrinatory function; 

they somehow embody meaning and history, and potentially incite people into collective 

action. Furthermore, perhaps with the exception of Eimen, they suggest that sites are a-priori 

to identity and politics, although Grigor at times seems to be ambiguous about this, as the 

transcript of her interviews in her thesis suggest.  

Beyond these specific texts, and in the majority of the existing scholarship concerning Iranian 

history, politics and identity, two major modes of authentication for successive Iranian states 

are identified: pre-Islamic identity and culture with a glorious history of the country, and its 

Islamic identity and culture with its achievements in the Islamic world under the aegis of 

Shiism. They were used intermittently or, often, concurrently to legitimate the system of rule 

and the social structure and relations it engendered. The novelty of this thesis is that its focus 

examines, in an interdisciplinary manner, these two ideologically and politically significant 

aspects of Iranian culture and identity in terms of place and place-making, relating them to the 
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notion homeland. The analytical framework of inscription makes it possible to compare, relate, 

and analyse the pre-Islamic and Shiite aspects or strands of identity in relation to places. 

Furthermore, the concept of inscription relies upon and demonstrates the internal evolution of 

traditions rather than casting change in terms of clichés of tradition versus modernity (in their 

absolute sense) or explaining them away as invented traditions or the product of 

‘conspiracies.’  

This thesis is also differentiated from the above scholarship in its approach toward the 

relationship between places and identity from an architectural perspective. As the above 

survey shows, in most instances objects and artifacts are taken as the repository of history or 

identity and somehow vested with an agency by which they would be capable of triggering 

change, instigating protest or even initiating a social critique. Architecture is, in this respect, 

assimilated to other modes of socio-political discourse. This reifies the relationship between 

place and its context, by ignoring or reducing the complexities of social relations and historical 

events that are outside of but essential to its meaningfulness. Here, rather than emphasizing 

the physical entity of architecture or a site, the concept of inscription suggests a flexible 

imaginative and perceptual process. Inscription is to a certain extent independent of the 

empirical reality of the site; it occurs regardless of the site being authentic or fabricated, 

permanent or temporary. Through concepts of inscription, Collective Imagination and identity 

narrative, this thesis represents a shift away from the existing scholarship, and focuses on the 

process of place-making within the previously mentioned parameters. It will demonstrate that 

ideologies support particular interpretations of collective identity, and ideologues colligate and 

construct identity narratives to ultimately emplace them in sites (such as heritage sites or 

representational sites of museums) as tangible symbols of legitimacy. However, that very 

process of inscribing these heritage and representational sites produces places that are highly 

unstable and fluid. 

In summary, the present thesis departs from this consensus in three respects: firstly, in making 

a distinction between place and site, a distinction through which monuments become part of 

the process of place making, and do not embody fixed meanings or intentionality; secondly, in 

that it actually examines the process of imagining places, rather than uncritically subscribing to 

existing scholarship on imagining nations and identities; finally, it considers homeland as an 

instance of place, which is to say that for a given collective, homeland is inscribed as analogous 

to any other place they would inscribe. 
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Thesis Structure  

This thesis is structured in three parts and nine chapters. The first part consists of introductory 

texts: the present Introduction and Chapter 1, which provides an historical context as well as 

demonstrating the analytical value of the key concepts discussed earlier in this Introduction.  

Some case studies in the thesis have been discussed by others, including myself, from different 

positions, but never in a comparative relationship. Two of those cases, Persepolis and the 

Moharram rituals, represent the two dominant aspects of Iranian identity: pre-Islamic identity 

evidenced in historic monuments and material culture on one hand; and Shiism with its 

intangible inscription and its rituals. It was from the Pahlavi’s ideological emphasis upon the 

former that ideological Muslims inferred a negligence of and indeed animosity to Islam, which 

they sought to remedy by promulgating an Islamic identity. 

The second part of the thesis concerns broader processes of place making with reference to 

pre-Islamic and Islamic (Shiite) identities in Iran. In chapters 3 and 4, two dominant modes of 

Collective Imagination, based on pre-Islamic and Shiite collective identities and their modes of 

inscription are established along with their connotations for a notion of homeland. This is done 

through the prisms of Persepolis, the ceremonial Achaemenid (550 – 330 BCE) capital, and the 

rituals of Moharram. The results are then compared and summarised in the following chapter 

(Chapter 5) as a context for the third part of the thesis (chapters 6-8) in which, the National 

Museum of Iran (est. 1937) is analysed to reveal its different meanings and connotations for 

the notions of nation and homeland. A further detailed content of each chapter follows. 

Chapter 3 represents a microcosm of the rest of the thesis. Through the prism of Persepolis, 

which epitomises the problematic of inscription and identity narrative in Iran, the formation of 

a pre-Islamic Collective Imagination and its relationship to place and ultimately homeland is 

examined. The vicissitudes of Persepolis through its long history illustrate that the site of 

Persepolis has been the subject of multiple inscriptions, while certain cultural patterns and 

traditions have persisted.  

The chapter begins by theorising the relationship between inscription, identity narrative, 

nation, culture, and imagination with reference to commentators such as Eric Hobsbawm and 

Ross Poole. Its focus will then examine the relationship between site and text, (citation) 

following Artemis Leontis’ notion of topography, to suggest that place may become atopic, it 
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may become deterritorialized, residing in text and survive the extinguished site.34

Grounded in this introduction, different inscriptions of Persepolis and their implications for a 

conception of homeland are elaborated by schematising the site’s history into three stages, 

namely the site as a living capital (515-330 BCE), as an atopic place (before 205 AD till 1600s), 

and finally as historic monument (from 1600s to the present). Throughout the chapter 

processes of inscription and formations of Collective Imaginations and identity narratives are 

examined in detail to demonstrate that meaning is grounded in tradition, which is to suggest 

that place, while mutable, is necessarily understood with some reference to preceding cultural 

traditions and bears a sense of continuity. The chapter exemplifies the central argument of this 

thesis, that human actions, historical consciousness, tradition and environment coalesce in 

place. Therefore, ideological battles are actualized in the production and contestation of 

places, as explicitly established in the Islamic Republic and Pahlavi interpretations of the 

meaning of Persepolis as place.   

 Following 

this, the site of Persepolis and the history of its inception are described, leading to an outline 

of aspects of the site’s significance as heritage in contemporary Iran.  

Chapter 4 is dedicated to examining the formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination and its 

mode of inscription, the Karbala inscription, through the myth of the battle of Karbala and its 

commemorative rituals. The chapter is structured in two parts. 

The first part introduces Shiism, discusses its roots and political potentials. It will then examine 

the myth of Karbala and its associated commemorative rituals that have developed through 

time, leading to the formation of a ‘Karbala Tradition,’ a tradition steeped in mysticism. The 

elements and rituals of this tradition were synthesised in the sixteenth century (the Safavid 

period) and were at their height in the nineteenth century when ritual sites proliferated in 

cities such as Tehran (Figure 1-3). Those ritual sites, the hosseiniyeh and the takyeh, are 

examined to demonstrate that the Karbala inscription is, above all, an idea that is temporally 

overlaid upon a site and perpetuated through ritual.  

The second part of this chapter draws on the first part to theorize the notion of a Karbala 

inscription – the mode of place making through Shiite Collective Imagination. Characterizing 

                                                             
34 I first wrote this term in 2007. It is drawn out of Leontis’ articulation of topos (Leontis 1995, 19), not as denoting a 
“common citation” or “commonplace”, but as the “physical place of return,” that is, a geographical site. The term 
denotes a place’s loss of physical site, but not necessarily the loss of its attribute as commonplace in literary 
citations. I first formulated the notion of an atopic place in the first draft of Chapter 3.  
In 2009, My colleague, Marco Cuevas-Hewitt, brought to my attention the work of French anthropologist, Stéphane 
Dufoix, who deploys the same term (in the context of diasporas) to connote “a territory without a terrain” (Dufoix 
2008) – the same meaning intended in this thesis. 
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Shiism as a political movement with a sacred intent, here it is argued that the Karbala 

inscription connects the community and its politics to salvation predicated on divine 

knowledge, and is seen as embedded in religious tradition and its practices. To elaborate, the 

focus of the chapter will examine concepts of tradition and divine knowledge as identified by 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr, the contemporary expositor of Sufism and Traditionalism in Iran, and will 

refer to the Illuminationism, a Platonist school of thought founded by Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi 

(1154-1191). Platonist thought has ever since influenced the Iranian outlook and is 

incorporated into the established religious discourses. This examination reinforces the relative 

independence of identity narrative from physical entities, and that place is enacted and 

overlaid upon a physical site. 

Following on, it is pointed out that the rituals and indeed the totality of the tradition have 

been evolving and were politically colligated. It will be demonstrated that the Karbala Tradition 

simultaneously conveys sacred and profane dimensions, while it transcends empirical 

possibilities and remains irreconcilably utopian. As a result of the co-presence of the sacred 

and the profane in the Karbala Tradition and the ritual basis for its inscription, the Karbala 

inscription retains ambiguous connotations. This makes territorial demarcation fluid, and 

highly dependent upon the internal politics of the community. Consequently, there are 

profound implications for a conception of a homeland as discussed in the conclusion to the 

chapter.    

 

Chapter 5 consolidates the observations of chapters 3 and 4 and connects the second and 

third parts of the thesis. The chapter works with the premise that new ideologies often 

appropriate and regenerate already existing traditions to advance their ideological objectives 

and communicate to the people. Reflecting back on previous chapters, this chapter 

summarizes their findings in order to outline those longstanding traditional patterns that are 

pertinent to inscription, and form part of the collective cultural identity. They include: a 

metaphysical outlook; a capacity for cultural borrowing and assimilation; a specific historical 

imagination through which the past is understood in terms of heroic epochs and characters; an 

hierarchical social structure; a political system of rule predicated on sacred kingship, and a 

notion of a homeland, which is at once territorial and metaphysical. These patterns are 

frequently invoked by different groups within society to authenticate or to contest official 

identities in twentieth century Iran. These, as the second part of the thesis demonstrates, were 

promulgated by Pahlavi nationalism and the Islamist ideology of the Islamic Republic, and were 
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represented through concrete sites and symbols. The discussions and conclusions of this 

chapter contextualize the discussions on the National Museum of Iran as a site of ideological 

representation of homeland and a problematic inscription. 

 

Chapter 6 examines the history of the Ancient Iran Museum (est. 1937) as a twentieth century 

inscription under the aegis of nationalism (Figure 1-4). The AIM was part of the repertoire of 

modern, iconic buildings that signified the Reza Shah’s era of modernization and reflected in 

their architecture, symbols and visual cues of its nationalist ideology. Those buildings and the 

nationalist ideology they signified are positioned within a project of transforming the old 

imperial Iran into a new nation-state. Drawing on the previous chapter, here it is argued that 

the museum as inscription is determined by cultural traditions and practices that are 

conditioned by historical events. Behind its ostensible break with past traditions, there is the 

continuation of the aspirations of secular modernists of the nineteenth century to regenerate 

olden times and preserve an Iranian identity. In the chapter, this is designated as the Imperial 

Dream. The Ancient Iran Museum represents that regenerative attempt (self-renewal), where 

a myth of ethnic (Aryan) descent is reinforced and history is narrated as part of a modern 

identity narrative. The museum, it is argued, is meant to construct a notion of an Iranian 

homeland drawing largely on an imperial imagination and grounded in pre-Islamic identity, 

which was then, as now, intertwined with Islamic identity. However, similar to the Karbala 

inscription, that notion remains ambiguous, transcendental, and utopic. It was utopic in that it 

aspired to an idealized Iran, with a ‘purified’ culture and people, which were achievable 

through no practical measures other than adherence to a nationalist ideology.  

To demonstrate this argument, the museum is grounded in two interrelated contexts: firstly, 

its politico-ideological context, which describes the process of the museum’s inception through 

the interaction of domestic and foreign factors, and its intellectual background, referring to 

the role of the intellectual elite in the museum’s inception. Secondly, it examines the urban 

context of the museum, the impact of the history of the site, as a modern locality in Tehran, 

upon the inscription of the museum.  

The propositions about the Imperial Dream, the mutability of the site, and self-renewal, are 

examined in detail through the museum’s architecture and its curatorial narrative. The 

architecture is demonstrated to be an ‘empty vessel’ similar to other Beaux-arts designs 

elsewhere, for example in Indo-China. The curatorial narrative is informed by a notion of 

historical progress and Darwinian evolutionism. In its totality, however, the museum is 
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arguably ambiguous and lends itself to multiple connotations, and thus concurrently produces 

different places. 

Chapter 7 examines the Islamic Period Museum, adjacent to the Ancient Iran, and as part of 

the contemporary constitution of the National Museum. This museum was inaugurated in 

1996 to house the Islamic collection within the previous museum. The building was originally 

designed for the Ethnography Museum (discussed in Chapter 6), but was refurbished for the 

Islamic Period. Critics of the Pahlavi ideology considered the Ancient Iran Museum a concrete 

expression of Pahlavi hostility toward religion, an attempt to glorify the Pre-Islamic past at the 

expense of the country’s Islamic heritage. This chapter demonstrates that the advent of this 

museum is related to the ideological transformations of the Islamic revolution. Rejecting the 

implications of an Imperial Dream, the ideologues of the Islamic Republic set up their own 

version of utopia, which is identified in this chapter as the Spiritual Dream. This represents an 

ideological revision of the notion of a territorial nation-state. In this light, the Islamic Period 

Museum is interpreted as the inscription for an ideological attempt at self-renewal and a 

representation of Islamism. The museum is an example of the mechanism by which tradition is 

reified and used as a communicative vessel for ideology. 

The chapter begins by providing an historic-political context for the ambiguous ideology of 

Islamism. The ambiguity is the product of the mixture of incompatible elements of Islamic 

unity, Islamic authenticity, and Traditionalism, brought together and communicated through 

symbols and vocabulary of the Karbala Tradition. The theoretical discussions are grounded in 

concrete examples from ideologically induced transformations in daily life. Then, more 

specifically, the heritage policy of the Revolutionary establishment is examined, using Mehdi 

Hodjat’s thesis, and in relation to the preceding characterization of the revolutionary ideology 

as ambiguous. This establishes the context for a deep examination of the Islamic Period 

Museum. 

The following section examines in detail the architecture and curatorial narrative of the 

museum. It describes the ambiguities in interpretations of its architectural typology with 

reference to the historical precedents it invokes, and their implications for inscription of this 

museum. The focus of the chapter will then consider a detailed examination of the curatorial 

narrative, and a number of the museum’s exhibits, including a general map of ‘Islamic lands’ 

and the centre piece of the museum: the Koran Manuscripts Exhibition.  

Chapter 8 reflects on the National Museum of Iran (The Ancient Iran Museum + Islamic Period 

Museum) to examine the relationship between inscription, homeland, and ideology, as 
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represented in the two components of the museum. The focus of the chapter will analyse the 

implications of spatial interventions – transformations of the site of the two museums – after 

the Islamic Revolution on the inscription of the National Museum. By way of comparison, the 

mandate of the two museums is compared with their curatorial narrative and their reception 

by the visiting public. While in the Ancient Iran Museum the a nationalist agenda is evident, in 

the Islamic Period Museum the relationship between the idea of a nation-state, cultural 

authenticity, and political legitimation in the Islamic Republic is discussed and problematized. 

Through the arguments in the chapter, it is demonstrated that the National Museum of Iran 

reflects the ideological contestations of the twentieth century. Rather than mending the rift 

between pre and post Islamic eras of the country, the museum, perhaps inadvertently, 

emphasises a decisive rift between the two. As such, it remains a conflicted place, which is 

then taken as indicative of a deeper and unresolved identity crisis in the official discourses of 

culture, and, possibly, in the society at large. 

Chapter 9 The thesis will conclude by reflecting back on the findings of previous chapters to, 

firstly, reinforce that place is culturally conditioned and is therefore not a fixed notion and,  

secondly, argue that within each culture, the conceptions of place, being grounded in tradition, 

change gradually and through long periods of time. In other words, there is a semblance of 

continuity in place and a memory that is invoked to contest the existing place. New ideologies 

that seek mass following will inevitably construct new places by negotiating and invoking the 

old ones, thus basing the new place upon pre-existing traditions. Finally, while national sites 

such as Persepolis and the National Museum participate in the construction of places, and in 

particular, a conception of homeland, the idea of a homeland is not reducible to territory and 

contains a metaphysical aspect.  
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Figure  1-3 The Hosseiniyeh of the Citadel of Bam (ruined in the devastating earthquake of 2003) 
during the Moharram Mourning Period. Photo courtesy of Bam Cultural Heritage Research Foundation. 

 

 

 

 

Figure  1-4 The Ancient Iran Museum (1937) Main Facade. Photo courtesy of the National Library of Iran. 



Chapter 2  Topomania: Inscription in a General Historical Context 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The future of religion in Iran is just as uncertain as it is in most modern countries. The 

Shia [Shiite] religion has hardly any chance of renascence. A mystic creed appealing to 

imagination no less than to emotion, the Shia [Shiite] cannot grow in the adverse 

atmosphere of modern life. As a strictly national creed of a small nation, it has not the 

prerequisites to survive in a world where at least ideas show an increasing tendency to 

universality. Under these conditions the Shia creed will for a time continue to be dear 

to the masses of the people, who in it will find shelter from the hardships of life, as they 

have done for centuries. Most of the educated classes have outgrown the traditional 

faith, and as modern education widens its sphere of influence, the result cannot be 

doubted ... It is not altogether impossible, but very unlikely, that the wheel will be 

turned back... (Haas 1946, 168) 

Professor Haas, Adviser to the Ministry of Education in Tehran   
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This thesis is not an historical account of contemporary Iran; however, since collective 

identities and inscriptions are constituted through historical processes, the focus of the thesis 

draws on history, as it does on ideological discourses, to contextualize discussions on 

inscription and homeland in general, and on the National Museum of Iran in particular.  

The following historical account is also intended to demonstrate the analytical value of the key 

concepts of inscription, identity narrative and Collective Imagination. It begins from the 

vantage-point of the Islamic Revolution of 1979, looking back to the events in the nineteenth 

century when, as this thesis demonstrates, the origins of the National Museum of Iran are 

located, and progresses to the twentieth century. The following historical narrative 

contextualizes the case studies and chapters presented in this thesis.   

The Revolution of 1979 

The Iranian Islamic Revolution of 1978-9 (hereafter the Revolution), consisted a significant 

ideological shift in recent history of the country.1 At the heart of its movement was an Islamic 

ideology (Islamism), ostensibly under the aegis of Shiism, and with a Shiite identity narrative as 

means for mass identification. Its rapid domination, however, perplexed observers of Iran, as 

just a few years before, the country was proclaimed by the Pahlavi Shah to be at the “Gates of 

the Great Civilization.”2

                                                             
1 There were different groups of people involved in the Revolution and with different ideologies, ranging from 
Tudeh Party Stalinists, to religious conservatives and many secular people in between. I nonetheless refer to that 
Revolution as ‘Islamic’ for the simple reason that the leaders and organizers followed an Islamic ideology; most of 
the protests were arranged in relation to religious calendar and in most instances following religious slogans and 
forms. In a curious way then, it is immaterial what each individual really thought they were doing, as they were 
practically participating in an Islamic Revolution. 

 Ostensibly, the country had exhibited signs of modernization and 

progress and was rapidly Westernizing. The political system, although autocratic, was 

nonetheless secular by contemporary standards. There were signs of social transformation in 

people’s appearances (costumes, speech, material possessions, and lifestyles) and in the social 

structure: certain classes had developed in accordance with new modes of industry, 

commerce, and economy inspired by contemporary Western modes of thought, and promoted 

by the government. Many people either received modern state-sponsored education, or 

obtained government scholarships for Western universities. Official cultural and economic 

policies were heavily slanted toward a combination of nationalism and Westernization, and 

this also percolated down to the everyday life, much to the dismay of the traditionally oriented 

2 The notion of the Great civilization was a “vague notion of an alternative utopia” and “a legitimating myth 
developed as part of a top-down ideological project, known as the White Revolution (see: The Pahlavi Ethos). It 
denoted the Shah’s “conception of a new order which would successfully amalgamate monarchical tradition with 
'modernity': a monarchy based on the support of a grateful and liberated peasantry” (Ansari 2001, 3,13).  
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sectors of the society such as the majority of bazaar merchants. Within this context, the 

rupture of a revolution that sought to reinstate “authentic Islamic values” and rejected the 

existing socio-political status quo on that basis appeared anachronistic. A widespread popular 

unrest flared up in early 1978 and the Revolution took hold in a very short space of time. 

Within a year, Mohammad Reza Shah, the second Pahlavi king was deposed (11 February 

1979). The Pahlavi dynasty was extinguished, and the Revolution was victorious. The 

consequence of the Revolution was the re-conception of Iranian places and reconstruction of 

identities.  

The Revolution, and the social transformations it induced, which are discussed by way of 

examples in this chapter, have to be seen in the context of the events of the previous decades 

and century as it brought to the fore existing socio-cultural fissures within the Iranian society. 

Avoiding historical details about the origins of the Revolution, some of its ideological aspects 

and their consequences are highlighted, firstly with reference to the Constitution of the Islamic 

Republic, secondly, by examining the question of adjusting collective cultural identity as a 

central agenda of the Revolution, an adjustment that became evident on a broader popular 

scale, and finally, by referring to the political position of Rouh-Allah Khomeini, the 

revolutionary leader, and contextualizing both his actions and the revolution in a deeper 

historical context. These examples reveal the relevant aspects of the Islamist ideology for this 

thesis, such as a quest for authenticity, a class consciousness and trans-nationalism, as well as 

the pivotal position of Shiite identity narratives in galvanizing the mass support for that 

ideology.3

Islamism as Revolutionary ideology 

 

Shiism is the religion of the great majority of Iranians and the Constitution of the Islamic 

Republic is the legal document which reveals the ideology of the movement and the position 

of its leader. Its Preamble contrasts this Revolution with previous popular movements, the 

nationalisation of oil in the 1950s and the Constitutional Revolution of 1906-11, stating that 

they failed because of “their lack of an ideological basis” and that their failure demonstrated 

“the necessity of pursuing a genuinely Islamic and ideological line” for Revolution (The 

Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 1979 (1992)).4

                                                             
3 A scholarly example of the examination of social class in the Islamic Revolution is (Parsa 1989, 91-219). 

  

4 The text reads: 
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The Constitution does not define a “genuine” Islamic line but asserts that it supplies an 

ideological basis, and the authenticating criteria, against which social movements were to be 

measured. In turn, the Revolution, taken as the exemplary movement, is authenticated with 

reference to two interrelated elements: “genuine” Islamic ideology, and the character of the 

Leader as the expositor of that ideology. This reading of Islam and the ideology issuing from it, 

as inevitably exemplified in the person of the (Shiite) Leader, was directed against “the West.” 

The Revolution was characterized by a movement for the resurrection of “specific Islamic 

values and identity” aimed at countering “the Western assault” upon Eastern lands in the past 

two centuries by relying upon “the power of Islam.”5 Mir-Hossein Mousavi, a past Prime 

Minister, speaks for many expositors of the Revolutionary discourse when he characterizes 

“genuine Islam” as an Islam of “the poor and the needy, the oppressed, the militant Gnostics, 

authentically Mohammadan,” as opposed to that of “Reza khan [Reza shah, 1878 – 1944], 

Mohammad-Reza Khan [the Shah]6

Based on this interpretation of Islam, the Preamble of the Constitution asserts that the 

activities of revolutionaries would raise “the level of ideological awareness and revolutionary 

consciousness of the Muslim people” (The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 1979 

(1992)). The outcome was an Islamic Republic under the leadership of Khomeini.

 ... monarchical, capitalist, the painless and the well-to-do 

... in short the American Islam” (M. H. Mousavi 2004, 51). It is only this “authentic 

Mohammadan Islam” he asserts, that conveys a revolutionary ideology and leads to the 

emancipation of Muslims (M. H. Mousavi 2004, 51,54). This idea of a ‘genuine’ or ‘authentic’ 

Islam is inspired by fundamental oppositional and revolutionary characteristics of Shiism and is 

exemplified in the Shiite identity narrative of Karbala. But, while this interpretation invokes the 

timelessness and immutability of the traditional identity narrative, it is also strongly class-

based and directed against the West. Its characteristic resurrectionism implies a desire to 

arrive at “the origins of Islam and its [original] goals,” (M. H. Mousavi 2004, 50) and its trans-

nationalism is addressed to all Muslims. 

7

                                                                                                                                                                                   
[T]the Muslim people of Iran learned from this costly experience [the ’failure’ of the Constitutional 
Revolution of 1906-11 and the Nationalisation of Oil] that the obvious and fundamental reason for the 
failure of those movements was their lack of an ideological basis. [...] the struggles waged in the course 
of those movements quickly fell into stagnation due to departure from genuine Islamic positions. Thus it 
was that the awakened conscience of the nation, under the leadership of Imam Khumayni [Khomeini], 
came to perceive the necessity of pursuing a genuinely Islamic and ideological line in its struggles. (The 
Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 1979 (1992))  

 The Islamic 

Republic, as conceptualized in the Constitution, was an ideological reaction to the Pahlavi 

5 Part of a speech by M. H. Mousavi (M. H. Mousavi 2004, 49-66), the influential Prime Minister of the Islamic 
Republic, given on 2 June 1997 at the international congress on Imam Khomeini and the Resurrection of Religious 
Thought.  
6 The two successive Pahlavi Kings that ruled between 1925 and 1979. 
7 This was a foregone conclusion, since 98.2% of the public, westernized and leftist intellectuals included, voted for 
an Islamic Republic even before they knew anything about its Constitution and implications that followed from it. 
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ethos, which was deemed politically inauthentic and corrupt, and Pahlavi modes of 

identification (symbols, rituals, references, and cultural policies), which were seen as too 

Westernized, therefore alien, anti-traditional, favouring pre-Islamic Iranian identity, and by 

implication, anti-Islamic. Such a position on the part of the revolutionary establishment had 

tangible repercussions in the daily lives of people, as some examples later in this chapter 

demonstrate. 

The Revolution and cultural identity  

The cultural agenda of the Revolution corresponded to its Islamist ideology. Through that 

agenda, the Revolution was meant to inculcate Iranians and ultimately restore to them their 

‘authentic,’ thus Islamic, cultural identity, an identity that was presumably neglected by the 

Pahlavis.8

Mousavi, cited above, is a revolutionary who advocated a return to Islamic authenticity as a 

remedy to the nation’s ‘problematic’ cultural identity. In a speech in October 1991, Mousavi 

discussed the cultural foundations of the Revolution, speaking of a problem with cultural 

identity prior to 1979, an apparent “cultural schism” that resulted from discordance between 

people’s beliefs and their public personae. For him, this schism was born of a discrepancy 

between the popular identity narrative of Shiism, with which people truly identified, and the 

pressure to give the appearance of public conformity with a Pahlavi identity narrative, which 

emphasised a combination of modernity and pre-Islamic Iranian identity under the aegis of 

nationalism.

  

9

                                                             
8 The Constitution’s note on Mass-Communication Media provides a good example [my emphases]: 

 Such ‘appearances of conformity’ were manifest, for example, in a reduction of 

public expressions of religious zeal, Westernized codes of dress and appearance (suits and ties 

and shaved beards) and gender relations. Thus, he suggested, people were confused about 

their identity. Khomeini’s leadership, he proclaimed, allowed for a public expression of the 

previously hidden domestic culture and its transformation to the official culture. In other 

words, with the advent of the Revolution and under Khomeini’s leadership, Mousavi asserted, 

official and popular identity narratives could coincide or become identical – Shiism as 

exemplified in the Karbala identity narrative – and people could once again feel a sense of 

The mass-communication media, radio and television, must serve the diffusion of Islamic culture in 
pursuit of the evolutionary course of the Islamic Revolution. To this end, the media should be used as a 
forum for healthy encounter of different ideas, but they must strictly refrain from diffusion and 
propagation of destructive and anti-Islamic practices.  (The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran) 

9 According to Mousavi, there used to be a “governmental” or “official” or “street” culture that dominated public 
and official places – this was not Islamic but secular and Westernized. Countering that was what he labelled as a 
“familiar” and “domestic” culture based upon Islamic beliefs. This culture was hidden in people’s private domains, 
their homes. 
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community. This, he said, remedied the existing schism, thus producing a re-integrated and 

unified individual persona.10

The merit of Mousavi’s assertions lies in his identification of an existing cultural schism that 

predominated in large sectors of society as a result of Pahlavi policies of modernization.

 Results of the officialization of Shiite identity narrative were 

evident throughout all cultural expressions: “costumes, appearances and looks, behaviours, 

and even manners of speech [jargon],” and in bringing individual religious rituals such as daily 

prayers and fasting into the official and public domain, effectively sacralising public space. 

11

Mousavi is also correct in identifying an existing Islamic (Shiite) culture, as expressed through 

the Karbala Tradition, as a persuasive basis for the Revolutionary ideology’s communication 

 

Those policies, which appropriated pre-Islamic identity narratives for their own ideological 

ends, produced a culturally marginalized majority plagued by a sense of disenfranchisement 

and, perhaps, inferiority complex that had the potential for revolt. The problem was, in other 

words, one of a discrepant identification and Collective Imagination between that of the 

people and those advocated by the state. Although people often lived in cities that were 

becoming spatially modernized and encountered sites that were ideologically colligated for 

state ceremonies, they did not share the Collective Imagination espoused by the Pahlavi state. 

Therefore, official inscriptions, many of which were at the time based on historic sites, 

particularly pre-Islamic ones, did not register with this majority. There was a schism in 

inscriptions, which meant that this sector of the population did not share the same place with 

the state and its elite; they lived in a different place and a different homeland. That schism in 

inscription would be fully exploited by the ideologues of the Revolution, under Khomeini’s 

leadership, to imply the promise of a re-unified place consistent with the disenfranchised 

majority’s longstanding traditional patterns. 

                                                             
10  Thus, Mousavi argues that the Revolution’s cultural agenda was addressed to problems of individual, and 
ultimately, collective (religious) identity and their external expressions, which were not encouraged under the 
Pahlavis. He subscribes to an essentialist position with regard to cultural practices. Furthermore, he neglects the 
well established Shiite practice of dissimulation or Taqiyeh, which over time has deteriorated into double, even 
duplicitous, behaviours and is deeply rooted in the Iranian cultural ethos. Taqiyeh was originally permitted once one 
faced overwhelming and irresistible danger, which must differ from simple dishonesty and duplicity, as some have 
charged (Tabataba'i 1975, 224??).   
11 Homa Katouzian concurs with Mousavi that:   

It [the modernization ethos of the Pahlavis] was contemptuous ... of the existing ...traditions ... 
embarrassed by the ordinary people and their ways, and self-conscious of what Europeans might think of 
‘us’ [the ruling and cultural elite] because of ' ‘them’ [the people] (Katouzian 2000, 324-5). 

Mousavi’s essentialism notwithstanding, his observation also resonates with what V.S. Naipaul’s conversation with 
“Ali” regarding “two tribes” in the country (Naipaul 1998 [1999], 258):  

They [the Shah’s people, those wealthy, cosmopolitan and Western educated people] were about 5 per 
cent of the population. [...] the others, below, were the 95 per cent, reading Koran, Arabic – the real 
people, the masses. They had no communication with the 5 per cent. They were two tribes living in the 
country ... They resented the Islamic tradition exactly as the other group resented the Western tradition 
that was forced on them.  



74 Topomania 

 
with its adherents. As mentioned in the last chapter, the ethos of Shiism and its rituals were 

instituted by the Safavids (1502-1732) who declared and enforced it as the official religion of 

the land.12 Traditionally, the most powerful expression of Shiism was the Moharram rituals. 

Throughout Iranian Islamic history, the Karbala Tradition and its manifestation through the 

established tradition of Moharram rituals have been markers of identity, bounding and 

differentiating the Shiite community from others. Those ‘Others’, were initially the Sunnis, the 

caliphate and the Ottomans in the past, and later in the twentieth century, the Pahlavis, the 

‘imperialist West,’ Saddam Hossein, and the United States. In other words, the ingredients for 

identification with Islamism were already present in the traditional identity narrative of 

Karbala. To unite the people, Islamists only had to invoke this pre-existing identity narrative, 

utilize its existing symbols and rituals and imbue them with ideological intent. Thus, most 

protests against the Shah were modelled after the commemorative rituals of Moharram, and 

Hossein was included in Revolutionary slogans.13

The Revolution, and later the Islamic Republic, were put forward as the antithesis of the 

Pahlavi establishment. Thus, while the Pahlavis were portrayed as elitist, anti-tradition, and 

inauthentic, the new hegemony and its new jargon were deceptively populist, ostensibly 

accessible and familiar to the ordinary citizen, and projected a semblance of authenticity with 

reference to Islam. Particularly in the first decade after the Revolution (1979-89), the result of 

this ideological and perceptual shift was palpable in popular culture and everyday life as the 

following analysis demonstrates.  

 Ritual sites, particularly mosques, 

hosseiniyehs and takyehs (places for Moharram rituals discussed in Chapter 4), often served as 

points of departure and destinations for revolutionary protests. Just as the Pahlavis had 

colligated the pre-Islamic strand of identity and its identity narratives in their official 

nationalism, revolutionary leaders colligated Shiism and the Karbala identity narrative into 

Islamism. This revolutionary shift in identity narrative precipitated a shift in Collective 

Imagination. However, as this thesis demonstrates through the National Museum of Iran, 

Islamism failed to mend the apparent schism in inscription, which had separated the previous 

establishment from the people and because of which the people had felt debased or displaced.  

The revolutionary establishment had its own repertoire of role models, and accordingly, 

demanded a new public persona of people. For some people, indeed, the combination of the 

                                                             
12 For further reading on the Safavids refer to (Savory 1980). There is a host of references on the rituals of Ashura 
and their evolution and place in the Revolution that is discussed in Chapter 2; two other useful reference for this are 
(Aghaie 2004, Milani 1988). 
13 For example, authentication with the Karbala Tradition is evident in this chant (Panahi 2004, 141,172): “Our 
uprising is Hosseini, our leader is Khomeini” or “Ashura, Ashura, our national uprising!”  
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revolutionary atmosphere, and encouragement by the new establishment, nuanced and 

transformed their perception and expressions of their own identity. For the time being, 

Mousavi’s re-integrated and unified individual persona (above) was apparently experiencing a 

return to his or her Islamic origins as there were many overt, often voluntary, expressions of 

devotion to religion and its rituals among ordinary people.  

Ideological demands of the revolutionary establishment, and its persistent dissemination of a 

sanctioned identity narrative, congruent with Shiism, became apparent in domains that were 

more private. As the Pahlavi cultural policies were rejected, so were their revered pre-Islamic 

heroes and kings disregarded and even shunned. In their stead, role models were chosen from 

among religious Icons, such as Ali and Hossein, the first and third Imams of Shiism, and Fatima, 

the Prophet’s daughter and Ali’s wife, and other less-known characters of religious legends. In 

harmony with that official trend, among the newborn, there was a flurry of Islamic (Arabic) 

names. Rather than names such as Dariush (Darius), Kouroush (Cyrus) and Atoussa, which 

were fashionable during the later Pahlavi years but were now seen as inauthentic, many 

newborns were named religious figures, some of them less well-known in the past, such as, 

Maysam, and Somayyeh.14

Collective expressions of the Shiite faith were heavily promoted. The ethos of Shiism and the 

Islamist ideology dominated official and public spheres, suppressing alternative narratives and 

modes of identification. Officially enforced transformations in collective identity were most 

apparent in public personae, codes of conduct in public and public appearance – in decorum. 

The combination of a quest for authenticity, traditional revivalism and Islamic militancy was 

reflected, rather formalistically, in most aspects of daily life from hairstyles to outfits down to 

the daily rituals of greeting, composed increasingly of rustic or peasant phraseology. Official 

communications, for example, began either with Besmehi Ta`ala (In the Name of God the 

Eminent), or Besme-Allah al-Rahman al-Rahim (In the Name of God the Compassionate, the 

Merciful), followed by Salamon-Alaikom (Peace be upon you, a terminology barely used before 

Revolution but which was common among the clergy). The formalist and mandatory 

mentioning of the name of God Almighty at the beginning any opening was taken to an absurd 

level such that, in one instance, on the evening news, when a farmer was asked about the 

fertilizer he used, the reply came: “Besme-Allah al-Rahman al-Rahim; Pishkil!” (In the Name of 

 

                                                             
14 Iranians had traditionally named their children after certain adjectives of God, such as Abdolkarim (abdol=the 
servant of + karim= the all-giving God), Shiite Imams and their families such as Ali, Hossein, and Mehdi. But this new 
wave was significant in its concentration of second order heroes of religious narratives. Thus, it could be argued, the 
new wave of names signified something other than the old tradition of appellations. 
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God, the Compassionate, the Merciful, sheep dung!). The following day, this brief interview 

was circulating as a joke.15

There were, also, shifts in the protocols of formal social encounters and dress code. In the 

early decades of the twentieth century, Reza shah had abolished traditional titles which 

designated the old class system. Instead, people were referred to as Mr and Mrs followed by 

education or administrative titles (such as Mr. Dr. Shadman). In its place, the Islamic Republic 

instated an apparent religious egalitarianism, characteristic of ‘liminal’ states. People were 

addressed as Brother and Sister, a religious jargon, which also recalled the soviet ‘Comrade.’ 

The Western style suit and tie, which was mandated by Reza Shah was now seen as a sign of 

‘Westoxication.’

 

16 Instead, there was a different, still Western, attire of simple, often militia-

style pants and long-sleeve shirts over them. Women too had to observe the mandatory 

Islamic dress code, which covered their hair and bodies. This was a reversal of Reza Shah’s 

policy of mandatory removal of the chador, the traditional long cloth that covered women.17 

Pockets of resistance were quelled with threatening chants of ya roosary-ya toosari – either 

the scarf or a smack over your head – followed by action on the part of the Islamic militia and 

revolutionary guards. Similar shifts towards religiosity became apparent in aspects of everyday 

life. In Tehran, for example, one gradually witnessed the appearance of signs for ‘Islamic’ 

kebab and sandwich shops selling ‘Islamic’ sausages and soft drinks such as Zamzam – name of 

a well near Ka’ba in Mecca, which is said to have miraculously produced water.18

Under the revolutionary establishment, past symbols of collective identification were rapidly 

and hastily replaced with new, ideologically and religiously inspired sets of symbols. Perhaps 

most significant of all was the total erasure of the traditional Iranian symbol and Coat of Arms, 

the “Lion and Sun” from the national flag and replacing it with a set of crescent shaped figures 

which suggested “There is but one God, Allah” (La Ilaha ella-Allah), the phrase uttered upon 

conversion to Islam as rite of passage (Figures 2-1 and 2-2). Sculptures of the Coat of Arms, 

 There was a 

mutual endorsement and confirmation of such transformations between a sizeable share of 

the populace and the officialdom. 

                                                             
15 This absurdity descended into a kind of fetishism with regard to the title Allah. As a sacred name, Allah (God 
Almighty) had to remain free of all contamination. This affected the spelling of names. Often Allah was replaced 
with A..., so composite names with an Allah component, such as Abdullah (the servant of God), were spelt 
“AbdulA...” Further to this, in many government offices, boxes appeared on the wall that were dedicated to 
collecting Asmaa’eh Mobarake, the Sacred Titles, designations of Allah. 
16 Refer to Introduction, Footnote26. 
17 For more on Reza Shah’s policy in this regard, see: (Chehabi 1993). 
18 Of course, such change of name was partly due to patent laws, but more importantly, it signified the rejection of 
anything Western. 
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which decorated the gateway to the grounds of the National Assembly, were removed.19

Such a state-enforced process of social engineering and identity construction would lead to 

new sets of Collective Imaginations and their related inscriptions, as on a multitude of scales, 

sites were being renamed and re-imagined: the name of the country was revised from Iran to 

the Islamic Republic of Iran, thus highlighting the Islamic ideology at the foundation of the 

country. Cities with names that could be construed in association with the idea of monarchy 

were also renamed. For example, Kermanshah was changed to Bakhtaran because it had shah 

(king) in its composition and Shahi (initially Ali Abad and renamed Shahi under Reza Shah in 

1935) was changed to Qaem-Shahr (Qaem= the title of the hidden Shiite Imam + Shahr = city). 

Public places within cities, iconic places and names and street names were also changed. 

Pahlavi Avenue, a major artery founded by Reza Shah, which connects north and south of the 

city, was renamed Vali-Asr (the Lord of Time- title of the Hidden Imam.

 

Similarly, the Red Lion and Sun (the Iranian equivalent of the Red Cross) was replaced with the 

Red Crescent and given its Arabic appellation, Hilal Ahmar (Figures 2-3 to 2-5). 

20

For practical reasons – the revolutionary situation followed by a long war of attrition prompted 

by the Iraqi invasion (1980) – the Islamic Republic did not immediately embark on constructing 

its own monumental sites.

 The Qajar’s 

Toopkhaneh (Artillery) Square, which had been renamed Sepah (in honour of Reza Shah as the 

commander in chief = Sardar Sepah) was once again renamed Imam Khomeini and the 

Shahyad (The King’s Monument) Roundabout with its iconic monument was renamed Azadi 

(Freedom, Figures 2-6 to 2-8).  

21 Furthermore, for reasons discussed in Chapter 4, the Islamist 

ideology in the Shiite context could effectively appropriate most of the existing structures and 

monuments as representational sites by adapting them to new uses and, where appropriate, 

overlaying them with text and image.22

                                                             
19 They have only recently been returned and after the erasure of the Sun and the Crown from their above. 

 Thus, in a feverish sacralisation and purification of 

spaces, sites were either colligated through a change of function, physically transformed, or 

else they were erased. The large lawn in front of Tehran University’s library, a place where was 

often used for students’ sporting activities, was transformed into the site for Tehran’s Friday 

20 This artery was for a short time renamed Mosaddeq (the Leader of the Movement for the Nationalisation of Oil) 
but that was quickly reconsidered. 
21 The physical structure and appearance of the city did not change. Perhaps the major structural change 
attributable to the revolutionary ideology is the proliferation of, firstly mosques, and then other religious and ritual 
sites in cities. 
22 There was little by way of producing new sites and thus, new type of architecture. Following the Revolution, in 
April 1980, the High Council for Cultural Revolution was founded to vet students and lecturers and Islamicise the 
higher education in the land (Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution n.d.).  
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Prayers. Other sites, such as the tomb of Reza Shah were demolished, and significant sites such 

as Persepolis, came close to demolition (Hodjat 1995, 215).23

Transformations also occurred on the scale of the neighbourhood. Prior to and during the 

Revolution, religious groups and organizations that already existed in neighbourhoods, 

established their collective religious and ritual sites as revolutionary hubs charged with Islamist 

ideology. After the Revolution, those sites were further embedded in ideology and proliferated 

as centres of state power and de-facto symbols of official identification. In many instances, 

new sites were established on the grounds of confiscated properties of alleged anti-

revolutionaries. Whether old or new, these de-facto official sites were further tasked with 

collecting and distributing people, information, goods, and some services.

  

24

The general fabric of the city remained modern but, particularly in and around official 

structures, it was often layered with ideological messages. During the Revolution, city walls 

were used by different dissident factions as ideological billboards for disseminating their 

revolutionary slogans. After the Revolution’s victory, however, those walls were officially used 

to disseminate and propagate the establishment ideology: Revolutionary figures, such as 

Khomeini, martyrs, and symbolic places, such as the Dome of Rock, were painted on buildings 

and accompanied by revolutionary and religious slogans (Figure 2-9).

 For example, 

mosques became multi-purpose ‘Revolutionary hubs,’ centres to track ‘anti-Revolutionary’ 

agitations, places to distribute provisions to the public, and dispatch troops and volunteers to 

the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988).  

25

As the above examples demonstrate, the revolutionary establishment, with some public 

cooperation, attempted to enforce corporeal changes that were visible in people’s 

appearances, on a textual level – in their speech patterns, and on a performative level in their 

social encounters. Such changes were reinforced by transformations in repertoires of collective 

and national, therefore state, symbols of identification. These were the ingredients of a new 

Collective Imagination, through which sites, including the homeland, were to be perceived as 

new inscriptions. Such transformations would ultimately remould, and in the coming decades, 

problematize both individual and collective identities. Despite Mousavi’s claims (mentioned 

above), for many, the new revolutionary decorum did not mend the schism between private 

  

                                                             
23 Khalkhali, the man in charge of the commotion relates the story in his memoires (Sadeqi Guivi (Khalkhali) 2000, 
341-51). 
24 The rise of mosque building began during the latter years of the Pahlavi monarchy as the shah feared the 
communists and considered Islam as a natural barrier to the spread of their ideology. 
25 That practice still continues, although advertising and consumer billboards seem to be taking over the 
revolutionary murals, much to the dismay of ideological hardliners. 
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and public personae, but inverted it – what used to be the public identity was now private and 

hidden.  

Social transformations and the construction of identities could be usefully contextualized 

through the historical role of the Reovlution’s charismatic leadership, Khomeini, who 

significantly determined the course of events and was identified, befitting the core Shiite 

identity narrative of Revolution, as “the Hossein of his time.”26

Khomeini and the Pahlavis 

  

The ideological roots of the Revolution and Khomeini’s leadership are the series of historical 

events, beginning in the nineteenth century and ending with the second Pahlavi king, 

Mohammad Reza Shah. The Revolution’s official history identifies Khomeini’s leadership as 

early as May 1944  (Islamic Revolution Document Centre n.d.), when Iran fell under Allied 

occupation, and the abdication of Reza Shah Pahlavi provided an opportunity for expressing 

political dissent. Accordingly, Khomeini, then 42, addressed a gathering of young clerics. 

Interpreting the role and philosophy of prophecy, he emphasized the necessity for political 

awareness and leadership among the clergy. Alerting his audience to “anti-Islamic 

conspiracies,” the cause for all Muslim and Iranian ills, he emphasized the necessity for 

“insurrection following God's path” as the only way to “remedy the world['s ills]” and urged 

general uprising. Although Khomeini was a Shiite cleric, his language was pan-Islamic.  

Khomeini’s dissent had two dimensions. Internationally, he was objecting to the West, whose 

occupation of Iran was only the latest manifestation of their exercise of brute force against 

Iranians. Despite Iranian declaration of neutrality, in August 1941 Allied forces, the Russians 

from the north and the British from south, invaded the country under the pretext of the king, 

Reza Shah, being sympathetic to Germans.27 After putting up a brief resistance, Reza Shah 

ordered the end of hostilities on August 28th.28

                                                             
26 As one slogan declared (Panahi 2004, 172): “Our current uprising is Hosseini – Our Hossein in uprising, is 
Khomeini”  

 He was subsequently arrested on 16 September 

1941, and sent to exile in South Africa leaving the throne to his son Mohammad Reza (the 

27 Katouzian (Katouzian 2000, 322) ascribes those suspicions to Reza Shah’s arbitrary rule (defined in footnote Error! 
Bookmark not defined.) that made possible his reckless “continuation of the pro-German policy after the war broke 
out, and more especially after Germany had attacked the Soviet Union … [that] led to disaster.”  
28 The Allied forces finally met near Tehran in August 30 and 31 by which time the occupation was complete. 
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Shah).29

Domestically, Khomeini and his compatriots were in part reacting to Reza Shah’s exceedingly 

“arbitrary rule,” a system of rule with no “law and politics in the normal sense of the term” and 

where personality and personal attributes of leader (ruler) determines the course of action 

(Katouzian 1995, 6, 8). 

 Khomeini was also aware of previous meddling and agitations by European powers, 

including territorial designs of the past century by the British and the Russians, which as 

discussed later, had brought a crisis upon Iran’s predominantly Shiite traditions (the Karbala 

Tradition). In juxtaposing Islam against Western colonial powers, and advocating Islamic unity 

(Pan-Islamism), Khomeini pursued the activation of Islamic identity as a means for political 

resistance against foreigner and state nationalism. In this, he was arguably inspired by another 

Iranian intellectual of the previous century, Seyyed Jamal od-Din Asadabadi, whose ideas are 

referred to later in this introduction.   

30

                                                             
29 Iran was implicated in the War against her will and turned into a crucial supplies corridor for the Russian front. 
The subsequent hardship inflicted by occupation upon Iranians was acknowledged in the declaration of Tehran 
Conference in 1943.   

 But, more importantly, they disagreed with the cultural policies and 

the official nationalism of his establishment. The Reza Shah establishment espoused its own 

version of nationalist Aryanism, perhaps as a reaction to historical meddling by the British and 

Russian Empires appropriating pre-Islamic identity narratives and producing official 

inscriptions of pre-Islamic historic monuments. That emphasis on pre-Islamic identity was 

combined with a desire for modernity, which was then understood as Westernization. The 

political system became more secular than ever and official modernizing policies under the 

aegis of nationalism were enforced by the State. Signs of those policies, as mentioned above, 

became apparent everywhere – from people’s mores down to their attire and daily behaviour 

and cultural expressions. Some changes, such as a modern, Western dress code, were 

enshrined in the Law. This type of intervention with people’s speech, appearance, decorum 

The Three Governments [USSR, GB, and USA] realize that the war has caused special economic difficulties 
for Iran, and they are agreed that they will continue to make available to the Government of Iran such 
economic assistance as may be possible, having regard to the heavy demands made upon them by their 
world-wide military operations, and to the world-wide shortage of transport, raw materials, and supplies 
for civilian consumption (A Decade of American Foriegn Policy : Basic Documents, 1941-49) 

30 The concept of arbitrary rule is borrowed from Homa Katouzian. In State and Society in Iran (2000), Katouzian 
theorized three interrelated notions of arbitrary rule, arbitrary state and arbitrary society in fourteen theses 
(Katouzian 2000, 1-20). In Thesis 1, page 2, he describes arbitrary rule: 

The system of arbitrary rule was based on the state monopoly of property rights, and on the concentrated 
- although not necessarily centralized - bureaucratic and military power to which it gave rise. There could 
be no rights of property ownership in land, only privileges which the state granted to individuals (and 
some clans and communities), and which it could therefore withdraw at any time.  

Arbitrary rule is a central and recurrent concept in Katouzian’s analyses of the Iranian state and society. It is 
intertwined with notions of arbitrary state and arbitrary society, and together, they have prevented the formation 
of an Iranian equivalent of the European “state, social class, law, politics” (Katouzian 2000, 2). In such a society, 
social classes are dependent upon the arbitrary state, which is in turn, determined by the person of the ruler 
(Katouzian 2000, 4). As a result, the state and the ruler have concerns with regard to legitimation and the system is 
faced with a perpetual succession crisis (Katouzian 2000, 6-12). 
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and social settings, was further reinforced by drastic structural interventions in the urban 

fabric of the Capital and other large cities. Those interventions were intended to create new 

Collective Imaginations and inscriptions by transforming or replacing the old ones. The result 

would have been a new conception of homeland, based upon the notion of nation-state, 

predicated on powerful and centralized state administration (the omni-present state), and the 

idea of a unified (often taken as uniform) nation. The nation-state differed from the 

traditionally known systems of rule in Iran, which could be described as imperial with a mosaic 

of ethnicities. Most importantly, the nation-state was a Western concept born from 

Enlightenment ideals. 

There were sporadic revolts against aspects of the Westernizing policies of Reza Shah, which 

were brutally suppressed. By the time of the allied invasion in 1941 the King, who in the 

beginning of his reign enjoyed the support of the majority of people, had become highly 

unpopular.31

                                                             
31 Reza Shah’s unpopularity towards the end of his reign fuelled conspiracy theories. He was perceived by the 
general populace as a foreign (especially British) agent, a conspiracy theory that is still alive (Katouzian 2000, 313). 
Given the circumstances, the Iranian society would have had mixed feelings about his abdication, the misery and 
hardship of war notwithstanding. Katouzian writes  (Katouzian 2000, 323): “the Iranians’ only source of satisfaction 
with, even gratitude to, the allies was the Shah's abdication.” 

 Khomeini and perhaps other clerics found Reza Shah’s abdication auspicious as 

his cultural and administrative policies directly targeted clerical powers and social influence. 

Prior to the Pahlavis, the decentralized Qajar (1796 – 1925) system, perhaps out of compulsion 

resulting from political weakness (Moaddel 1986, 523), accorded high social status and 

political influence to the clerical class. Back then, the dominant identity narrative of the state 

and people was Shiism and was exemplified through the practice of Shiite rituals. Thus, there 

was an officially endorsed Collective Imagination through which religious and ritual sites 

constituted the major popular and state inscriptions. However, Reza Shah’s nationalist and 

centralizing policies curbed traditional clerical power and, through economic modernization, 

threatened their economic interests and those of their supporting social sectors, such as, the 

bazaar merchants. Clerical dominance was seen by Reza Shah’s establishment, as it was by the 

nineteenth century intellectuals; detrimental to the national interest – the clergy operated 

within and encouraged the traditional social system of the empire, based upon smaller ethnic 

and parochial boundaries rather than a unified nation. Quite apart from this potential social 

divisiveness, which exposed the country to the danger of disintegration and irredentism, the 

clerical cultural ethos and their supporting social system was seen by the intellectuals and the 

Pahlavi establishment as backward and reactionary. It was seen as an impediment to progress 
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and modernization, which, as will be discussed, were deemed by the establishment and its 

intelligentsia as the cure to the country’s ills.32

In part to induce transformations at grassroots, official cultural policies banned overt and 

public expressions of religiosity, particularly the Moharram rituals – they were seen as 

evidence of backwardness, divisive and detrimental to national unity, and discordant with the 

discourse of identity espoused by official nationalist ideology. This ideology was an 

intellectually romantic concept, a poetic interpretation of the ancient glories, the justification 

of present failures, and the high hopes for the future.

  

33

Homa Katouzian identifies this as Romantic nationalism (Katouzian 2002, 3), which he claims, is 

inspired by European fascism, and:  

  

...glorifies the past and sometimes the present beyond the scope of rational inquiry 
and appraisal. It proclaims hopes and aspirations well beyond the limits of existing 
socio-economic resources. It conceives of ‘the nation’ as an organic body, and 
underrates the importance of ethnic, linguistic and social divisions within it. It is 
aggressive and offensive towards other peoples and races. It is associated with 
authoritarian and dictatorial government.  

According to Katouzian (Katouzian 2000, 324) this romantic nationalism was a product of,  

firstly, [...] intellectual awareness of the nationalist ideas and history of Europe; 
secondly, [...] an intellectual awakening to ancient Iranian history; and thirdly, [...] a 
psychology of the downtrodden, which combines - at one and the same time - anger 
and self reproach with millenarian ideals and an exaggerated sense of self-
importance.34

In brief, the Pahlavi Romantic nationalism was one that was intertwined with modernism and 

propelled by both a rejection of the status quo and a deep sense of “self reproach” (Katouzian 

2000, 324-325, Katouzian 2001, 3-6). 

  

Thus, Reza shah’s ideology, which was emblematized in the Ancient Iran Museum, and his 

establishment’s ethos of cultural and collective identity were, in turn, reactions to an historico-

psychological context that in the previous century had evolved from preceding events in recent 

                                                             
32 Ironically, what facilitated the victory of the Revolution and its domination by clergymen were the residues of this 
same social structure.  
33 But once instilled as the official creed, it took, in Homa Katouzian’s words, “modern technology  ... as omnipotent, 
and capable of performing miracles which would solve any and all socio-economic problems once purchased and 
installed” and regarded “traditional social values and production techniques ... as inherent symbols, indeed causes, 
of backwardness, and sources of national embarrassment (Katouzian 2000, 330). 
34 Observing the deeds and creeds of the current Iranian president, Mahmud Ahmadinejad, one concludes that not 
much has changed. 



Topomania 83 

 
Iranian history:35

Historical Background to the Pahlavis 

 the period immediately before the rise of Reza Shah to power, which was 

characterized by post World War I occupations and socio-political chaos in Iran; the early 

twentieth century Constitutional Revolution (1905-11) and its ideals inspired by Western 

concepts, and the direction and tone of reforms proposed in the nineteenth century by the 

Qajar elite and their conception of nationalism. In other words, the context of the Pahlavi 

establishment and that of the Islamic Revolution were shaped by often violent encounters 

between Iran and the West, the old empire and the new world of nation-states, beginning in 

the early nineteenth century with the establishment of the Qajar dynasty (1794-1925). 

The Qajars were among the coalition of tribes that supported the Safavids in their rule (Savory 

1980, 25, Avery, Hambly and Melville 1968-(1991), 105-6) and, after their demise, saw 

themselves as their true heirs (Kashani-Sabet 1999, 19). The Safavids, in turn, had two pillars of 

legitimation: Shiism, which they forcibly established as official religion, combined with an 

ethos of ancient Iranian culture and mythology, underpinned by a mythic conception of Iranian 

territories (refer to those listed in the Persepolis Achaemenid Inscription noted in 

Introduction). In their system of rule, religious and political authority coalesced in the person 

of the king. After the Safavid demise, the country was in turmoil and disarray. The Qajars 

subscribed to Safavid modes of authentication and attempted to restore Safavid, and by 

extension, ancient glory, which was seen mainly as the country’s territorial expanse and 

integrity, and unify its people under the aegis of Shiism. For religious authentication, however, 

they relied on the clerical hierocracy, which by that time had developed into a structure 

separate from the Court. 36

                                                             
35 Banani refers to the nationalism of Reza Shah Period as “nationalism-statism” (Banani 1961, 45). 

  

36 Mangol Bayat (1982, 22-3) ascribes this to decay in the nineteenth century of the original “speculative radicalism” 
characteristic of the Shiite sect, a decay that was brought about by the dominance of the orthodox clergy who had 
attained a grip on their followers, exercised arbitrary power of interpretation of religious text, and established an 
independent clerical institution. The dominant sect came to be known as Osouli and their rival, the Akhbari. The two 
rival schools developed with regard to the role of the clerical class and the relationship on one hand between 
religious tradition and texts, and on the other hand, jurisprudence in the present. The Akhbaris, perhaps no more 
‘progressive’ than their opponents, argued that the individual believer was capable of directly discerning and 
implementing religious creeds with reference to the Koran and the recorded tradition of the Prophet. This tendency 
was activated by the founder of the Safavids and advocated a fusion of religious and political authority under a 
charismatic ruler (the Safavid king). The Akhbari tendency “was dominant in much of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries” (Amir Arjomand 1989, 114-5). The Osoulis, however, argued for the necessity of the 
interpretation of religious texts and traditions by a learned cleric. By the early nineteenth century, the Osoulis won 
over the Akhbaris and this led to the establishment of a clerical hierocracy alongside, but largely independent of, 
the Qajar court (Keddie 1983, 582, Amir Arjomand 1989, 115). The Osouli triumph coincided with, and was mutually 
reinforcing of, the ascent of the Qajars (1794-1925), who ended almost a century of religious and political chaos 
(Moaddel 1986, 522). 
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Qajar territorial ambitions, however, did not materialize as in the first decades of the 

nineteenth century they were defeated in two consecutive wars with the Russians (1805-1813 

and 1827-1828).37

While the Persian defeats, particularly among the elite, caused a lasting lament and nostalgia 

for a powerful Iran as exemplified in its ancient mythology and history; the intellectual court 

élite, recognized that the Karbala Tradition in its existing form was faced with three choices: 

renewal, modernization which was to involve secularization, or annihilation. This recognition 

had profound socio-political and cultural implications as it provided the impetus for reform 

and modernization movements which, despite splintering into different strands, persisted well 

into the twentieth century.

 Aside from significant territorial losses, Iran was forced into economic 

concessions, penalties that loomed over the country for the rest of the century. This had 

tangible consequences for the Court and the populace alike. The discrepancy between the 

Iranian ways, dominated by the ethos of the old Shiite empire and the Karbala Tradition on 

one hand, and the demands of a modern world of nation-states dominated by economic and 

geopolitical interests of colonial powers on the other hand, was now evident: the Karbala 

Tradition, which regulated quotidian affairs of the Shiite community, as well as its political, 

economic and social structures, was metaphysical and predicated on a mystical idea of 

knowledge. However, it proved inadequate in addressing immediate social and material 

problems of people. Those problems included military defeats and loss of territory, poor 

economy, widespread injustices, and administrative dysfunctionality, all of which were 

revealed and pronounced as a consequence of the Russo-Persian wars. These were the 

apparent shortcomings of that tradition in contending with the demands of the new world 

with its different modes of collective identification and Collective Imaginations of place. The 

world of nation-states was underpinned by nationalism; borders of countries were being 

drawn and groups of people and cultures coalesced into often imposed homogenous nation-

states. In contrast, under the aegis of Shiite identity narratives, there was little feeling of 

identification with a common, bordered territorial entity – a clearly bounded and delineated 

national site – among the diverse ethnicities. The homeland was, above all, a metaphysical 

place. Thus, the Karbala Tradition was in crisis, the full extent of which would gradually 

become clear throughout the rest of the century.  

38

                                                             
37 There were other territorial disputes over Herat with the British, which contributed to further territorial losses 
and the shrinkage of Iran proper.  

 Domestic demands for change were influenced from outside, by 

revolutions, wars, and constitutional movements (Akbari 2005, 57, 60-61, Behnam 1997, 50). 

Two strands of modernizing thought became significant in efforts to emancipate Iran from her 

38 For a summary of the leading personalities and their reform ideas see (M. Bayat 1982, 133-175).  
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destitution, inflicted partly by other nation-states: one inclined toward Westernization and 

emphasised Iran’s historical greatness, and the other toward Islamic revivalism aimed at 

strengthening Islamic identity and purging religion from its perceived reactionary and static 

elements through science.39

This is not to say that people ceased to believe in the Karbala Tradition; to the contrary, for 

most of the nineteenth century, and among the broader public, Shiism remained the dominant 

mode of identification (Keddie 1999, 8-9, Bakhash 1978, 357-358). Similarly, the Qajars, partly 

through belief, but more importantly perhaps, as a matter of expediency, were staunch 

propagators of the faith and its symbols and rituals as Shiism was one of their two traditional 

pillars of legitimation. However, the other pillar of legitimation, a notion of a pre-Islamic 

identity underpinned by a Persian territory (Kashani-Sabet 1999, 21, 24), or the “Guarded 

Domains” as it was called under the Qajars, was severely undermined because of territorial 

losses. 

 The modernizing intellectuals recognized that the kind of 

knowledge on which that tradition was premised failed to absorb and respond to the historical 

change brought about by encounters with Western powers. In essence, both strands of 

thought were utopian and emancipatory and also predicated on regenerating an authentic 

collective identity, revitalizing traditional identity narratives and creating new inscriptions, and 

ultimately a new homeland.  

40

From the mid-nineteenth century, the educated elite recognized that people were oblivious to 

what they (the elite) considered the nation’s historical greatness (Vaziri 1993, 175). Aware of 

 This threatened to delegitimize the Qajars, amplifying the discrepancy between the 

Collective Imagination of an Iranian homeland, a place that existed through mythology and 

lore, and its shrinking site as the bordered territorial entity. The central problem, however, 

was that under the aegis of Shiite identity narratives, there was little feeling of identification 

with a common, bordered territorial entity – a clearly bounded and delineated national 

homeland – among the diverse ethnicities. This suggests that, just as the idea of collective did 

not encompass a national community, homeland was not inscribed as national site. The idea of 

a national homeland was inconsequential in the practices of people’s daily lives; at least until 

the beginning of the twentieth century (Gheissari 1998, 21, Vaziri 1993, 170, 175). It was the 

intellectuals who were instrumental in crystallizing the notion of nationhood and shared 

national territory and communicating it to the broader public through education and 

cultivation. 

                                                             
39 These two were not necessarily mutually exclusive. On the issue of religion, although some modernizers 
considered it a serious obstacle, other influential figures saw no conflict between being Muslim and modernizing. 
See: (Katouzian 2003, 89-91). 
40 For a detailed examination of this issue refer to (Kashani-Sabet 1999). 
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the mobilizing potentials of ancient myths of origin, they attempted to crystallize and 

promulgate an inclusive identity narrative, to transform the community of diverse ethnicities 

into a nation and inscribe a territorial homeland. In this project, they were inspired by the pre-

Islamic strand of identity and traditions on the one hand, and Western Liberalism combined 

with Romantic thought on the other (Katouzian 2003, 89). Modernization through education 

and, if necessary, enforcement, and a degree of scientism, were indispensible aspects of that 

project. To this project, the Karbala Tradition was an impediment that could be overcome 

through secularization. Secularization here connotes the “shrinking of ecclesiastical authority 

in temporal realms.”41

The secularist elite were not necessarily against Islam or Shiism. There was, however, as 

previously mentioned, a broad consensus among all intellectuals that religious dogma, the 

unimpeded influence of the clergy and the old religiously inspired habits that exacerbated 

national ills, were a barrier to the much desired social and political progress. Their project of 

“[s]trong Westernization was a reaction against the decentralized or Islamic traditions which 

[… many] saw as stultifying Iran” (Keddie 1999, 87). They sought the solution in the pursuit and 

popularization of modern, secular sciences (M. Bayat 1983, Behnam 1997, 79-82).

 

42

The secularization of knowledge, promised to displace and delimit the Karbala Tradition as it 

no longer premised worldly affairs on soteriology. This would mean that the Karbala-Shiite 

identity narrative would no longer be the dominant and totalizing narrative arc. Rather, it 

would become incorporated in a broader, national identity narrative. A Collective Imagination 

could be constructed on bases other than the Karbala rituals and religious myths, and this had 

the potential, among other things, to engender a lasting and more concrete Collective 

Imagination of a homeland. This will be revisited in Chapter 6 and in context of the Ancient 

Iran Museum. 

  

The second strand of thought in the latter part of the nineteenth century advocated the 

promulgation of Islamic unity and identity as means to cultural authenticity and fighting off 

European domination. The founder of this strand of thought in Iran was Seyyed Jamal od-Din 

Asadabadi, also known as al-Afghani, a title he assumed to emphasise the transnational nature 

                                                             
41 Daniel Bell, quoted in (M. Bayat 1983, 65). 
42 Secular science here denotes those branches of enquiry that are not dominated by prejudices of religious dogma, 
such as natural and human sciences. Chapter 2 argued that Iran was dominated by the Illuminationist mode of 
thought, which emphasised the sacred aspect of knowledge and its truth component. It explained that knowledge 
was seen to attainable through direct inspiration. 
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of his ideas.43 Asadabadi was enraged by the incompetence and corruption of the Iranian 

system of arbitrary rule, the poverty of Muslim societies and the colonialist policies of Europe. 

Like many of his counterparts, he had some knowledge of Western ideas, but also considered a 

reformed and innovative Islam to be compatible with science, blaming instead ‘reactionary’ 

elements among the Islamic clergy for the Muslim demise.44 He travelled among different 

Muslim societies igniting the debate over Islamic identity as a response to colonialism. In a 

letter to a friend Asadabadi ascribed all European developments and power to equity, 

brotherhood, freedom, the rule of law – characteristics which were lacking in the Iranian 

society – and to  the independent minds of European nations who  pursued science and 

knowledge.45 In another letter to the Ottoman Sultan, he reported on his plans to travel to 

different Muslim areas to raise funds for a movement of Islamic unity and incite Muslims to 

religious war (Jihad) and religious uprising.46

                                                             
43 Asadabadi was an enigmatic character. Throughout Sayyid Jamal ad-Din "al-Afghani": a political biography, Nikki 
Keddie demonstrates that Asadabadi was, above all, motivated by an anti-colonial impulse. In the pursuit of that 
goal, he assumed different, and at times, conflicting positions and arguments. It is thus possible to speak of many 
Asadabadi’s that were later appropriated by different political discourses. For example, see: (Keddie 1972, 142), (M. 
Bayat 1982, 134-6, 143-8) and (Cottam 1964, 137-41).  

 While the Westernizing intellectuals sought an 

Iranian nation-state, a state based not on religion but on Iranian ethnicity and Persian history, 

44 For more on Asadabadi see: (Keddie 1972). 
45 In a letter to Haji Mastan Maraghei, dated 25 December 1887, he complains about the political system in Iran (My 
emphases):   

The total area of France is not even a third of Iran, Why is it that forty million people reside there and 500 
Korour (1/2 million) Toumans [Persian Currency] from that small piece [of land] is earned from 
republicanism and Iran with all its territorial expanse has only 8 million population ... and not even 7 
Korour Toumans? Is it anything but [the fact] that in France there is justice and equity and brotherhood 
and freedom and the rule of law [none of which exist] in Iran? And it has to be understood that all these 
developments that have emerged in Europe, all are borne by science and information [knowledge], that 
the nations of Europe out of their own good care and without demanding or expecting assistance from 
their government, have earned and because of it ... have made dependants of all Eastern nations in all 
means of life. (Khosroshahi 1972, 85) 

46 Asadabadi’s travels were in the context of the Ottoman Sultan appointing himself Muslim Caliph, and while the 
ideology of Ottmanism, was being transmuted into Islamic unity (Pan-Islamism). Ottomanism followed Turkey’s 
Tanzimat Period (1839-76) during which the traditional means of state legitimation was transformed into 
nationhood, which connoted both a clear geo-political entity, and common political culture, common individual 
rights and equity before the law, regardless of religion, were established. Islamism, or Unity of Islam, denotes 
supremacy of Muslims compared to other citizens. It was borne out of the Ottoman Sultan’s (Sultan Abdulhamid II, 
1909-1876) reaction to military defeats in the hand of Christian Europeans, especially the Russians that lead to 
territorial losses (K. Bayat, Pan Turkism and Iran 2008, 4-5).   
In Afghanistan Asadabadi planned to urge  (davat-e dini) its people to “religious war and national uprising” and to 
preach,  

in most eloquent terms, that should God forbid the Ottoman Government come to any harm, neither 
honourable (holy) Mecca will remain in piece nor the enlightened Medina dignified rather not a name of 
Islam and the tradition of religion will remain ... (Khosroshahi 1972, 107-8) 

He then planned to go to Baluchistan (province in Southeast of Iran and today shared between Iran and Pakistan) 
and then to other places to foment a widespread and popular revolt. Asadabadi was convinced that the goal of his 
anticipated uprising would be “to reinforce religion and preservation of faith and [its] ritual” for which Muslims 
would be prepared to give their lives (Khosroshahi 1972, 110). At the same time, his Egyptian counterpart, 
Muhammad Abduh wrote (in 1886):  

Anyone of Islamic faith who has a heart believes that the preservation of the high Ottoman state is the 
third article of faith after faith in God and His prophet, for it alone is the preserver of the dominion of 
religion, the guarantor of its possessions, and the religion [of Islam] has no government [sultan] except it 
[the Ottoman state]. Quoted in (Ernest Dawn 1961, 389). 
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Asadabadi’s Islamic unity pursued a Muslim superstate as the geopolitical unit for homeland 

and Islam as the basis for nationhood. However, Asadabadi’s ideas on Islamic unity did not 

predominate over the modernizing ethos of the country and, by the early twentieth century, 

domestic efforts combined with further exposure to the West led to general political and 

administrative reforms in a different and more secular direction.  

The climax of those efforts was the Constitutional Revolution of Iran (1905-11), which was 

victorious in 1906 and lasted through a period of turmoil, counter-revolutionary activity, 

foreign agitation and ultimately Russian invasion, until 1911, when the National Consultative 

Assembly (parliament) was dissolved under foreign pressure. With the advent of the 

Constitutional Revolution, Shiite identity was being acknowledged but subsumed in national 

identity; the Karbala Tradition as the main basis for identity narratives was being displaced and 

had to contend with a raft of European ideas, among which official nationalism was dominant 

(Katouzian 2003, 66,89). The term ‘nation’ evolved to acquire some secular connotations 

following the Western model, and conveyed an aspiration toward citizenry under 

representative government, based upon a secular conception of law.47

The Pahlavi Ethos 

 When the Great War 

broke out and hostile armies, including the Ottomans and the Russians, occupied Iran, 

problems of internal chaos were exacerbated and would not end until the appearance of Reza 

Khan in the political landscape of Iran. 

After the Great War, Reza Khan, an officer with the Cossack Brigade of Iran, with a significant 

military reputation, and a Journalist known as Seyyed Zia od-Din Tabatabaee (also known as 

Seyyed Zia) came to power through an almost bloodless coup in 1921.48

                                                             
47 While the initial demands on the part of the general public were limited and hardly modernizing, such as 
subjecting all members of the public to Islamic (not secular) law, the elite made some adjustments demanding the 
formation of “house of justice.” For example, prior to the constitutional movement, the term nation connoted 
religious divisions (such as the nation of Islam), however, for the modernizing constitutionalists, it acquired secular 
connotations following the Western model and implied citizenry under representative government. Similarly, the 
notion of law, was taken by the modernists to connote secular or even profane law while to the clerical faction of 
the same movement, it connote Shiite Sharia law (Akbari 2005, 83-4, M. Bayat 1983, 74). The Constitutional 
movement also resulted in the creation of a short-lived semblance of public sphere. Short-lived, as it was quickly 
extinct due to the Great War and later the 1921 Reza Khan coup (Katouzian 2003, 104-5). 

 Reza Khan became the 

Minister for War and between 1921 and 1924 (when he became Prime Minister), he had 

significant strategic and political achievements: he negotiated the evacuation of foreign forces 

from Iran, quelled rebellions, subdued bandits and enforced order and unity in the country. 

48 Seyyed Zia (born 1888-Shiraz), a pro-British politician and journalist, was briefly the Prime Minister of Iran during 
the reign of Ahmad Shah, the last Qajar monarch. Then, Reza Khan was the Minister for War. After the coup, he was 
exiled by Reza Khan and return to die in Iran in 1969. 
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Such achievements earned him respect and almost unanimous endorsement from the people 

and powerful elements of the social elite alike. The few dissenters, however, were coerced 

into submission (Katouzian 2000, 306-7,9). In 1925, he founded the Pahlavi dynasty with little 

opposition from the National Consultative Assembly (the Parliament). As mentioned, his reign 

was characterized by the institutionalization of a Romantic Nationalist ideology and a 

comprehensive program for rapid modernization and Westernization. Pahlavi nationalism also 

drew on an existing pre-Islamic identity romanticising and identifying with ancient dynasties, 

the Sassanids (226-651 CE), and particularly revered the Achaemenids (550-30 BCE), the 

founders of the first world empire. Concurrently, the Pahlavi establishment attempted a 

decisive break with the country’s immediate past, which was perceived as decadent.49

The political and cultural elite of the Pahlavi establishment recognized what Hobsbawm would 

later describe as “a fundamental interconnection, and in fact equation, between nation, 

progress, history and state” (Hobsbawm 1990, 18-9, 38-9). The Pahlavis drew upon and 

amplified the Qajar-established trend of interest in historic sites and monuments and pre-

Islamic Iranian cultural heritage, thus inscribing different pre-Islamic sites (Figure 2-10). Based 

on tangible archaeological evidence, those inscriptions authenticated state policies, reinforced 

its cultural agenda and contextualised its official architecture. Therefore, “while the narration 

of the Nation’s history relied upon an historical perspective, one which historicized traditions 

as [cultural] heritage and objects as relics, the evidence of progress linked people with their 

origin” (Mozaffari 2007, 92).  

  

Reza Shah was implementing the nation-state project. A new homeland was being inscribed, as 

a place imagined different from the Qajar perception of Iran. Constructing this new place, as 

previously mentioned, involved the production of new sets of Collective Imaginations 

perpetuated, above all, through spatial interventions in cities, through massive infrastructural 

and architectural projects that were necessary development measures, and by legislating on 

the bodily level as evidenced, for example, in the idea of a dress code. Legislation and 

transformation on bodily level, it was hoped, would engender new habits and with it, a new 

way of imagining. A new Collective Imagination would thus be produced that would continue 

to inscribe sites under the official identity narrative. As anywhere else in the first half of the 

                                                             
49 Hobsbawm has argued that ‘Nation’ is in fact a relatively novel concept originating in the late nineteenth century. 
The main criterion for a ‘viable’ nation at that time was the existence of a discernible national history, one that 
substantiated historical evolution of the nation from a discernible origin as informed by Darwinian concepts. 
(Hobsbawm 1990, 37-8). National history located the authentic origins of the people, as well as the evidence of 
progress. National origins were located by National Romantic ideologists in the distant past, at a point in which they 
could locate their national particularity, invariably the time of their peoples’ unrivalled glory. At that time in Europe, 
it was felt necessary to reinvent peoples’ national identities, that is, the expression of specificity of their culture, to 
address the evolving modern conditions.[From: (Mozaffari 2007, 91-2) ]. 
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twentieth century, the dominance of the nationalist ideology subsumed other contending 

discourses in history, politics, and identity (Burke 1998, 494). Thus, the traditional Shiite 

identity was subsumed under an official national identity as an indispensible aspect of national 

culture and heritage. It was thus that competing identity narratives and their practices, such as 

Shiite narratives and Moharram rituals, were banned. The Pahlavi state shifted the emphasis 

from the previously dominant symbols and rituals of Shiism to a centralized and omnipresent 

state, which espoused a uniform national identity and language, presented historic 

monuments as tangible evidence of past, and represented itself through an historicist and 

highly symbolic institutional architecture inspired by archaeological finds (Figure 2-11).  

Through this transformative and regenerative process, the state was legitimated as the true 

heir to the Achaemenids, whose ruined sites were inscribed as new representational places for 

civic rituals and ceremonies aimed at politico-cultural legitimation. Persepolis, for example, 

was the site of official visits by Reza Shah and, later, the Celebrations of the 2500 Anniversary 

of Persian Kingship in 1971 (Figures 2-12 to 2-13) and the Ancient Iran Museum was 

frequented by statesmen and politicians from around the globe (Figure 2-14). Mohammad 

Reza Pahlavi (the last Shah) inherited many of Reza Shah’s nationalist and modernizing policies 

(Asef 2005, 323-24). Thus, the aggressive pursuit of a nationalist identity narrative and the 

production of further inscriptions were not relinquished in the second Pahlavi period (1941-

1979). However, the overt opposition to religious expressions was dampened down, and public 

expressions of Shiism and the Karbala Tradition, as exemplified in the Moharram rituals, were 

tolerated. Thus, despite the totalizing presence of the Shah’s establishment, other contending 

political and identity discourses continued to exist. The abdication of Reza Shah allowed for 

some resumption of new political and social activism by almost all different social classes 

(Foran 1998, 399).50 Between 1941, when the Shah came to power, and 1960, when he 

consolidated his power, there was a thriving political discourse with reference to Islamic 

precepts among a growing class of lay Islamic ideologues. 51

                                                             
50 Consequently, certain modernization and secularizing measures that were severely enforced by Reza Shah were 
now relaxed. For example the ban on Chador (the tradition Iranian cover for women), which was previously banned 
in favour of a European dress code and the mourning processions of Ashura, once again appeared in the public. Also 
refer to (Foran 1998, 402).  

 That discourse continued and the 

51 Before the shah consolidated his power, neither the country nor the monarchy was stable. The Russians refused 
to leave Iran until 1947, despite their previous agreement in the Declaration of Tehran Conference. Following this 
was another national uprising, the Movement for the Nationalization of Oil. This was above all a movement for 
independence and against foreign domination. It aimed at the abolition of the British monopoly over Iranian oil 
resources, a monopoly that was granted prior to the Constitutional Revolution. The process resulted in a 
confrontation between the Shah and the popular Prime Minister, Mohammad Mossadeq. The Shah fled the country 
only to be returned in 1953 by a coup financed by the Americans and backed by the British. Foreign conspiracies, 
Mosaddeq's own mistakes and the opposition of religious forces to the national government were influential. The 
coup continues to be a potent reminder of foreign machinations within Iran. 
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Karbala Tradition was being revisited and revived, and its rituals were once again expressed in 

public. 

By the 1960s, the Pahlavi regime had become a despotic and arbitrary system of rule (Foran 

1998, 469), with a legitimating identity narrative and monarchic ideology. That identity 

narrative was informed by the pre-Islamic strand of Iranian identity (discussed in Chapter 6 and 

Interlude). It was eclectic, concurrently based upon nationalism, modernism, and tradition. 

This anachronistic mix of concepts was to be reconciled in the person of the monarch (Ansari 

2001, 1-2), who was projected as both the religious saviour and revolutionary modernizer. In 

it, the institution of monarchy was considered the cause for national and political unity, as well 

as the core constituent of national identity (Asef 2005, 326-27). The connection between – and 

hierarchy among – monarchy, nationalism, and national identity was captured in this well-

known slogan: “God - King - Homeland.” The Shah’s ideology was initially articulated under a 

plan for social transformation and presented under the aegis of the “White Revolution” – 

identified with the redistribution of land from landowners to tenant farmers – and was 

ideologically consolidated as an identity narrative under the label of the Great Civilization.52

The ‘Great Civilization’ of the 1970s was based upon the Shah’s conception of an ancestral, 

universalist tradition of Iran and was purported to express the nature of Iranian people, while 

assimilating all positive aspects of other civilizations (Pahlavi 1980, 124). In this respect, it was 

arguably the logical continuation of Reza Shah’s Romantic Nationalism. The Great Civilization 

would give the Shah the impetus and opportunity to compare himself to Cyrus the Great, and 

his Great Civilization to the original Persian Empire (Pahlavi 1980, 124-127). On the other hand, 

by invoking the Safavids, this ideology was an attempt to authenticate the Shah’s rule with 

concurrent reference to (divine) Kingship and Shiism. Its conception of Iranian identity was, on 

one hand, pre-Islamic (Ashraf 2004, 164); while on the other, it was Shiite, thus designating the 

monarch as religious leader and defender of the faith. Thus, ironically and as events in 1979 

would demonstrate, unsuccessfully, the Shah had attempted to revert to the two pillars of 

legitimacy initiated by the Safavids and adopted by the Qajars: Shiism and Pre-Islamic Iran 

 

                                                             
52 This was also known as “the Shah and People Revolution” and initially had six principles, which were first 
announced by royal decree in 1961, and then ratified in referendum in 1963. In the course of time, the six points 
were expanded to seventeen (Ansari 2001, 12). Ideas of progress, development, industrialization, anti-feudalism, 
and educational and administrative reforms were central to its principle. The initial principles included:  land reform 
or redistribution (annulment of the so-called feudalism), nationalisation of forests and pasture, public sale of state-
owned factories to finance land reforms, profit sharing in industry, reform of electoral law, and creation of Literacy 
Corps (Richards 1975, 20). As Helmut Richards suggests (Richards 1975, 20-21), the White Revolution should also be 
seen in the context of the post-War US program for foreign aid, known as the Point IV Program. The Shah outlines 
the Pillars of the White Revolution in full in: (Pahlavi 1980, 71-4). 
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The White Revolution was a means for reinventing the monarchy, a necessary preservation 

measure for the monarchist establishment in the face of international and domestic 

instabilities (Ansari 2001, 7). Its central feature, land reform, was supposedly meant to 

empower the Persian peasant, who was seen by some, rather romantically, as the only agent 

for resurrecting Iranian greatness. However, in reality, it targeted traditionally influential and 

powerful social classes, and significantly, the clergy (Ansari 2001, 9,8). The Shah’s 

establishment ultimately limited the influence of the clerical class, thus alienating many among 

them and their supporters in the traditionally oriented sectors of the society, such as the 

Bazaar merchants, and the traditional and tribal land owners. However, it was not of itself 

against Islam or Shiism. Rather, as the above suggests, it sought to use a secularized religion as 

means for state propaganda (Shepard 1987, 310). In pairing Shiism and monarchy as dual 

means of legitimation, while pursuing the glorification of ancient Iran, the Shah also promoted 

himself as a religious man and a committed Shiite (Pahlavi 1980, 60).53 He went as far as 

claiming that his ideological project of the White Revolution was inspired by the spirit of Islam 

(Pahlavi 1980, 61). 54

The Great Civilization manifested itself in great extravagance, in 1971, through the 

Celebrations for the 2500th Anniversary of Persian kingship (henceforth the Celebrations), 

details of which fall outside the focus of this thesis (also refer to Chapter 3). This was a 

spectacular public relations project aimed at the domestic, and more so, international 

audience. It was meant to make Iran, as a nation, presentable to the world, but also to 

emplace Iranian identity within a number of significant sites. Through the Celebrations, 

Persepolis and Pasargadae, the Achaemenid capitals, were politically colligated for the Shah’s 

identity narrative. As others have observed, through monumental construction projects and 

the location of the Celebrations, there was direct link suggested between ancient capitals in 

Persepolis and Pasargadae and Tehran, the modern capital.

 

55

                                                             
53 He wrote (Pahlavi 1980, 60):  

 The Celebrations also produced 

My faith has always dictated my behavior as a man and as a head of state, and I believe that I have never 
ceased to be the defender of our faith. An atheist civilization is not truly civilized …   

54 He wrote (Pahlavi 1980, 61):  
Our people had an opportunity to live under the banner of the most progressive religious principles 
possible: I am referring to the sacred principles of Islam, which at each stage of individual or societal 
progress marks the forward path. All those who participated in our [White] Revolution and believed in it 
could justly take pride in the fact that it was inspired by the basic spirit of Islam. [...] My desire to make 
the roots of this spirit penetrate ever more into the soul of our people was not accompanied by any 
animosity towards other religions.  

55 For example, refer to Talin Grigor: (Grigor (b) 2005, 27). Grigor repeats the observation by others that the 
Celebrations exacerbated the internal discontent. However, her assertion that the Shah was self-Orientalising – in 
the sense of internalizing the European image of the East – thus being frivolous, emotional, irrational, and decadent 
and, inherently backward is less convincing. The Shah’s (unsuccessful and misconceived) attempt was precisely 
meant to dispel that image. The Celebrations concerned Iranian history, and indeed pre-Islamic history was 
emphasised. However, as evidence shows they were as much about presenting a total image of Iran, which no 
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numerous new sites and inscriptions including substantial infrastructural and architectural 

projects, ranging from monuments, such as the now famous icon of Tehran, the Shahyad 

(Figure 2-8), luxurious tourist facilities, and public schools. Particularly in Tehran, these 

projects changed the urban landscape by constituting the main monumental structures in the 

citys until the 1990s.56

The Celebrations, however, were met with unfavourable reactions both domestically and 

internationally; internationally, the Shah’s ideology and the Celebrations caused some 

anxieties in neighbouring countries, which had political and identity crises of their own.

 Many of these new monuments would later be politically colligated by 

the Islamism of the Islamic Revolution and become symbols of revolutionary protest. 

57 As is 

discussed in Chapter 3, the Celebrations became a useful iconic reference for the opposition to 

assert the despotic, decadent aspects of the Pahlavi establishment. Domestically, the two most 

vocal groups of critics were the clergy, prominent among them Khomeini, and on the left, the 

followers of different Marxian persuasions. Khomeini, who was at the time living in exile in 

Iraq, condemned the Celebrations through the Iraqi radio and urged his followers to revolt.58 

The Shah’s religious exhortations failed to convince the masses and the rest of the clergy alike. 

Khomeini led the rebellion and, according to his followers, became the ‘Supreme Leader’ of 

the Revolution, a cleric in whose person political and religious authorities would come to 

converge.59

The above historical sketch is indicative of the dynamics of the pre-Islamic and Islamic (Shiite) 

strands of identity in Iranian history. Traditionally, since the time of the Safavids in the 

sixteenth century, the two strands coexisted, and with them, two identity narratives, which 

 The Shah was overthrown by Khomeini, and his followers, in a mass uprising in 

1979. 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
doubt included an official version of Islam. Grigor also notes that the Light and Sound show in Persepolis was the 
Shah’s spectacle meant to prove to modern audience that Iran could be modern like the West, and yet remain true 
to its heritage. It is a known fact that today, this particular show strikes a chord with ordinary visitors to Persepolis, 
to the extent that, at times, visitors have to be evacuated by the site’s security guards. It therefore cannot be 
characterized today, purely as an irrelevant Pahlavi extravaganza. 
56 The Shahyad is still the symbol of Tehran. Only recently the Islamic Republic has managed to construct the Milad 
Tower, a communication tower and tallest structure in the country, which could in the future compete with the 
Shahyad. Notwithstanding the ethics and ideological background of the Shah’s large-scale, iconic developments, 
they were “nation-building” projects the likes of which are implemented in many countries around the world. 
57 (The Ministry of Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 141, 154-5, 212, 287-9), 
(The Ministry of Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 225), and (The Ministry of 
Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 25)  
58 However, not everyone was categorically against the Celebrations. There were even some among the clerics 
(generally the opposing group), who saw the Celebrations as a unique opportunity for infrastructural and 
developmental projects (The Ministry of Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 
308). 
59 His political leadership notwithstanding, Khomeini was a Shiite clerical authority also known as the ‘Source for 
Emulation’ (marja-e taqlid). According to the dominant school of Shiism (Osouli School), Shiite believers have to 
follow the creeds of a marja-e taqlid in performing religious of customs, rituals, and mores. For a sketch of 
competing Shiite schools in the nineteenth century see: (Keddie 1983, Amir Arjomand 1989, Moaddel 1986). 
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produced a consensus or a community of Iranians. In practice, inscriptions were produced 

under the aegis of Shiism and homeland was conceived of in similar terms. Encounters with 

Europe imposed a crisis on the traditional modes of identification and legitimation, a crisis 

acutely realized in territorial losses that highlighted the discrepancy between the inscription of 

an Iranian homeland and its site. The remedy was thought to lie in the regeneration of the 

existing traditions in light of European encounters, at a time when nationalism was becoming 

the dominant global ideology with emancipatory potentials. That regeneration took place by 

gradually promoting pre-Islamic strand of identity and identity narratives over their Shiite 

counterparts. This regenerative shift translated into official attempts for promoting identity 

narratives, creating Collective Imaginations and ultimately inscription. By the same token, the 

Islamic Republic may be seen as the post-nationalist regeneration of identity narratives, 

Collective Imagination, and inscription, this time with a focus on Shiite Islam. It, however, 

operates from within the notion of the nation-state, but as previous references to its 

constitution reveal, it aspires to a pan-Islamist superstate. In each case, identity narratives are 

colligated into ideologies and provide a general pattern for communication and forge a 

Collective Imagination. The practical means to achieve mass following of ideology is 

inscription: to create a place where people think and imagine themselves as sharing with the 

ruling elite.  

Inscriptions of homeland and their representations in the National Museum of Iran will have to 

be seen in relation to such an historical context, determined by the tensions between the two 

strands of identity, state ideologies, and popular practices.  
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Figure  2-1 The Iranian flag under the 
Pahlavis with the Lion and Sun Coat of 
Arms. The origins of the Lion and Sun is 
said to date back to the fifteenth century. 
Photo courtesy: Wikipedia (fa). 

 
 
 
 
 
Figure  2-2  The Iranian Flag, under the 
Islamic Republic (since 1980). The Coat of 
Arms is replaced by the Allah sign and in two 
lines, above and below the Coat of Arms; 
the text of God is Great (Allah-o Akbar). 
Photo courtesy: Wikipedia (fa). 

Figure  2-3 The Red Lion and Sun logo, 1922. 
Photo courtesy Wikipedia (fa). 
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Figure  2-4  Logo of the Iranian Red Crescent. 
Since 1980, all Lion and Sun symbols were 
replaced with the supposedly Islamic symbol 
of crescent. Photo courtesy Wikipedia (fa). 
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Figure  2-5  The Gateway to the grounds of the National Consultative Assembly (1946). This old photo 
features the Coat of Arms (Lion and Sun) on each side. The sculptures were removed after the 
Revolution and only recently, in 2008, a group of Parliamentary representatives lobbied for their 
restoration and return to their original place. Photo courtesy of: Iranian Historical Photographs. 

 

Figure  2-6  the pedestal for Reza Shah’s statue at the Artillery (Sepah, and later Imam) Square. The old 
statue (below) was in the 80s replaced with Islamic Republic’s official Coat of Arms (not visible in this 
photo). 
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Figure  2-7  Statue of Reza Shah at the centre of the Artillery Square (1945-6). The Achaemenid 
Symbolism is evident: guarded by four Achaemenid soldiers, and elevated by Persepolis-styled 
columns and bas-relief decorations, Reza Khan was the triumphant hero of Iran’s future. Photo courtesy 
of Behzad, www.ciirang.com. 

http://www.ciirang.com/�
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Figure  2-8 The Shahyad Monument (Roundabout) in Tehran. This monument was located on route to 
the Mehrabad International Airport and functioned as the gateway to The Capital. It was specifically 
designed for the occasion of the 2500th Anniversary Celebrations. During the Islamic Revolution 
(1979), and in recent unrest over the election results (2009) it became one of the destinations for 
mass-protests. This suggests that even a fixed monument such as this one, does not embody and 
essentially fixed meaning as place.  
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Figure  2-9  examples of urban walls as political billboards in Tehran of the post-1979 (photo taken in 
2007).  
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Figure  2-10  Reza Shah on a visit to Persepolis with the Crown Prince (Shah) following behind in 
uniform, 1938. Photo courtesy of the National Library of Iran. 

 

 

 

Figure  2-11  The Ministry for Foreign Affairs (originally the Officers' Club). Designed in the 1930s, this 
building combines motifs appropriated from Persepolis (below) with motifs such as stained glass and 
pointed arch (not visible here) reminding the viewer of the ‘Islamic’ period, the Safavids in particular.   
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Figure  2-12  Apadana in Persepolis (1931-1939). Photo courtesy of the Oriental Institute. 

 

 

Figure  2-13  Military parade in Achaemenid costumes at Persepolis for the occasion of the 2500 
Anniversary of Persian kingship, 1971. Photo courtesy of Iran Politics Club © 2000 (http://iranpoliticsclub.net/) 
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Figure  2-14  Dignitaries inspecting an Achaemenid capital from Persepolis in the Ancient Iran 
Museum, 17 March 1960. Photo courtesy of the National Library of Iran.  
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Chapter 3  Persepolis and Inscriptions of Homeland: A pre-Islamic 
Collective Imagination 

 

Prayers in Persepolis, 26 March 2007. Photo courtesy Parsa Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF). 
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Identity Narrative, Inscription, and Place  

In the previous chapter, the history of competing identities was outlined to show that political 

ideologies had appropriated pre-existing identity narratives as bases for political action and 

mass following. It was noted that the nationalist ideology was inscribed upon pre-Islamic sites, 

particularly Persepolis, through royal visits and spectacular ceremonies. 

This chapter examines the dialectic of identity narratives and places, or the process of 

inscription, evident in the transformations of Persepolis (construction from 515 BCE and 

known colloquially as Taxt-e Jamshid), the once mythologized Achaemenid (550-330 BCE) 

capital, into a locus of national identity (Figure 3-1). Through this examination, it will 

demonstrate the site’s multiple connotations and elaborate on a pre-Islamic imagination of 

identity narratives that is reconstituted in contemporary times. Throughout its history, this 

historic monument has been the site of competing inscriptions. In recent times, it has been 

involved in both construction and contestation of ideologies and cultural identities, ranging 

from Romantic Nationalism of the early twentieth century that glorified the ancient past, to 

the Islamism of the Islamic Republic. Therefore, a survey of the relationship between, on one 

hand Persepolis the site, and on the other hand its evolving inscriptions, will highlight the 

origins of the contentious relationship between identities and places in contemporary Iran. 

Persepolis epitomizes the problematic nature of this relationship, demonstrating ideological 

contentions and the politics of identity concern, above all, the making and re-making of places. 

This chapter begins by outlining certain theoretical concepts, before proceeding to the 

introduction of Persepolis and its analysis, which also elaborates the metonymic role of this 

site: its representation of an Iranian homeland. In particular, the focus of the chapter explores 

the origins and evolution of a pre-Islamic strand of Iranian identity in contemporary times 

through the history of its conflicting inscriptions. Pre-Islamic or archaic (used interchangeably 

henceforth) imagination refers here to the imaginative reconstitutions of the primordial origins 

of Iranian peoples (Persians) and their homeland. It is taken after Gherardo Gnoli’s terms, “re-

archaization” and “archaic revival.” In The Idea of Iran, he asserts that re-archaizations (Gnoli 

1989, 179):  

...have been the salvation of a culture which has been subjected, more than any other 
has ever been, to influences and invasions on all sides. Achaemenians, Sassanians, 
Safavids, Pahlavis constitute just so many high points of these national re-archaizations 
and archaistic revivals. [...this interpretation is based on] warning signs such as an 
'Aryan' awareness in Achaemenian times and the formation of the idea of Iran with 
political connotations in Sassanian times. If we were to turn to the subsequent history 
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of Iranism, we would find precisely that the idea of Iran tends to assert itself, even in 
the official language of the political propaganda, first with the Safavids, and then with 
the Pahlavis. 

In modern Iran, the archaic imagination became the basis for nationalism as well as the 

“Imperial Dream,” an idealized imagination of the country and its people discussed in Chapter 

6. The argument of the present chapter is that in the course of its history, Persepolis, the 

twentieth century emblem of Iranian national identity, has been the subject of multiple 

inscriptions and represented shifting connotations of homeland. To demonstrate this, and to 

show how those inscriptions were practically constituted, the site of Persepolis will be 

introduced, and then its historical transmutations traced.   

To introduce Persepolis, a sketch of its history and its current situation is followed by an 

outline of some of the different aspects of its significance to contemporary Iranian culture.1

                                                             
1 Although this chapter is based upon archaeological references and historical data, it is not meant to present a 
complete and detailed survey of literature on Persepolis, its history and archaeology. The intention is, rather, to 
demonstrate the constitution of Persepolis as a place of national identity and its evolution and contestation through 
competing inscriptions. 

 

Today these aspects have rendered Persepolis an emblem for definitions of an Iranian 

homeland and national identity. After this introduction, the site is examined over three periods 

of its life. These periods are discerned from its history and its transformations as place(s). The 

first period (518 – 330 BCE) begins with its inception, when it was a living site and was 

experienced as an important place of identity for the Achaemenids. Then, it signified the 

Persian homeland. During the second period (before CE 205 till 1600s), it was a monumental 

ruin whose original meaning was lost as a result of the extinction of the Achaemenids and the 

destruction inflicted by Alexander the Great; the result of this was that the identity narrative 

previously emplaced upon the site was now divorced from it and the Achaemenid inscription 

dissolved. Persepolis was thus no longer the metonym for a Persian homeland; rather an 

imagination of the place was relegated to mythic stories in Iranian literary and oral traditions. 

The third period (1600s – present) began with the rediscovery of the site by European 

travellers whose accumulation of knowledge and efforts in constructing their own origins 

brought Persepolis back into the national consciousness of Iranians, and made it a permanent 

(although often contested) place of national identity. The chapter will demonstrate the 

transmutations of Persepolis and its changing relationships with the construction of an Iranian 

identity and homeland in different periods of its history. This analysis demonstrates the role of 

literary and oral traditions in the preservation of Persepolis as place, with connotations for 

homeland and mythic heroes, even after the destruction of the physical site itself. 
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Furthermore, the focus of the chapter examines contestation of the place in relevant periods 

to reveal Persepolis as an emblem for both, identity narratives on the national level, and 

ideological and cultural counter-imagination of a people or group by contending cultures and 

ideologies. More importantly, the focus of this chapter will establish that similar modes of 

Collective Imagination are utilized to both construct and contest an identity narrative and its 

place.   

In its totality, this chapter foreshadows the rest of the thesis. It will demonstrate, through the 

case study of Persepolis, the origins of the pre-Islamic (archaic) strand of Iranian identity and 

refer to their contestation, through a politicised Islamic-Shiite strand, as the official ideology of 

the Islamic Republic. More specifically, this chapter will argue that the same site can produce 

many places, thus demonstrating that places are mutable, imaginative constructs. In short, 

there is a dialectical relationship between pre-Islamic imaginations and the multiplicity of 

place. Although pre-Islamic identity is rooted in people’s cultural traditions, it can and has 

been activated to support political ideologies. In such instances, the richness of the pre-Islamic 

identity is dominated by a singular official line. Identity narrative is reified into ideology, and 

place is essentialized into a singular entity.  

Some Theoretical Concepts 

Before proceeding, the meaning and relationship between the theoretical concepts of 

inscription, identity narrative, nation, culture, and imagination will be explained. Here the 

focus is upon the inscription of sites, real or otherwise – within which Collective Imagination is 

emplaced. Such places give birth to, and are in turn incorporated into, identity narratives of 

the nation and are therefore of symbolic, cultural and political value. Inscription, as the 

process of place-making, is a kind of colligation which transforms sites into places of cultural 

significance and historical imagination as exemplified in heritage sites and museums. 

Inscription is generated through the relationship within and between site and human agency. 

Site is understood in terms of its physical and spatial characteristics in architecture and 

landscape, and human agency refers to patterns of use, rituals, intentionality behind acts of 

construction, and interpretations of places.  

Identity narrative, as noted in the Introduction and here, denotes a complex story of a people 

or cultural group. It brings together people, places, events, and other smaller stories and 

myths, in a narrative structure recognizable to that people and with which they can identify 
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collectively as we. Identity narratives are stories emanating from an historico-cultural tradition, 

and incorporated by people and ideologues alike in the production of identities and their 

politics. They are actualized through a combination of different means: specifically designed 

rituals and material symbols and sites within which rituals are performed. Identity narrative 

and inscription depend upon a Collective Imagination and are intertwined with concepts such 

as nation, national culture, and national identity. The connotation of these terms in this thesis 

and their relationship to one another require further explanation.  

Following Hobsbawm, nation is considered a “dual” phenomenon, one that is formally 

constructed by the state, and has tangible implications rooted in the consciousness – concerns, 

hopes, aspirations, and assumptions – of its individual members (Hobsbawm 1983, 10). Nation 

is conterminous with nationalism and national identity and implies a sense of belonging to a 

territorial community. This sense of common belonging is facilitated through imagination. 

Thus, Benedict Anderson describes nation as an “imagined political community” (Anderson 

1991, 6).2

                                                             
2 Anderson’s groundbreaking work, although widely used, seems to remain somewhat ambiguous with regard to his 
definition of nation and his use of imagination (Anderson 1991, 6-7). Firstly, he asserts that the nation is an 
imagined community since it is too large for its members to know each other directly. This may be true; however, it 
is inadequate as a reason: are smaller communities unimagined? What is it that differentiates a local or religious 
community from a nation? For example, Chapter 4 demonstrates that even a local community of Shiites is 
constituted through imagination and ritual. Anderson’s problem here is the inadequate explication of the concept of 
imagination and what it entails. Secondly, the idea that a nation is limited (or imagined as limited) and bounded, is 
equally applicable to any other community. What is it, then, that differentiates a nation from any other community? 
Anthony Cohen interprets community as a “boundary-expressing symbol” (Cohen 1985, 15) constructed by people 
committed to a “common body of [other] symbols” (Cohen 1985, 16). In this sense, community is a mental 
construct – by definition imagined. As such, Anderson’s notion of an imagined community contains a certain 
element of tautology. Finally, the notion that a community, and indeed a nation, is “always conceived as a deep, 
horizontal comradeship” is not necessarily true. It is more plausible to assume that appeal to egalitarianism and 
fraternity is more a rhetoric than an actual ideology. Bruce Kapferer (Kapferer 1993) revealingly challenges this 
assumption in his comparative study of Sinhalese and Australian nationalisms.  

 According to Poole (Poole 1999, 12-3), to imagine the nation is “not merely [to] 

construct an object of consciousness,” but also to “form a conception of ourselves as existing 

in relation to that object” – the nation. Following Poole, culture suggests three interconnected 

connotations: first, a collection of “meaningful or representative objects”; second, “the way in 

which those objects are created, recreated, and modified” and third, “the process by which 

people acquire the knowledge which allows them to understand the various cultural artefacts 

and to recognise them as their own”. It is through culture in its latter sense that individuals 

acquire their social identities. The nation is, therefore, a “specific cultural object,” which is 

constantly produced, contested, and reproduced (Poole 1999, 13). Common elements of 

national imaginations include: a concept of a homeland, history and stories that celebrate the 

nation and its heroes, and a certain kind of populist egalitarianism by which the nation is 

conceived as the “common heritage of all” of its members (Poole 1999, 16-8).  
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The above suggests that identity narratives are cultural products that forge a reciprocal link 

between people’s common lifeworld (experiences) and places of national imagination – the 

homeland and its symbols. They are as much the means for inculcation on the part of the state 

as they are bases for its claims to authenticity and political legitimation for the people. The link 

between identity narrative, culture, nation, and place is made through imagination. This 

requires further explanation. 

A useful definition of imagination designates it as “the process of recombining memories of 

past experiences and previously formed images into novel constructions.”3 Imagination, in this 

sense, is “the common root of sensibility and understanding” (Makkreel 1990, 21, Kearney 

1988, 156-7). It is through the “productive” power of imagination that people narrate events of 

different places and times into the unified story; it is through imagination that identity 

narratives are constructed and communicated.4 By the same token, people generalize and 

deductively interpret their particular experiences through a reflective thinking facilitated by 

imagination.5 Thus, it is through imagination that people recognize cultural objects and their 

meanings, as well as recognize their own identities; they self-imagine. Arguably then, 

imagination is central to the production and transmission of culture. However, this is a 

dialectical relationship as imagination is, in turn, culturally conditioned.6

                                                             
3 (The Penguin Dictionary of Psychology 2001). In Western thought, the philosophy of imagination has a history 
dating back at least to the time of Plato (428BCE). Attempts to arrive at a singular definition of imagination have 
proven futile and thus the idea of imagination remains an elusive concept and a problematic notion that  

 Through such a 

culturally conditioned imagination, a site may signify a collective identity of a people, refer 

back to its territory and, through ascribed symbolic values, regulate and mediate the 

relationship between collective and individual identities. As mentioned in the Introduction, this 

culturally conditioned imagination, which inscribes a site as a place of collective identification, 

will be known here as Collective Imagination. Through a dialectical relationship with Collective 

“combines cohesiveness and diversity ... [that] runs together a number of different themes and 
distinctions, some very general in scope and some quite specific, easily relatable and habitually thought in 
relation to each other, but such that a systematic relation among  them seems teasingly hard to establish” 
(Sparshott 1990, 6). 

4 Here productive power refers to the Kantian classification of different “species” of imagination where eight 
different variations of imagination are designated in accordance with their capacities and range from Bildung, 
designating the power of “coordinating or giving form to intuition,” to Urbildung, which designates the power of 
“analogue or symbolic formation” (Makkreel 1990, 12-5). 
5 I am referring to what in stricter Kantian terminology is known as reflective judgement, which is relatively “free 
from external control [i.e. not controlled by pure concepts of understanding or reason, as in determinant 
judgements] and allows imagination to create its own ideas for organizing experience as a formally purposive 
system” (Makkreel 1990, 3). Imagination works in tandem with reflective judgement and is therefore central to 
interpretation (Makkreel 1990, 1).  
6 Poole (Poole 1999, 12-3) expands Anderson’s notion of an imagined community to explain the moral standing and 
hold of the nation over its members. Imagining the nation not only amounts to constructing an “object of 
consciousness,” but also denotes the relationship between the self and that object, consolidated, Poole argues, 
through culture.  
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Imagination, place and imagination mutually substantiate and reconstitute each other. This 

was the case with twentieth century Persepolis, as discussed later.  

This may be a well-grounded relationship so long as the object of identity narrative and 

inscription is a physical site. But what happens when the original physical site disappears or is 

destroyed? In this case, if the identity narrative and the culture that gave rise to it are 

destroyed, then naturally there is no further inscription, and the idea of place is invalidated. 

But if the pre-existing cultural context is transformed but still capable of producing identity 

narratives, then the connotations of a destroyed site may be projected onto other sites, or 

preserved within different aspects of a cultural tradition – and in the case of Persepolis, 

embodied within oral and literary traditions. A useful way of positing this relationship is 

proposed by Leontis, who endeavours to connect imaginations of a place with its site. She 

deploys the concept of “topography” as the “substantive maker of a homeland” through which 

the process of relating constellations of symbols to a place yields a dual effect: turning it into a 

“place of citations” and creating citations of the place. These, in turn, result in a conceptual 

map of the cited place (Leontis 1995, 2, 23).7

…may analyse how people give to a spatial plane symbolic value, how they construct 
centers, boundaries, passages, monuments, how their everyday life and artistic self-
presentations organize their domain of activity. Topology thus investigates its two 
constituent elements: the logos that refers to a place and the topos (both the literary 
commonplace and the geographical site) to which this logos may give shape through a 
tradition of citations (Leontis 1995, 4).  

 In other words, place is as much shaped by its 

citations as it may give rise to them. Topography concerns the historical, both in its factual 

sense, which relies upon real events and places, and in another sense which posits a place, an 

object, an event, or character in imaginative narrations, that are not necessarily factual. It 

comprises all manner of descriptions of a homeland, real or imagined, be they literary, as in 

poetry and travelogues, visual, as in maps and drawings, or natural, as in climate and 

geography (Leontis 1995, 2,3,11). Through the analysis of topography, it is possible to 

reconstruct a critical history of a place’s transformations. This, Leontis identifies as topology, 

which:  

Topology focuses on representations of territory, the imagination embedded in topography. It 

does so by scrutinizing “how the logos constructs its plane of activity and how the topos makes 

                                                             
7 Leontis writes (Leontis 1995, 3):  

Topography is a process: it requires the persistent return to history, the systematic unearthing of ruins, 
the conscientious recovery of traditions, and, generally, the reactivation of an inherited past. But it is also 
the product of these reactivations ...  
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meaning possible by providing landmarks, monuments ... that facilitate or hinder 

representation”  (Leontis 1995, 23-25). In this sense, it is possible to say that the following 

examination of Persepolis, particularly in its second period of life (between Alexander’s 

conquest and the seventeenth century) is conducted in a topological manner.  

Leontis’ conceptual terminology is useful to better understanding the argument of this 

chapter, and the rest of this thesis. However, some critical differences remain: first, that 

Leontis, at times, seems to employ site and place interchangeably, while this thesis maintains a 

distinction between site as physical entity and place as an imaginative construct (below); 

second, that topography and inscription are overlapping and perhaps analogous cultural 

processes with regard to the creation and propagation of imaginations (particularly in relation 

to homeland). However, they are not identical. The two concepts share a concern for evolving 

traditions, literary citations, and (geo)graphical mappings.8 However, inscription further 

includes human interaction and habitation, in other words, concrete experience of place. In 

Edward Casey’s words, place is a unique, “idiolocal” event whose uniqueness is captured in the 

imaginative appellations and narratives that describe it (Casey 1996, 26). This imaginative 

quality that is inseparable from the concrete experience of inhabiting a place, Lefebvre 

highlights in his examination of monuments and living spaces. This is a space experienced 

through full bodily senses, it is “… an extension of the body …” and enhanced by memory and 

social interaction (Lefebvre 1991, 222-3). Casey agrees, arguing that space is synesthetic that is 

to say it is an “affair of the whole body sensing and moving” (Casey 1996, 18) within and 

between sites, as exemplified in ritual performances.9

Place making is a complex and multi-faceted process, a process that could be understood and 

analysed in terms of the constituent elements of Collective Imagination. In the Introduction, 

four interdependent types of constituent elements in a Collective Imagination were identified, 

which capture both topology and human interactions with place.  

  

The first consists of textual references, and includes all literary and oral citations that 

contribute to placing a site like Persepolis within a myriad of relations forged by events and 

characters (real or imaginary). 

                                                             
8 For Leontis (Leontis 1995, 3), “reactivating the inherited past” consists in “the archive of shared images, evolving 
traditions, literary works, and visual maps, as well as the geopolitical entity itself.”  
9 Casey’s following example (Casey 1996, 24) of pilgrimage and movement between sites is useful in that it not only 
covers ritual performance, but also another important component of place making, namely spatial interventions:  

[T]he pilgrimage route to Santiago de Compostela as it connects various interim places throughout 
western Europe. The body’s active role is most evident in the 'literal legwork of circumambulations and 
other forms of peregrination, but it is no less present in the building of homesteads in the land of 
emigration or in the setting up of temporary nomadic encampments.  
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The second consists of performative actions, which include all aspects of events, rituals, and 

celebrations that comprise part or all of a site’s identity.  

The third consists of all acts of spatial intervention resulting in a change in structure (addition, 

demolition, or alteration) or in patterns of use, or both, whether permanent or otherwise. The 

pattern of use in this context refers to all means devised to impart a shift or change in function 

of a site or building and in the case of monuments, sites, and museum displays, their curatorial 

narratives – the way exhibits are arranged to suggest the underpinning narrative of the 

museum or site.    

The fourth may be designated as political colligation, comprising all actions and statements 

with overt political motivation which are aimed at legitimation of an ideology or a system of 

government. Although politics is a potential common characteristic of all the above, it is overt 

ideological expression that designates political colligation of sites from other types with 

political intent. 

The following sketch of Persepolis, its history and contemporary significance, highlights the 

origins of a pre-Islamic imagination and demonstrates the process of Persepolis’ inscriptions 

(place-makings) and transmutations in accordance with the above constituents of Collective 

Imagination: how these different factors have come together to emplace identity narratives in 

this site in different periods, while in each period, the site connoted different meanings – the 

extent of the Empire to the Achaemenid or place of origin for contemporary Iranian 

nationalists, and was therefore a distinctive place. Further, in this sketch the counter-

imaginations of the place in different periods of its history will be considered. 

Persepolis 

Inception, Context, and Current appearance 

Persepolis is shrouded in mystery. Whilst there has been ample speculation about its function, 

the relationship between its buildings and their architectural appearances, there is, so far, 

insufficient evidence to construct a comprehensive and accurate picture. Persepolis was one of 

the five ancient capitals of the Achaemenid Empire (559-330 BCE).10

                                                             
10 The other four capitals were: Babylon as the summer capital, Susa as the spring capital, Ecbatana as the summer 
capital, and Pasargadae as the ancient ceremonial capital. 

 It is located in the 

province of Fars in southeast of Iran and at a distance of 57 km north-east of the city of Shiraz 
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within Marvdasht plain (Figure 3-2). 11

Other significant sites in the region include Pasargadae, the venerated Achaemenid site and 

place of royal coronations, which contains the remains of, amongst other things: Cyrus the 

Great’s palaces, gardens and tomb (Figures 3-3 and 3-4); the city of Estakhr (or Istakhr), an 

important religious centre under the Achaemenids and the Sassanids (CE224-651) and the site 

of Sassanid royal coronation, and Naqsh-e Rostam, which is a complex of royal tombs and a 

peculiar sanctuary known as Ka’be-ye Zardosht (cube of Zoroaster, Figure 3-5) The latter site 

contains a palimpsest of royal engravings from a pre-Achaemenid to the Sassanid period. 

These ancient monuments and sites converge upon natural features, such as rivers and 

mountains as part of a vast cultural landscape, a “natural environment altered by human 

influence.”

 The locale is characterized by important archaeological 

sites and monuments, some dating back to before or around 3500 BCE. Shapur Shahbazi, a 

past director of Persepolis archaeological site, identifies it as the “acropolis” of the larger city 

of Persepolis known in Old Persian as Parsa (Shahbazi 1976, 5).  

12 There is evidence to suggest that the important sites of the region would have 

been construed and imagined as having a meaningful relationship to one another. This is 

reinforced by two things: a “Royal Road,” which indicates the historical passage preferred by 

the Achaemenids through individual sites of this larger landscape, and the description of these 

monuments in old texts implying a perceived relationship among them.13 Archaeological 

evidence suggests that the region hosted a number of sacred places. For example, Persepolis, 

Naqsh-e Rostam (the site of Darius’ sepulchre), and Estakhr (an important religious centre) are 

in the vicinity of Mount Mercy – Kooh-e Mehr (Figure 3-2). The name Mehr suggests an 

historical connection with Mithra, the son of Ahuramazda, “the driver of the Sun-Chariot,” and 

the “deity of Iranians at arms” which, in turn reinforces the venerated attribute of these sites 

(Shahbazi 2004, 11).14 Thus, they would have been inscribed as places of religious and 

collective identity from the outset.15

Persepolis was built as a piecemeal development during a period of almost 189 years (Figure 3-

6). Around 518 BCE, Darius the Great tells us in inscriptions, the construction of Persepolis, the 

  

                                                             
11 Shiraz is the capital of the province of Fars in south of Iran. 
12  (Academic Press Dictionary of Science and Technology 1992). 
13 See for example (Hosseini Fasai 1988 (1897), 1535-8). 
14 Mithra (friend) who was second in ruling the universe after Ahuramazda, was born “full grown of a rock.” He 
killed the primeval bull, from whose  

blood and bone-marrow sprang up all fruits, flowers and herbs. Mithra was all-knowledge and all-truth ... 
On humanity's behalf, he constantly mediates with his father Ahura Mazda, and does battle with Ahriman, 
the power of darkness - a battle which will end in triumph on the Day of Judgement ... As one of the 
judges of the Dead, Mithra will restore the good to life at the end of the universe. (Bloomsbury Dictionary 
of Myth 1996) 

15 Allen notes (Allen 2005, 79) that fortification tablets recovered from Persepolis suggest that, in the Achaemenid 
period, it would have been a place of some religious ritual.  
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“secure, beautiful, and adequate” fortress, began by the will of Ahuramazda [God] and upon 

his order; he who was “made king by Ahuramazda … [who] gave him the kingdom,” upon a site 

where “formerly … a fortress had not been built.”16

The construction works continued under each successive king but came to a temporary halt 

during the reign of Artaxerxes I (465-424 BCE) when the city became a royal burial ground, as 

evidenced later by the tombs of Artaxerxes II and III (Figures 3-20 to 3-22). However, 

construction activities resumed afterwards, especially under Artaxerxes III (359-338 BCE). 

Persepolis is primarily the outcome of the building programs of three Achaemenid kings: 

Darius I (the Great); Xerxes (486-465 BCE), and Artaxerxes III (358-338 BCE) (Shahbazi 2004, 3). 

Original narratives of Persepolis’ inception almost invariably begin with two things, the 

account of the Aryan origin of the Persian Empire and the divine sanction of its Emperors. This 

is exemplified in the following inscription by Xerxes on the Gateway of All Lands (Also known 

as Gate All Nations, hereafter Gateway (Figure 3-7) :  

 This new capital was perhaps meant to 

consolidate the legitimacy of his and his successor’s reigns as monarchs.  

By the grace of Ahuramazda, this Gateway of All Lands I made; much else (that is) 
beautiful (was) done throughout Parsa which I did and which my father did; whatever 
work seems beautiful, all that we did by the grace of Ahuramazda.17

The city was destroyed in the reign of Darius III (336-330 BCE), when Alexander extinguished 

the Achaemenid Empire. Legend has it that after the defeat of the Achaemenids in 330 BCE, 

the city was plundered and, in a drunken orgy of destruction, burned by Alexander and his 

troops. 

 

In its contemporary setting, this archaeological site is situated at the focal point of a road 

leading from the city of Marvdasht to the entrance of the complex (Figure 3-8). It comprises a 

double flight of ceremonial stairs and the monumental Gateway, in accordance with Xerxes’ 

original layout (a modern ticketing gate notwithstanding) (Figure 3-9). The modern road 

leading to the Gateway reinforces its monumental aspect and focuses the viewer’s attention 

upon the grandeur of the site. The bulk of the ruins are located upon a platform of up to 12 

meters in height. The contemporary visitor makes a smooth transition between the road and 

the platform through the ancient ceremonial stairway leading to the Gateway. The last part of 

the journey is performed on foot as the cars are prevented from approaching the site. Toward 

the very end of this approach, there is a concourse paved in large concrete blocks (Figure 3-8), 

                                                             
16 From different inscriptions by Darius on Persepolis walls and structures, quoted in (Shahbazi 2004, 25-8). 
17 Cuneiform inscription by Xerxes on the Gateway of All Lands in Persepolis, quoted in (Shahbazi 1976, 13). 
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which marks the transition toward the platform. It also gives the impression of visual order and 

directs the view toward the Gateway and the Platform. The combination of such architectural 

and landscape details conveys an intention to emphasise the importance of the site as a 

“timeless” monument. Just before this public concourse, there is on the northern side of the 

road, the remains of a grand landscape of tents build by the Shah for the 1971 Celebrations of 

Persian Kingship (discussed later in this chapter). The plan, the five avenues of tents, 

representing the five continents invokes the imagination of annual visits of people of the 

Achaemenid Empire to the site of Persepolis. This large site, however, is visually and physically 

sealed off from the main road and is only visible from atop the platform. 

Past the concourse, one reaches the formal stairs of Persepolis. From the top of the stairs, the 

prominent position of the Gateway in relation to the rest of the complex is reinforced. The 

passage through the Gateway is demarcated by pairs of mythic guardians (Figures 3-10 and 

11). From there, major elements of the site comprise the following: looking south (turning 

right at the Gateway) through an open area (courtyard) there are ruins of the Reception Hall 

known as the Apadana of Xerxes distinguished by 13 standing columns upon a vast platform 

with two sets of ceremonial stairs depicting soldiers and gift-bearers (Figures 3-12 to 3-14). At 

a distance behind the Apadana and upon a raised platform, are the remains of the palace of 

Tachara or the “Hall of Mirrors,” built by Darius the Great (Figure 3-15). Looking eastward, and 

especially from the Eastern edge of Apadana courtyard, attention is drawn to the ruins of the 

“Hall of one-Hundred Columns” also known as the “Throne Hall.” This structure was built under 

Xerxes and Artaxerxes I. Here the ruined portals and scattered column-pieces look almost like 

a gigantic “playground,” as discussed in this chapter, and have provoked romantic images in 

the mind of European visitors over the last several centuries (Figures 3-16 and 3-17). Such a 

romanticised idea of ruin was expressed in European travellers’ evocative drawings of the site 

(Figures 3-18 and 3-19) and, in turn, influenced perceptions of the local intellectual elite.  

As when first seen by those travellers, the Throne Hall, compared to previous structures, 

seems less pronounced because of its location within the site. It is sunken in relation to the 

Gateway and the Apadana, and located farther from the entry point. Its view is also partly 

obstructed by the platform of Apadana and the steel shading canopy recently erected over its 

eastern stairs. 

Other fragments of structures such as platform bases, occasional portals, columns, and capitals 

are scattered over the site, yet they do not alter the primary mental map of the contemporary 

visitor, constituted from the Gateway. Another aspect of Persepolis ruins is the presence of 
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traces of the walls, covered with a protective layer of mud on the ground (Figure 3-16). These 

are the result of twentieth century archaeological interventions in the site. The original historic 

walls would have been somewhat visually obstructive of what would come to be uninterrupted 

and open field of vision, while the current traces provide a perfect reference for the standing 

fragments without obstructing the above spatial relationship between the Mount Mercy, the 

tombs, the ruins and the plain of Marvdasht. The ruins delineate a gigantic architectural plan 

which the visitor must reconstruct in his or her own imagination or by referring to imaginative 

delineations by the German architect Friedrich Krefter (1898-1995) 18

The platform complex mediates between Mount Mercy, the ancient sacred place, and the 

Marvdasht plain in which everyday life of nomadic and sedentary population took place and 

continues, albeit differently, today (Figures 3-25 to 3-27). There is a dual sense of 

identification, amplified by the present ruinous condition of the site – the view from the valley 

toward the site along the axial approach, and from the platform back to the plain is 

immediately experienced from the top of the platform. To many including the directors of the 

site (see Shahbazi in the following pages) and some visitors (see following comment by R.) 

Persepolis invokes a sublime experience, which could suggest the presence of a cosmogonic 

 and others. The actual 

reconstructed example Herzfeld and Krefter provided in the form of the on-site museum 

(restored 1932, inaugurated 1937) and the administrative building behind it (Figures 3-23 and 

3-24). The site of the museum has been identified by German archaeologists as the Harem of 

Xerxes. From the Gate, it is inconspicuously located in a sunken part of the platform. One has 

to descend a ramp, past or even through a plan-trace of what is known by speculative 

archaeological accounts as the “service quarters” into the forecourt of the museum. The 

construction appears as a “diagrammatic” model of what could have been the real structure. 

In this constructed diagram, the authentic fragments, such as the portals and niches, are 

incorporated into the new, stylized structure. Aside from its function as a museum, this 

structure is significant as it has the potential to assist in appreciating and imagining the scale of 

structures and their general spatial feeling that once existed on this site. In this sense and as a 

spatial intervention, the museum has the potential to mediate or concretise the imagination of 

the rest of the site and thus facilitate its inscription for the contemporary visitor. The rest of 

the reconstruction behind the museum is dedicated to the site’s administrative functions and 

is not open to the public.  

                                                             
18 In 1928 Krefter was invited by archaeologist Ernst Herzfeld (1879-1948) to participate in excavations. He stayed in 
Iran to continue excavations and later lectured at Tehran University. With the outbreak of World War II, in 1937 
Krefter went back to Germany. 
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narrative in its original formation.19 This interpretation is reinforced by the site’s locale and the 

position of the royal sepulchres of Artaxerxes II and Artaxerxes III, which address the site and 

the plain of Marvdasht. They are located outside the immediate perimeter of the Platform and 

up on Mount Mercy. In the contemporary configuration of the site, where the field of vision is 

unobstructed by historic walls, the sepulchres constitute prominent visual reference points of 

the site. From their commanding position dominating the platform, they seem to have 

symbolized the power of the Emperor in the past (Figures 3-20 to 3-22).20

As above, many Iranians consider Persepolis a significant monument with a designated place in 

their country’s contemporary history. The growing number of visitors to the site may be an 

indication of such a sentiment (Figure 3-34). While there is a growing interest in historical facts 

on the part of the public, this is also strengthened by the growing representations of the site in 

popular spheres (as later discussed) and by its political colligations. 

 However, through 

further observation it becomes clear that before the destruction of Persepolis, and from within 

the site, the tombs lacked the commanding visual position they have today. The comparison 

between the experience of Persepolis in its contemporary form and what could have been its 

original configuration suggests a visual nuance/transformation resulting from the physical 

transformation of the site. One could read into this, the relationship between the site and its 

revival in the twentieth century under the Pahlavis. It was particularly the second (and last) 

Pahlavi monarch who attempted to legitimate his rule and the modern institution of kingship 

by drawing parallels between himself and ancient Emperors and appealing to archaic sites, 

Persepolis and Pasargadae in particular.  

21

                                                             
19 Some commentators such as Wiesehofer (Wiesehofer 2004, 25) reject the possibility of Persepolis being a “holy 
city.”  

 The visual splendour of 

the site and its setting can create a strong emotional impression upon the mind of its 

contemporary visitors, an impression which may be utilized ideologically towards galvanizing a 

nationalist tendency in the contemporary Iranian visitor, as evidenced in the comment below. 

This is instigated, in good part, by the mythology surrounding the Achaemenids, the supposed 

origin of all Iranians according to the still present nationalist narratives, and the site, which 

together engender a romantic and sense of anticipation with regard to the place. However, 

romanticism is further reinforced on-site by its visual impact, movement towards, between, 

and within its different ruins and the place’s historical significance reinforced by archaeological 

20 The hierarchy set up by the position of the sepulchres may be interpreted with reference to the Achaemenid 
concept of kingship. The Emperors occupy a sublime place between god and people. This is perhaps a coincidental 
reminder of the Achaemenid concept of kingship, which is characterized by a mutual relationship of solidarity 
between the king, assisted by “Divine effulgence” (divine sanction), and his subjects, in which they were required to 
express a complete loyalty towards their monarch (Wiesehofer 2004, 25).  
21 I say this on the basis of conversations with site tourist guides appointed by the Parsa Pasargadae Research 
Foundation to guide and help visitors during high season especially for the New Year tourists to the site.  
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activities. The site was given prominence in twentieth century architecture and art history. 

However, as inscription, a contemporary symbol of national identity and nationalist ideology, 

its place is exemplified in the following comment from the Guest Book (2007): 

To [acknowledge] the glory of ancient Iran, to [acknowledge] the grandeur of ancient 
Iran, to [acknowledge] the power of ancient Iran, it is not enough to bow and 
prostrate. [I] salute Iranians of present, past, and future. [I salute] those artists who 
cut and polished stones [to] create greatness, beauty, and art, and today, 25/03/2007, 
I treasure visiting this place and feel proud of Iranian power in the past.  

R. [from] Kermanshah  
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Figure  3-2  General map of the Persepolis setting showing important features surrounding the site. 
Persepolis is designated with red. Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF). 
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Figure  3-3  Palace P, Pasargadae.  

 

Figure  3-4  Pasargadae, Tomb of Cyrus the Great 
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Figure  3-5  Naqsh-e Rostam, Ka'be-ye Zardosht (front-right) and cross-shaped sepulchres (left and 
centre). Tomb of Darius is in far back of the picture. 
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Figure  3-6  Plan of Persepolis terrace. 1 = Eastern Fortification, garrison; 5 = Treasury; 6 = Main Wing 
of Harem; 7 = Service Quarters of Harem; 8 = Palace D; 9= Council Hall; 10 = Xerxes Palace; 11 = Palace 
G; 12 = Palace H; 13 = Palace of Darius I; 14 = Apadana. 15 = Gate of Xerxes; 16 = Terrace Stairway; 17 
= Hall of One Hundred Columns; 18 = Unfinished Gate; 19 = Stairway to Drainage Tunnel; 20 = 
Northern Fortification; 21= Tomb of Artaxerxes II, 23 = Southern Fortification; 24 = Foundation 
Inscription of Darius I. The double-return stairway at the northwest corner of the platform (16) 
provided the only formal access to both the adjacent public buildings and the more private structures 
located within the southern half of the terrace. Plan courtesy of Artstor. 
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Figure  3-7  The Gateway All Lands built by Xerxes. View looking toward entry with Mount Mercy in the 
background  

 

Figure  3-8  Approaching Persepolis Platform from west, the ceremonial stairs and Gateway at centre.  
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Figure  3-9  View from above the landing of the ceremonial stairs and the modern ticketing facility 
(right), 26 April 2004. Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF) 

 

Figure  3-10  View of the Gateway palace (looking north) showing portals by collosi at eather end 
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Figure  3-11  View showing the prominent position of Gateway with road leading to city of Marvdasht 
(centre-right). The photo is taken in April 2004 and shows the stream of visitors to the site during the 
Naurooz (New Year) holiday period. Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF) 
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Figure  3-12  The Stairs, the Gateway (left), the Apadana (centre) and Tachara (far centre-right). Photo 
courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF) 

 

Figure  3-13  The Apadana Palace. Central facade of the northern stairway in the 1930s. Photo courtesy of 
the Oriental Institute. 
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Figure  3-14  View from the top of Persepolis platform with the Gateway (left), the ceremonial stairs 
(right), the Apadana elevated on platform (centre) and Tachara of Darius (far centre). The picture is 
taken in April 2004 showing the site visitors during the New Year period. Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae 
Research Foundation (PPRF)  

 

Figure  3-15  General view of Tachara (looking west). 
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Figure  3-17  The Throne Hall as it appeared in the 1930s. Photo courtesy of the Oriental Institute. 

 

 

 

 

Figure  3-18  Persepolis as depicted in the 1830s by Fraser. Source:  Google Books after (Fraser 2006 (1834), 168) 
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Figure  3-19  Persepolis as depicted by Flandin and Coste in the 1843-1854. Photo after Flandin and Coste, Pl 
78.  

 

 

 

Figure  3-20  Under the current circumstances, the two major tombs (Artaxerxes II and Artaxerxes III) 
dominate the site. Photo shows the Tomb of Artaxerxes III overlooking the Throne Hall.  
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Figure  3-21  Tomb of Artaxerxes III, centre-right, seen from Palace G. 

 

Figure  3-22  Tomb of Artaxerxes II at the centre of the photo with pathways leading to it as seen from 
palace G. 
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Figure  3-24  Persepolis site museum interior. Note the capitals, column bases and the integration of 
existing portals into the new construction.  



Persepolis and a Persian Identity Narrative 137 

 

 

Figure  3-25  Replica of a nomadic tent erected as information centre at the foot of Persepolis platform 
for the period of 2007 New Year holidays. Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF). 

 

Figure  3-26 Nomads passing in front of the western wall of Persepolis terrace in the 1930s. Photo 
courtesy of the Oriental Institute. 
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Figure  3-27  Contemporary nomads near Persepolis in 2007. Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research 
Foundation (PPRF). 

Aspects of the Site’s Contemporary Significance 

The credit for reconnecting Persepolis with the Achaemenids and the subsequent significance 
ascribed to the place goes to European travellers and scholars. Building upon the Greco-Roman 
and biblical texts (as discussed later), and from the seventeenth century onward, they 
identified the site and thus “indemnified” it as an historic site of the antiquities (Mousavi 2002, 
215). It was their activities and excavations that brought this historic site into the Iranian 
consciousness. According to Rawlinson (Rawlinson 2008 (1867), 237), the prominent 
nineteenth century orientalist, ruins of Persepolis constituted at his time “the most remarkable 
group of buildings now [then] existing in this part of Asia.”  

Thus, Persepolis was already a significant site when archaeology was introduced into Iran and 

excavations were carried out. George Rawlinson remarks (Rawlinson 2008 (1867), 233-4),  

From the middle of the seventeenth century, when Europeans first began freely to 
penetrate the East, the Persian ruins, especially those of Persepolis, drew the marked 
attention of travellers; and in times when the site of Babylon had attracted but scanty 
notice, and that of Nineveh and the other great Assyrian cities was almost unknown, 
English, French, and German savants measured, described, and figured the Persian 
remains with a copiousness and exactness that left little to desire.  
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Archaeological excavations in Iran were begun in the first half of the nineteenth century by the 

Anglo-Swiss James Morier (1780-1849) (Mousavi 2002, 216). At the time, there was growing 

interest in the field from within Iran despite general instability of the country. With the 

introduction of archaeology, Persepolis quickly became the focus of archaeological activities. 

Within the next fifty years, manuscripts for the “first methodically illustrated description” of 

Persepolis by an Iranian were produced by Forsat ad-Dowle Shirazi (1854-1920) in Asar-e 

Ajam.22

In the twentieth century, with the emergence of nationalism and the centrality of archaeology 

to nationalist ideologies, Persepolis was as much a political site as it was archaeological 

(Mousavi 2002, 211). It became entangled in both domestic and international politics. The 

French, the German, and the American archaeological expeditions competed over access to 

Iranian sites. This competition, along with the personal interest of certain archaeologists, 

notably the German Herzfeld in Persepolis, became the catalyst for the establishment of Iran’s 

first Antiquities Law.

 Persepolis was later utilized as a training ground for Iranian archaeologists (Mousavi 

2002, 222-3, 245) and excavations at the site greatly contributed to the rise of national interest 

in archaeology across the country, which then gave the site a renewed national status.  

23

In the twentieth century, with the benefit of modern European scholarship and at the height of 

nationalism, the pre-existing attempts on the part of monarchs to identify with the 

Achaemenids intensified. This was evident, for example through the assumption of titles, such 

as Shahanshah (King of kings) for the last Pahlavi monarch, and their ceremonies, including the 

Celebrations, designed to infer such a connection, but also through architecture.

  

24

                                                             
22 Manuscripts finished in 1896 and published in Bombay, 1935. 

 This, 

however, was not a purely twentieth century invention. Rather it appealed to a domestically 

formed tradition of identification with the Achaemenids. As a legitimating device, monarchs of 

the following periods implied associations with the Achaemenid kings – who were by then 

23 For events before the Antiquities Law was passed and the international agreements in the field refer to Chapter 3.  
Mostafavi (Mostafavi Kashani 2002, 648) describes some of the events leading to the abolition of French Monopoly 
on Archaeological excavations:  

After that in May 1927 at the end of excavations season [in Susa] … Major General (Sar-tip) Faraj-ollah 
Agh-evli who was the special agent [ma’moor] of the government in Khuzestan and the commander of the 
army in that region … was passing through Susa and was moved by nationalist sentiments and the loss of 
archaeological finds in Susa  … upon his return … he sent a detailed telegraph to Reza Shah … [pleading his 
Excellency prevent the export of] the evidence of our identity in this manner. Reza Shah replied  ... that 
the excavations in Susa are in accordance with the agreement between the governments of France and 
Iran. Major General (Sar-tip) Faraj-ollah Agh-evli sent another telegraph [persisting on his view] and this 
was the origin and beginning of the abolition of that monopoly …   

Major General (Sar-tip) Faraj-ollah Agh-evli was a founding member of the Society for National Heritage (SNH) and 
later its chairman. For a history of this society and some of its projects, among others, refer to: (Bahr ol-olumi 1976, 
particularly pp.3-76, Samadi 2003, 33-56, Grigor 2004). 
24 In her Thesis, Eimen relates Reza Shah’s coronation ceremony to parallels with mythic ancient kings. Refer to 
(Eimen 2006, 22-42).  
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conflated with mythical characters and beings. This monument was and continues to be 

frequently visited by the royalty and dignitaries (Figures 3-28 to 3-30).25

Persepolis may have begun as the place for Achaemenid identity signifying the extent of their 

Empire, 

 Such visits reinforce its 

political colligation.  

26 yet after their demise its fragments, vested with symbolic value, were spoliated into 

new buildings, and the Achaemenid style was adopted by other local rulers and fledgling 

monarchs (Mousavi 2002, 227). In the twentieth century, the monument was also shown to be 

a model for traditional urban planning and high architecture in Iran (Huff 2005, Mostafavi 

Kashani 2002, 956).27 But, perhaps more importantly, it also acquired a new significance in the 

nationalist repertoire of modern architectural motifs (Figures 3-31 and 3-32).28

It is worth adding that the art of Persepolis is not dead, as some have held; it has been 
revived in modern Iran. The stairways, bull capitals, friezes, and crenellations have 
reappeared in the new bank buildings and police headquarters of Teheran.  

 In 1938, 

referring to the emergent style of architecture, G. Stott remarks (Stott 1938, 73):  

It is frequently asserted that Persepolis embodies the “Iranian spirit” at the time of its origin,29

No doubt just as it is a must for every Muslim who can afford [has the means] and 
meets the requirements [criteria] to make the pilgrimage to the “House of God” 
[Mecca], every Iranian  with the means too has to visit Persepolis in the sense of 
nationality and learning of the history and civilization of our beloved country … as 
every year from cities near and afar numerous groups of students and many interested 
people and important personalities [shakhsiyathaye mohem], especially during 

 

a spirit that, every now and then, as nationalistic sentiments come to the fore, is invoked or 

summoned for resurrection. Perhaps Mostafavi, the late Director of the site, had these aspects 

of Persepolis in mind when in 1950-1951 he wrote on the national significance of Persepolis, 

elevating it to a ‘sacred’ site (Mostafavi Kashani 2002, 877):  

                                                             
25 See for example (Mousavi 2002, 231). 
26 Allen (Allen 2005, 74-5) describes Persepolis as a propaganda site for legitimating Darius’ reign; however, it would 
be problematic if the term “propaganda” is construed to suggest a modern ideological content as it represents a 
contemporary projection back into the Achaemenid times. It seems more plausible to assume that Achaemenids 
operated within a traditional frame of reference where the emperor was a semi-divine figure for whom 
constructing a ritual site and conducting rituals within it to mirror the world as reflected in his cultural context, 
would have been part of his “job description” so to speak. 
27 This is evident in certain characteristics of the palatial architecture of Persepolis, such as the Iwan and the 
columnar reception hall (originating from Pasargadae and Median architecture). 
28 Art historically, Persepolis reflects what Shahbazi (Shahbazi 2004, 7) has labelled the Royal Style in art and 
architecture. This style, Shahbazi hypothesises, was born out of the “intermingling of ideas and fashions, and under 
the supervision of Persian masters.” Persians were a minority, and the empire developed very rapidly, therefore 
there was neither the time nor the resources to develop a fully Persian style from the scratch. The Persian style was 
a mixture of the arts of other nations, which characterizes the site as an historical record in itself. The double 
significance of Persepolis, for art history and as heritage, is recognized by inclusion (1974) in the list of World 
Heritage sites by UNESCO. 
29 (Persepolis: UNESCO World Heritage Centre Periodic Reporting (Cycle I) Section II 2003). 
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Naurooz holidays make the pilgrimage to these monuments and are elated by the sight 
of undeniable and tangible evidence of the greatness of ancient Iran …  

Today, popular visits have grown to the extent that Persepolis is a site of national pilgrimage 
(Figures 3-33 and 3-34). 

Persepolis has been a site of identification and inscribed as a significant, place, particularly for 

a modern nationalist discourse. This place, which as this chapter demonstrates, would be 

contested by competing ideologies, Islamism in particular.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  3-28  Foreign dignitaries touring Persepolis in the 1950s. Photo courtesy of the National Library of Iran. 
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Figure  3-29  Reza Shah and the Crown Prince (Shah) touring Persepolis in the 1930s. Photo courtesy of the 
National Library of Iran. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  3-30  President Ahmadinejad on a visit to Persepolis surrounded by Colossi, April 2006. Photo: 
courtesy ofBaqer Nasir, Mehr News Agency.  
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Figure  3-31  The design of the Iranian Carpet Company Headquarters in central Tehran utilises 
Achaemenid and Persepolitan motifs and iconography. 

 

 

Figure  3-32  Detail of the facade of the Museum of Post (formerly the Central Post Office) in central 
Tehran (1934). The neoclassical design by Nikolai Markov incorporates Achaemenid iconography.  
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Figure  3-33  New Year visitors to Persepolis, April 2004. Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research Foundation 
(PPRF). 

 

           
 
 

                                                                                           
  

Figure  3-34  Graphs showing the steady 
growth in visitor number s in Persepolis 
between 1997 and 2003. Accordingly, the 
highest number of visitors each year is in April, 
which coincides with the Persian New Year. 
The graphs also show that visitor numbers 
have grown from under 140,000 in 1997 to 
above 180,000 in 2003. Data and graphs courtesy 
PPRF. 
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Three stages in the Life of the Place 

Given the exceptional position of Persepolis as a national monument, the examination of its 

inscription and contestation is useful in two respects: in identifying a process of place-making 

in Iran, and, perhaps more importantly, in elaborating a powerful strand of self-identity within 

the cultural tradition of the country. To examine the constitution and contestation of places 

through Persepolis, historical transformation of the site and the transmutations of its 

inscription will be outlined. As noted at the beginning of this chapter, this examination begins 

with instances of Persepolis as a site of self-identity and a metonym, a representation, for 

homeland. This occurred initially in the Achaemenid times (515-330 BCE), as evidenced in 

original inscriptions on Persepolis. The Achaemenid inscription of the site as the topos for a 

Persian homeland was mimicked by re-inscriptions later in the nineteenth and twentieth 

century, notably through the lens of the Pahlavi ideology of Romantic Nationalism. 

But the place was also contested. Contestation is the subversion of legitimacy; it is the 

simultaneous inscription of the same site in accordance with conflicting identity narratives,30 

which further reinforces the importance of place. Identity narratives based on counter-

imagination of the Achaemenids, Persians (as a broad label), or in the twentieth century, the 

nationalist state, inscribe sites such as Persepolis as a symbol of counter-imagination (alterity). 

This has precedents in European history and within Iran. It was first perpetuated by the Greek 

and, later on, reinvented and adapted by those Europeans who considered themselves heirs to 

the Greco-Roman civilizations.31 However, in the twentieth century, domestic contestation 

was driven by contemporary political ideologies, endeavouring to invent a new identity 

narrative in order to construct a new self-imagination, one that was authenticated through 

religion and God. This is the discourse of political Islam or Islamism exemplified in the Islamic 

Revolution of Iran (1979).32

                                                             
30 A contested place is at once the subject and object of conflicting topographies. Evidently there is a reciprocal 
relationship between inscription and identity narrative. Identity narratives are inscribed within sites as much as they 
transform sites into multiple places. 

 Contestation has been forcefully realized after the Revolution. 

Reacting to the political discourse of the Pahlavi establishment, Islamists contested the notion 

31 This was indeed the imagination and invention of a novel concept, that of an historical continuity on the part of 
European intellectuals. Lukacs points out (Lukacs 1968, 11-9) that “the medieval mind was quite ahistorical” and 
even in the Renaissance, there was no such modern conception of “a constant continuity with the past” and that 
this conception of history began only with the Enlightenment in the seventeenth century. By the end of the 
seventeenth century, there was the emergence of the “European mind” marked by the simultaneous appearance of 
modern history and the synthesis of classical physics, a modern concept of the universe. From late eighteenth 
century, historical consciousness deepened and was inclined toward nationalism. Histories, increasingly took 
descriptive form as opposed to previously dominant narrative forms. Thus the conception of history as a form of 
thought and means of studying things through the study of their historical development is less than two centuries 
old.  
32 This is further discussed in Chapter 7. 
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of the Achaemenids being the origin of all Iranians and Persepolis (and other pre-Islamic places 

and monuments) as the embodiment of their identity and as such, pertinent to the identity 

narratives of contemporary Iran.33 In so doing, they contested the existing official inscription of 

homeland. Whether from outside or within the country, contestation of Persepolis is 

characterized by committing violence to it as a symbol, the concepts of homeland it signified, 

and ultimately the national identity and the narrative in which Persepolis took part. 34

Persepolis the Living Capital (515-330 BCE) 

 

As a living monument, one that was occupied and revered by the Achaemenids as a symbol of 

their empire, Persepolis is likely to have been experienced by its visitors, concretely through all 

their senses. As previously mentioned, Lefebvre argues that by emplacing collective identities 

and conferring them upon individual subjects, the living monument transforms individuals to 

mass. The monument appropriates and regulates both social and bodily aspects of individuals, 

their behaviours and interactions within place. Lefebvre suggests (Lefebvre 1997, 142) 

monuments work on three levels: the level of “affective, bodily, lived experience,” the level of 

“perceived (or) socio-political signification,” and the level of “the conceived, where the 

dissemination of written word and knowledge welds the members of a society into a 

‘consensus’.” 

Persepolis conceivably performed a similar function, conveying certain political connotations, a 

certain social code of conduct, and a sense of collective identity. These appear to have been 

reinforced through the performance of a well-organized set of rituals within and around 

predetermined buildings and functions. As suggested in the Introduction, it is possible to 

decipher hallmarks of a collective identity, an identity narrative, through the inscribed texts of 

Persepolis and related monuments in the surrounding sites. However, Persepolitan rituals and 

building functions remain the subject of speculative archaeological hypotheses based on a 

combination of Greek and biblical references and archaeological evidence from the site.  

In different inscriptions, the king is portrayed as the emblem of his people, their role model 

and the embodiment of their collective identity, reinforced by a king-subject mutual 

relationship.35

                                                             
33 For further reading, refer to the previous two chapter and Chapters 5-6.  

 This, Frye argues (Frye 1993, 145), is the “formula” for political identification:  

34 There is now some qualified acceptance of Iran’s pre-Islamic history as discussed in the following pages. 
35 In Darius’ narrative, god chose him from a kingly lineage and from among the righteous people (Achaemenid 
Persians) in order to bring both order and virtue to the world which was in disarray. Darius did this well with god’s 
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Politically speaking, the concept of all people in a given area as “subjects of king x” was 
the traditional formula of political identification throughout Iranian history, even in the 
time of the Sasanians and Islam. Allegiance was always owed to the ruler or the 
dynasty, not the state.  

In his epitaph inscription, Darius speaks of peoples whom he “held firm,” those who “bore 

tribute” to him, and names the lands where they came from – the extent of the Persian 

Empire.36 Here, Darius is, in effect, describing Persepolitan bas-relief decorations – the 

Apadana scenes of emissaries bearing tribute to the king. The text articulates a Persian 

method of rule, the Achaemenid ideology of kingship according Wiesehofer, and possibly the 

ritual of annual audience with the King granted to peoples of other countries.37 Darius 

legitimates Achaemenid rule by positing a causal relationship between Achaemenid lineage, 

Persian happiness, and Kingship. His kingship is legitimated by divine effulgence – Ahuramzda’s 

blessing. Within this relationship, he claims, moral virtues and mental and physical strength 

validate his and indeed the Persians’ superior position.38

In the twentieth century and with the rise of both nationalism and modern Aryanism, these 

ideas would be reinterpreted both by foreign scholars and Iranian intellectuals. Their 

reinterpretations would be based on material evidence supplied by archaeological and art-

history surveys (Herzfeld and Pope-Ackerman), and ultimately resonate with and reinforce the 

romantic nationalist ideology of the Pahlavis (See Chapter 4). At the turn of the century, 

 Thus the texts of Persepolis and its 

surrounding monuments perform several functions: they recite the Achaemenid homeland, 

articulate the political concept of the Empire, namely the divine kingship, and within that 

relationship, posit the hallmarks of an Achaemenid-Persian identity narrative with an emphasis 

on Aryanism as “racial, cultural and religious heritage”  (Gnoli 1989, 20).  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
blessing. His duty as king was to keep Persians secure and happy. Darius’ inscription on Persepolis terrace wall 
(southern) which reads (n.d.Terrace wall of Persepolis):  

King Darius: If you think, "I fear no one else," then protect the Persians. Because when the Persians are 
protected, their happiness will remain unbroken, and the favor of Ahuramazda will come down upon the 
royal house.  

The Persians are in turn portrayed as the chosen people who through their king rule the world by the courage, skills, 
and virtues and by avoiding deceit, following reason and submission to law. 
36 (n.d.Naqsh-e Rostam): 

Darius the King says: By the favor of Ahuramazda these are the countries which I seized outside of Persia; I 
ruled over them; they bore tribute to me; what was said to them by me, that they did; my law -- that held 
them firm; Media, Elam, Parthia, Aria, Bactria, Sogdiana, Chorasmia, Drangiana, Arachosia, Sattagydia, 
Gandara, Sind, Amyrgian Scythians, Scythians with pointed caps, Babylonia, Assyria, Arabia, Egypt, 
Armenia, Cappadocia, Sardis, Ionia, Scythians who are across the sea, Skudra, petasos-wearing Ionians, 
Libyans, Ethiopians, men of Maka, Carians.  

37 This interpretation is confirmed by the next proclamation:  
If now you shall think that "How many are the countries which King Darius held?" look at the sculptures 
(of those) who bear the throne, then shall you know, then shall it become known to you: the spear of a 
Persian man has gone forth far; then shall it become known to you: a Persian man has delivered battle far 
indeed from Persia. (n.d.Naqsh-e Rostam) 

38 He (n.d.Naqsh-e Rostam) tells us that he is the follower of “righteousness” and those who “strive” for his kingdom 
he rewards and those who do “evil” he punishes severely.  
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Edward Granville Browne argued (Nash 2005, 156, 148) that, similar to the Greeks, the Iranians 

had a unique character and were thus “worthy of national self-determination.” He imagined an 

“essential Persia” characterized by recurrent revivals of archaic “spirit of patriotism, heroism, 

and self-devotion.” Geoffrey Nash reflects on Browne (Nash 2005, 140) observing:  

Browne’s discourse of Iranian national identity derives from those linguistic-racial 
formulations pioneered in German national thought of the early nineteenth century, 
and, as applied to Iran, from the theories of ‘the Father of Racism’, Comte Arthur de 
Gobineau ideas which may initially have developed to find the European a noble 
ancestor in the East, but which subsequently played their part in the construction of 
racist, imperialist ideology.  

Echoing Browne, Sir Percy Sykes (Sykes 1931) articulated the European affinities with Aryanism 
in A Brief History of Persia:39

The foundation of the Persian Empire by Cyrus the Great in 550 BCE constituted an 
event of supreme importance to the world. The Persian Empire was the first great 
Aryan empire, and since its foundation, with the exception of the period of Semite 
ascendancy in the seventh and eighth centuries, speakers of Aryan tongues have ruled 
in the greater part of the Middle East and of Europe.  

 

[...] Cyrus ... was buried in Pasargadae, where his tomb, which I have visited, is surely 
among the most sacred monuments to us Aryans [my emphasis]. 

In the absence of comprehensive documentation about Persepolis and its inscription in the 

Achaemenid times, hypotheses have been developed speculating about the function and 

rituals of the place.40 Some speculate that Persepolis was simply one of the five capitals of the 

Achaemenids. However, the American Orientalist Arthur Upham Pope (1881-1969) rejects this. 

He characterizes Persepolis as a temporary residence and dynastic shrine, a site of “supreme 

invocation” and exclusivity with magical functions – in other words, a holy city. To Pope (Pope 

1965, 30), who spoke and wrote at the height of the nationalist ideology in the 1930s, 

Persepolis is “a sacred national shrine,” dedicated to the specific purpose of celebrating the 

Naurooz Festival.41

                                                             
39 Courtesy the National Library and Archives of the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

 This type of revivalist thinking, as this chapter and the rest of the thesis will 

demonstrate, was a leitmotif of Iranian dynasties and was, following historical circumstances, 

40 Hypotheses on Persepolitan rituals are developed following speculations on the nature and function of the place. 
The problem has been compounded, as Allen notes, by the fact that the “the so-called private palaces” – such as the 
Tachara of Darius and the Apadana – seem unsuitable for actual living. This has led to speculations on the part of 
archaeologists about their functions as banquet halls, ritual places and meeting rooms (Allen 2005, 79) and 
influenced speculations about Persepolis, its meaning and function.  
41 Whilst there is a consensus on the sacred aspect of the site the notion of the Holy city is disputed and so is the 
commonly held belief that it was thoroughly destroyed by Alexander’s fire. See: (Wiesehofer 2004, 25, 233). 
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reinvented and re-imagined in the twentieth century.42 Other scholars dispute Pope’s account 

(Wiesehofer 2004, 25): Shahbazi, who, perhaps projecting his own nationalist sentiments upon 

the place, interprets Persepolis as a sign of Darius’ attachment to and celebration of his 

homeland – a kind of proto-nationalist symbol (Shahbazi 2004, 17). The common point of 

these speculations is that Persepolis in its original configuration would have functioned as a 

ritual place, its contemporary national(ist) significance notwithstanding. On this basis, a 

number of speculative scenarios are proposed that highlight the combined significance of 

place and rituals in the construction of a collective identity. Two exemplary scenarios are both 

based upon an interpretation of existing bas-relief decorations and imagery on site and may be 

summarized as follows. 43

The first scenario advanced, by some including Shahbazi, characterizes Persepolis as the ritual 

place for the Naurooz celebrations, where the king would stop on his annual travel. He would 

receive Emissaries and delegations from all lands of the Empire who bore and presented gifts 

in a ritual procession (Figure 3-35).

   

44 Decorations and bas-reliefs on the walls are interpreted 

as symbolic depictions of actual rituals. The second scenario, proposed by Fennelly among 

others, characterizes Persepolis as a sacred place of significant religious rituals, possibly held 

around the time of the vernal equinox. Accordingly, Persepolis rituals are an adaptation of the 

older Mesopotamian Akitu,45

                                                             
42 Grigor interprets this as an effort on Pope’s part to inject “into the political regime [of the Pahlavis] the concept of 
revivalism and a false ‘return’ to an imagined ‘glorious’ past” (Grigor 2004, 39). Yet, Grigor is oblivious to the 
nineteenth century as she is to the evident possibility of traditions (albeit transformed) accommodating of 
modernity and is thus in an essentialist position.  

 performed by the King and the High Priest and propagate a 

43 There are other speculative scenarios of the New Year rituals in Persepolis that are more or less similar to the 
ones provided above. For example, see (Allen 2005, 77).  
44 Every year at the time of vernal equinox, the king on his way to his summer capital, Ecbatana (today's Hamadan), 
would stop at Persepolis to celebrate the Naurooz. The royalty would settle in the palaces built upon the platform. 
The rest of the entourage, high ranking officers and their families, camped adjacent to the platform. Delegates 
would join the encampment below the platform in the Marvdasht plain. The rituals consisted of a meticulously 
planned procession through a series of designated spaces and paths. During the reign of Xerxes, delegates would 
proceed up the majestic stairs at north-western edge of the platform and through to the Gate All Nations. They 
would wait there to be granted audience and then guided by Persian officers, to the Apadana palace in the early 
periods of the Empire or, in the latter periods, through a designated promenade to another gateway (unfinished) 
and thence to the reception or Throne Hall (Sad-Sotun). There the King granted them audience. This was the climax 
of the procession and the opportunity to present the King with gifts as a symbol of mutual loyalty between the 
monarch and his peoples – a central feature of the Achaemenids’ political ideology: Wiesehofer contends that A 
specific characteristic of Achaemenid kingship as exemplified in Persepolis is the depictions of subjects' bringing 
gifts (and not tributes) to the king. This offering of gifts is meant to consolidate the king-subject mutual relationship 
(solidarity) (Wiesehofer 2004, 24).  
45 Based on the Akitu, the rituals were performed over a period of five to twelve days and comprised symbolic acts 
of building, battles of Good against Evil, recital of sacred texts, sacrifices and humiliation in the presence of god(s) 
(Fennelly 1980, 137-42). The King was not alone. He was guided by the High Priest, who also warded off demons at 
crucial times. The rituals were meant to bestow order upon the world. The king would declare at the end, the new 
order of the society and ranks, “the determination of destinies” as it were, almost a full programme for the coming 
year (Bidmead 2004, 3). For a full description of the Akitu, its rituals and their stages see: (Bidmead 2004, 39-102). 
Furthermore, there are some who claim that the adoption of the Akitu was a conscious decision to make the move 
from a Persian-based kingdom to an empire by admitting important rituals of subjugated lands into the mainstream 
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distinct religio-political message of bestowing order upon the earth.46

 

 Cast in this light, 

Persepolis may be interpreted as a sacred site upon which temples were constructed by 

builder-kings. Both scenarios suggest that Persepolis, the place, was imagined and constituted, 

above all through spatial interventions – acts of construction instigated by Ahuramazda (God) 

and Darius – and certain rituals held within it. Persepolis thus metonymically connoted the 

Persian homeland – as enunciated in official inscriptions, and depicted in bas-relief decorations 

that incorporated “the entire empire into the fabric of the place” (Allen 2005, 80).   

Figure  3-35  Gift bearers depicted on the Apadana's eastern stairs. Photo courtesy of the Oriental Institute. 

Either scenario suggests that Persepolis was embedded in Persian identity narratives, and 

participated in the construction of a mutually recognizable relationship between the 

Achaemenid kings and peoples, places, and events concerning them. This monument may have 

been the place to celebrate Naurooz – as represented by depictions on the walls, symbolized 

the conquest of nations by Persians through those depictions (Jamzadeh 2006, 72, 74-5), or 

may have functioned as the “projection of the Achaemenid concept of empire” (Wiesehofer 

2004, 20, 23, 25). In any of these cases, the use of ritual events within the site would have 

been essential to its constitution as a place: its inscription was by means of Collective 
                                                                                                                                                                                   
machinations of the Persian royalty. This in itself is a political decision which perpetuates political colligation. See: 
Allen (2005), Chapter 2,4, and 5. 
46 Thus, a hierarchy of submission was reinforced: the King submitted to god(s) and at the same time required his 
subjects to submit to his rule (Fennelly 1980, 141).  
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Imaginations, which included ritual (performative action), acts of construction (spatial 

intervention), textual references in three languages (not to mention depictions), and the 

politics of the Achaemenid kings. Collective imagination of Persepolis would have been 

particularly reinforced by events concerning ritualistic and sacred associations or royal 

banquets (examples are given later in this chapter).47 This was a general formula that would be 

repeated in the following periods of history and even in the twentieth century.48 Persepolis 

never lost this symbolic significance as evidenced in inscriptions of kings, rulers, and visitors of 

other times.49

Persepolis the Atopic Place (before CE 205 - 1600s) 

 Although, after the demise of the Achaemenids, the original cultural and 

political connotations and the history of the site were lost, it maintained some religious 

associations until the Sassanid period during which it was partially reconstructed.  

If we would investigate the rise and progress of a nation, we must not altogether 
reject the mythology which conceals the traces of its origin.(Fraser 2006 (1834), 98) 

The recurrent occupations, massacres, destructions, and dynastic changes that characterize 

Iranian history resulted in the frequent erasure of monuments and/or the loss of their 

meanings as places. Monuments were dislodged from their historico-cultural contexts, which 

meant that their connotations – moral, historical, and literary – mostly preserved in identity 

narratives, were displaced. The physical remains of the monument were abandoned, spoliated, 

or gradually refashioned into new places. The connotations, however, were preserved in 

peoples’ oral and literary traditions, which, in the case of Iran, functioned as primary registers 

of Iranian identity narratives. This amounts to a cleavage in inscription through which the 

connotations of a place are being transformed and relegated to the realm of tradition.50

                                                             
47 In the art of Persepolis (and later Achaemenid art) topicality is replaced by a timeless universality which is meant 
to convey a “kingly ideology.” Such art is thus repeatable without losing its content and concerns the king being the 
representative of the law, the protector of landed property and farmers” who demands loyalty from his subjects 
(Wiesehofer 2004, 20). Wiesehofer writes (Wiesehofer 2004, 25):  

 In 

[I]n Persepolis the themes and motifs of the images complement one another to form a new blueprint for 
a specific concept of Persian kingship and empire. […] for the early Persians all this [Persepolitan art and 
architecture] was the expression of a timeless idea of universal and cosmic order upheld by divine 
assistance and mutual loyalty between king and subjects.  

48 In the twentieth century, the most extravagant example was the Celebrations of the 2500 Anniversary of Persian 
Kingship. Also see (Abdi 2001, 68-70) and (Grigor (b) 2005). 
49 As Allen observes (Allen 2005, 163, 165), in later periods, the ruins of Persepolis “became a stage for rulers to 
proclaim their powers, while conscientiously meditating on the morality of their predecessors.”  
50 Tradition, its meaning and implications constitute a vexed and contested topic. Traditions may be invoked to 
legitimate or otherwise reject an existing socio-political situation. A full analysis of the meaning and implications of 
tradition(s) is beyond the scope of this work , and, at this point, it will suffice to have a working definition as follows 
(The Penguin Dictionary of Sociology 2006):  
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other words, the site is separated from the tradition that grounded it and bestowed meaning 

upon it. This is a topographical transmutation, for tradition and topography, Leontis argues 

(Leontis 1995, 26-7, 31), are in a reciprocal relationship. Tradition, is the “instrument of 

narrative,” the basis for citations that constitute topographies. It is also, at times, invented by 

the topography’s “repeated collocation of sites.” It is possible to demonstrate this process with 

regard to Persepolis. 

The inscription of Persepolis was displaced in the wake of Alexanders’ conquest. For the 

Achaemenid Persians, this site (along with Pasargadae), was “regarded as the ‘birthplace’ of 

the empire ... the ‘cradle of the Persians’, and contained sepulchres of their heroes” (Shahbazi 

1976, 3). However, after Alexander, the three-way relationship between heroes (kings), places, 

and events, which grounded Persepolis in Persian imaginations as inscription, disintegrated. 

On one hand, heroes and events were scattered from their original site, mythicised, and 

emplaced in utopic or imaginary geographies – for example Iran as a mythic territorial entity.51 

On the other hand, the site was remade into new places and attributed to other mythical 

characters. Thus, explanations for material remains or indeed the memory of the extinct 

relationship would then be furnished through combinations of chronicles, mythology, and 

imaginative, even fanciful stories.52

Having been destroyed by Alexander, Persepolis was wrenched from factual history and the 

site was gradually fashioned into other inscriptions; it was reinvented, diverging from its prior 

connotations.

  

53

                                                                                                                                                                                   
In its literal sense, tradition refers to any human practice, belief, institution or artefact which is handed 
down from one generation to the next. While the content of traditions is highly variable, it typically refers 
to some elements of culture regarded as part of the common inheritance of a social group. 

 During the five centuries following its destruction (up until the Sassanid 

period), the Achaemenids had metamorphosed into mythic kings embedded in literary and 

oral traditions. The Sassanids, despite their apparent ignorance of the Achaemenid history, 

51 One example of such conception is found in Ferdausi’s Book of Kings (Shahnameh) relating the story of Fereydoon 
(the mythic Kayanid king who followed Jamshid) dividing the world among his three sons. According to this legend, 
Salamis, Rome and the West are given to Salm; Turan (Turkistan) and China (the East) are entrusted to Tur; and his 
third son, Iraj, was “deservingly” appointed the king of “Iran and the planes of Speer-holding men, the crown of all 
heads.” Thus, Ferdausi posits Iranian mythic dynasties as the origin of all other dynasties, but moreover, he locates 
Iran right in-between East and West, at the centre of the universe. For a brief compilation of such utopic 
delineations of Iranian lands, refer to: (Takmil-Homayoun 2002, 53-63).  
52 Arthur U. Pope, the Iranologist/Orientalist of the twentieth century, was dismissive of what he identified as the 
Western method of factual, rational and literal thinking which interpreted Persepolis as a palace complex aimed at 
the gratification of royal pride or the expression of political might. Rather, he argued, it exemplified “the 
constellations of assumptions, attitudes, hopes that had descended from the ancient Orient with its ingrained 
reliance on emotion and symbolism” (Pope 1965, 30). Pope's comments here seem to echo the nationalist 
sentiments within Iran at the time. Notwithstanding his ideological interests, is possible to say that precisely the 
break-up of the above three-way relationship, that is, the dislodgement of Persepolis from the context of relevant 
historical events and characters, which allows Pope's constellations to emerge in the first place. 
53 The term invention here is not used to imply a false tradition or false consciousness, as Hobsbawm discusses in 
(Hobsbawm 1983). 
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invoked these traditions to both legitimate their rule and create their own politico-ideological 

concept of Iran (Eranshahr-the title of the Achaemenid lands (Parsa) in Zoroastrian texts).54 

According to Gnoli (Gnoli 1989, 130-1), the Sassanids were the first to deploy and propagate 

the title Eran (Iran) in a somewhat similar manner to its modern usage. In the Third century CE, 

a national culture was developed, part of which was a state religion (Mazdeism) and involved 

forging a link between religion, kingship, and the Persian Empire (Gnoli 1989, 140), a 

connection that would survive well into the twentieth century. Through their politico-religious 

propaganda, the Sassanids endeavoured to legitimize themselves, firstly by claiming to be the 

heirs to the ancient dynasty of the Kayanids (the mythic name ascribed to the Achaemenids), 

and secondly by creating a political concept which could encapsulate their notion of a 

homeland within which their culture and religion were placed. This was identified by the term 

Iranshahr (the place or home of Iran). The mythicised connotations of Persepolis as homeland 

and the Persian Empire were transferred and appropriated into the Sassanid identity narrative. 

On the other hand, those connotations were inscribed firstly in myth and lore, and later 

conflated with Perso-Islamic narratives of creation/salvation.55

The site bears the record of one of its earliest re-inscriptions dating back to the Sassanid 

period. Despite their  claims to be heirs to the Kayanids (Achaemenids) and to have come from 

the same origin (which in their narrative was Sistan in eastern Iran), the Sassanids appear 

ignorant of the original function, meaning, and even appellation of Achaemenid places and 

their role in constituting the Achaemenid homeland and identity. They identified Persepolis 

not by its Achaemenid name, Parsa, but as Sad Sotun (Hundred Columns – after the attribute 

of the Throne Hall): 

 The monumental remains, too, 

gained multiple associations with a range of mythic beings and heroes that were ultimately 

conflated, by Iranian chroniclers of the Islamic period (such as Tabari) with Islamic characters 

such as Solomon the Prophet. This topographical metamorphosis is evident in the appellations 

of the new place(s) to which it was fashioned.  

In the month of Spandarmad, in the second year of the reign of His Zoroastrian 
Majesty Shapur [II], the king of kings of Eran and Aneran, whose origin is from the 
gods. At that time when Shapur … travelled on this road ... and graciously came here to 

                                                             
54 Iran as a political concept was first created by the Sassanids in the third century AD. This middle-Persian word 
originates from the Achaemenid arya (Aryan). The Sassanids wanted to legitimize themselves by first claiming to be 
the heirs to the ancient Achaemenids, and second creating a political concept which could encapsulate their notion 
of a homeland within which their culture and religion was placed. This was the term Iranshahr (the place or home of 
Iran). See: (Wiesehofer 2004, xi) Also refer to (Gnoli 1989). 
55 Up until the fifteenth century, the European interest in the East concerned biblical references such as the tower 
of Babel. From then on, it turns to Classical sources. Lindsay Allen (Allen 2005, 167-8) briefly explains the political 
and economical reasons for growing interest in Iran, which are mostly characterized by the growing mercantile 
companies and their interest in international markets and access routes.  
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Sad-Sotun, he ate bread in this building.... And he organized a great feast, and he had 
divine rituals performed, and he prayed for his father and his ancestors, and he prayed 
for Shapur, the king of kings, and he prayed for his own soul, and he also prayed for 
the one who had built this building [my emphasis]. 56

It is difficult, if not impossible, to gauge the depth and accuracy of the knowledge of Shapur II 

(309-379 CE), of “the one who had built” Persepolis.

  

57

Almost six centuries later, the site was once again being refashioned. The connotations of 

Persepolis, the indication of a mythic Iranian homeland defined via mythic dynasties was 

already returning to the site. Tabari (d. 923 CE) the Persian chronicler of the Islamic period, 

identified the site as Taxt-e Jamshid. 

 There is other evidence to suggest that 

at the time, Persepolis was a venerated site, but in the absence of concrete links to the past, it 

was inevitably potent material for incorporation into mythic stories. Shapur’s inscription and 

his occupation/inhabitation of the site added another layer of significance to Persepolis. He 

endeavoured to legitimate his rule by making a link with mythic places and heroes. This 

became a recurrent pattern of legitimation in the following periods of Iranian history. 

58 He reports, in Annals of the Apostles and the Kings, that 

Jamshid was the king with mythical powers, who invented the arts of sword-making and 

weaponry, silk and herbs, weaving and sawing, saddle-making, and domestication of animals. 

Jamshid subdued all demons and established social order. He built a city and established social 

order. He also founded Naurooz as the national celebration for the New Year which has 

persisted to date. But then, Tabari says, he became arrogant and claimed to be God – this was 

the beginning of his downfall (Tabari (b) 1996, 116-9). On the other hand, in his Commentary 

on the Koran Tabari ascribes Persepolis to Solomon the prophet. This may be interpreted as an 

attempt by Iranian-Islamic chroniclers to interweave ancient Iranian mythology with its 

repertoire of heroes and places, into the Islamic stories of creation/salvation (Allen 2005, 161, 

Mousavi 2002, 213-5, Wiesehofer 2004, 224).59

                                                             
56 Engraving (inscription) made by Shapur II (309-379 AD) in Tachara of Darius. After (Wiesehofer 2004, 223). 

 This would have legitimated pre-Islamic 

57 Touraj Daryaee argues that the Sassanids would have been aware of the Achaemenids and that the lack of irect 
evidence to that effect is down to the methodology of chronicling and record keeping (“historiography”) of the 
time. Refer: (Daryaee 1995). 
58 Fraser writes (Fraser 2006 (1834), 103):  

Jumsheed [Jamshid], the fourth monarch of the dynasty, is one of the most celebrated of all the fabulous 
heroes of Persia. His power and riches are the theme of her historians and romance writers, by whom he 
is extolled as the great reformer of his countrymen, and the author of many useful inventions,-and among 
others the art of making wine.  

Also see (Wiesehofer 2004, 226-7). 
 
59 Ross observes (Ross 1931, 45,94): 

[I]t is interesting to note that the ancient monuments of Persia to this day [1931] are called after one or 
other of these [mythical] monarchs [Jamshid, Solomon, which …] goes to show  that the Muslims had no 
knowledge of the early history of that country [Iran]  an knowledge which was, however, possessed by the 
Greeks.  
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narratives and stories of creation by conflating them with those of the new religion while the 

attribution of places such as Persepolis to mythical king-prophets such as Solomon, would have 

guaranteed its designation as a venerated place and somewhat indemnified it against wilful 

destruction. However, it is equally plausible to interpret such conflations as measures taken by 

a society to prevent what Maurice Halbwachs calls (Halbwachs 1992, 86) “rupturing the 

framework of notions in which it has matured,” here the pre-Islamic culture and identity. In 

any event, such magical/mythical explanations for Persepolis and its associations were 

sufficient for the inscription of the site without requiring further objective knowledge of its 

history.60

In Iran, this mythical association of the “new” place continued into the nineteenth century. 

Forsat ad-Dowle Shirazi, the nineteenth-twentieth century surveyor of Iranian monuments and 

the first Iranian to furnish a “modern” description and survey of Persepolis, notes on his week-

long visit to the site in September 1893 (Forsat-Shirazi 1998 (1893), 218): 

 

 [T]he city of Istakhr was first built by Kiyumarth … afterwards Houshang built upon it, 
and then Jamshid completed it. It is written [said] that Jamshid was enthroned 2419 
years after the fall of Adam and Taxt-e Jamshid is known in English as PersePolis [sic.]. 
It is evident from its designs, houses [buildings] and columns that in the living world 
few buildings were of its firmness, reason is astonished upon its sight …  

Thus, Persepolis was the object of numerous re-inscriptions: the site produced multiple places. 

It was associated with magical powers and supernatural beings (djins) and monsters. It was 

named after the physical attributes of the site (its columnar structures), Sad Sotun (Hundred 

Columns), Hezar Sotun (Thousand Columns), and Chehel Minar (Forty Minarets). It was also 

attributed to mythic Iranian hero-kings from time-immemorial (Jamshid and Dara) and 

Abrahamic-Islamic prophet Solomon (playground of Solomon or Solomon's Palace). 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
But as I have discussed above, it is likely that the chroniclers were simply negotiating the past with the new 
dominant (Muslim) outlook, thus legitimizing and at the same time differentiating Iranians from occupying Muslims 
(mainly Arabs) by weaving its myths into Quranic stories.  
60 With the advent of modern, uniform schooling curricula, the erroneous association between Persepolis and King 
Jamshid was corrected. However, the popular and traditional name continues to be used. 
It has to be noted that mythical and magical explanations such as this, which re-inscribe an unexplained 
monument in the imaginations of peoples and set up a relationship between that and other historical or 
mythical events and people appear to be a universal process. Stonehenge is a case in point. Before any 
factual archaeological explanation as to its existence and purpose could be furnished, the place was 
explained through different mythologised narratives. Fagan (Fagan 2006, 20) relates the story of 
Stonehenge by Geoffrey of Monmouth (related by Henry of Huntingdon who lived in the twelfth 
century). According to this narrative, Stonehenge marks the burial place of British lords slain by the 
Romans. The structures were initially in Mount Killaraus in Ireland but dismantled and reassembled in 
Stonehenge through the magical powers of Merlin the magician to mark the place.  
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The above suggests that after the destruction or removal of the physical site, inscription 

occurs, once a place is imagined through a tradition of citations or legends, as an atopic place. 

In such instances, the relationship between human agency and the destroyed or absent site is 

imaginatively constituted and preserved in tradition, the former connotations of the place are 

also transposed into the realm of (literary) traditions, and the location (site) is re-inscribed into 

a new set of human relations. Thus, literary and oral traditions become the site of inscription. 

Among the literary/oral traditions that emplaced Iranian identity narratives, epic poetry 

occupies a significant place. This type of poetry, often performed by minstrels, was and 

remains a significant textual reference addressing heroes and heroic events, and the story of 

the Persian peoples’ origins. 

During the Achaemenid period, minstrel poetry was used as a method of disseminating 

messages of propaganda from the court, both to the contemporaries of the Achaemenids and, 

perhaps by the proliferation of a tradition of recitations, to future generations (Jamzadeh 

2004, 386, Mousavi 2002, 211). After the demise of the Achaemenids, those textual references 

and their identity narratives were scattered in and among peoples’ oral traditions and 

disseminated primarily by minstrels. The imagination embedded in those references was 

complemented and overlaid with the performative actions of the minstrel and the audience 

actively internalized the event, its associated myths and places in their imaginations.  

In the Sassanid period the previously scattered  body of oral and literary traditions was 

recompiled in the form of chronicles, the Khodaynameh (the deeds and manners of Lords), 

which were the origin of the Shahname of Ferdausi (Book of Kings, finished 1010 AD), the 

textual record of Iranian mythology, written almost three centuries after the Arab invasion. In 

the Shahnameh, mythicised stories of the Achaemenid times were woven into epic poetry, 

preserved and accessible to contemporary Iranians.61

                                                             
61 Allen (2005, 165) rightly observes that poets and authors such as Ferdausi and Tabari  

 In the nineteenth and twentieth century, 

Iranian modernists and nationalists saw this book as the narrative par excellence of Iranian 

identity (Moazzampoor 2004, 178-8, Cottam 1964, 27, Asef 2005, 249-53). Thus, such textual 

references were appropriated for the nationalist ideology, as evidenced in the exceptional 

position ascribed to Ferdausi by Iranian nationalists and the Pahlavi establishment, a position 

that would be contested by the Islamic Republic.  

did not seek historical truth by gleaning scant 'facts' from the traces of ancient writing and cities available 
to them. They were more concerned with creating a coherent, but impressively deeply rooted, story 
which made sense according to contemporary values and ethnic identities.  

However, it has to be added, that they were creating, compiling, and disseminating identity narratives. Parivash 
Jamzadeh too makes a similar observation. See: (Jamzadeh 2004, 383). 
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References to mythical kings were made in literary citations, by visiting and inhabiting places 

attributed to them, thus official visits to Persepolis; and through direct and concrete visual 

connections, in spoliations. After the Sassanids, the fledgling monarchies followed their 

methods of legitimation with reference to both ancient material remains and mythic kings. For 

example, fragments of Persepolis were either directly spoliated or else copied or reproduced in 

new buildings. A nineteenth century example, which demonstrates the use of Achaemenid 

spoliation and visual references, is found in the private garden of Mirza Ali Mohammad-Khan 

Qavam ol-Molk the governor of the province of Fars. This garden (est. 1870) was located in the 

city of Shiraz and was known as Narenjestan-e Qavam (Figure 3-36).62

The conscious use of Achaemenid motifs here may be seen as an indirect inscription of 

Persepolis. It also reflects the general atmosphere (at the time) of the glorification of ancient 

Iran as well as suggesting some kind of allegiance across time between Qavam and the mythic 

Achaemenids. Thus, one could speak of a case of proto-political colligation of Persepolis for 

which there has been a tradition dating back to the pre-Islamic period. Persepolis is here 

inscribed through an act of construction.  

 A complete description 

of the garden falls outside the scope of this chapter; suffice it to note that it was built in the 

tradition of formal gardens of the Qajar period, inspired by both Iranian and European 

traditions. What concerns us, however, is the designs and decorative tiling of the building in 

the socle and on its, typically Qajari, frieze. The socle consists of a combination Islamic-period 

designs and Achaemenid guards, as seen in the Apadana stairs (Figure 3-37). At the crown of 

the building, the bas-reliefs of the socle are complemented at the centre by the Persian Coat of 

Arms (the Lion and Sun) surrounded by scenes symbolizing heaven (angels) and nature 

(gazelles with their calves), inspired by European precedents (Figure 3-38).    

In the later periods, many official foreign delegations were taken to the site of Persepolis as a 

gesture of political hospitality by local governors, merchants, and kings, a tradition that still 

continues (Allen 2005, 164, 177). In the Shiite Iran of the seventeenth century, the site was 

significant enough for Shah Abbas II (1642-1667) of the Safavid dynasty (1501-1736 AD), to 

order renderings of Persepolis (done by Angle) thereby, presumably, connecting himself to the 

mythic site of Persepolis by sponsoring the production of a visual record from it (Mousavi 

2002, 215). 

Persepolis had become an atopic place. For a significant period of its history, the original 

connotations of the site –  the socio-political system of the Persian Empire, the homeland of 
                                                             
62 It is interesting to note that this structure became the Asia Institute headed by Pope. The building was rundown 
and its renovation began under Pope, who passed away (1969) before the job finished in 1978 (Grigor 2004, 48).  
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Persians, and their cultural and religious implications – were wrenched from it. They were, 

instead, imagined and reconstituted in textual references and performative actions that were 

not fully dependent upon a concrete physical setting. Nevertheless, perhaps due to its setting 

and its nature as a monumental ruin, the site’s significance continued in its own right, despite 

the chasm in its initial inscription. In Iranian identity narratives, the site and its connotations 

were reunited following the rediscovery of Persepolis, recognised as the historic site of the 

Achaemenids. However, until the late sixteenth century, the cleavage between site and place 

existed in both the European and Iranian imagination of Persepolis. 
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Figure  3-36  Main view of the Narenjstan-e Qavam in Shiraz. Also note the Qajar style entablature. 

 

Figure  3-37  Narenjstan-e Qavam, detail of socle depicting Persepolitan motifs. 
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Figure  3-38  The imagery on the crown of the building. 

Persepolis the Historic Monument (1600s-)63

Connecting Persepolis, its factual history, and the Achaemenids was pioneered by European 

adventurers, antiquarians, and amateur archaeologists at the beginning of the seventeenth 

century. However, it was not until the end of the nineteenth century that more concrete and 

objective descriptions of the ruins emerged.

 

64 James Baillie Fraser’s interpretation of 

Persepolis, although erroneous, is indicative of those nineteenth century efforts. James Fraser 

(Fraser 2006 (1834), 183-4), the Scottish traveller who visited Iran in 1815 noted that the 

character of the place, along with the tombs in the vicinity, may have implied a religious site, 

one which was perhaps open and if covered, then only with temporary awnings.65

 ...were designed to perpetuate the memory of the grand religious procession of Cyrus 
the Great described by Xenophon, or probably that of Darius, at the festival of the No 
Roz [Naurooz] or vernal equinox, receiving presents from the numerous nations of his 
empire.

 He noted 

that the artwork on the walls of Persepolis were testimonials to the events that took place 

and,   

66

The recovery of Persepolis was perhaps the by-product of the invention of ‘Europe’. The 

constitution in the Enlightenment period of a European identity based upon the Greco-Roman 

heritage was in part self-identification in contradistinction to the Persians and the contestation 

of their places.

 

67

After the sacking of Persepolis and the extermination of the Achaemenids, the place had been 

imagined and recreated in the Western tradition through the prism of Greek and Roman 

  

                                                             
63 I compiled the first draft of this chapter in 2007. In early 2008, I came across David Blow’s Persia Through Writer’s 
Eye, where he deals with the issue of counter-imagining Persia and Persians (not exactly through these terms) 
through a rather similar approach to the one I have taken in this part. His book is a fascinating read, which in many 
instances would have made my work much easier had it been published a few months earlier.   
64 As Wiesehofer notes (Wiesehofer 2004, 229), most travellers who visited the ruins of Persepolis (right up to 
Tavernier) until the end of the seventeenth century made inaccurate observations and “fanciful comments” despite 
the fact that they correctly associated the ruins with Persepolis. It was, nonetheless, from this time that the 
connection between the legends, historical texts, material evidence on the ground was being established.   
65 However, Fraser notes (Fraser 2006 (1834), 183-4) the opinions of others such as Chardin, Kaempfer, Niebuhr, 
Ouseley, that the columns were intended to support a roof structure of which now remains but nothing. 
66 Fraser after Ker Porter in (Fraser 2006 (1834), 173). 
67 David Blow notes the impact of the European encounters with Persia and Persians of the Safavid period in 
developing a European self imagination. For example, he writes (Blow 2007, 90): 

This comprehensive and generally balanced picture of Persia, highlighting its strengths as well as its 
weaknesses, contributed to a more positive attitude in Europe towards the Islamic world. It also 
encouraged Europeans to take a more critical look at their own beliefs and institutions, by showing them 
that a society with different ones could function just as well, if not better in some respects. This helped to 
bring about the European Enlightenment. 
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histories and Biblical references. The Greek counter-imagination of the Persians relied heavily 

upon textual references (histories and annals). They identified and included places as heroic 

settings, and in relation to gods and heroes. However, authors such as Herodotus, Xenophon, 

and Ctesias, wrote little of Persepolis, while including other Persian capitals in their narratives. 

Persepolis only became well known after Alexander's conquests. It was by then the richest yet, 

according to Diodorus, the Sicilian Greek historian of the first century BCE, “most hateful of all 

cities of Asia.”68 From then on Persepolis was perhaps the most famous symbol of the Greek 

distinction to Persians and the metonym for both the Persian character and their Empire. 

Alexander’s destruction of Persepolis – the inversion of construction – constituted a powerful 

instance of spatial intervention: eradicating the contending identity through the destruction of 

its place. Persepolis was thus inscribed and allegorized in both Greek (and later European) and 

modern Persian identity narratives as the place of Alexander’s conquest/pillage, but more 

importantly, as the symbol of a golden age in Iran.69

The glorious picture of Persians constructed through monuments such as Persepolis is 

contested in some contemporaneous Greek narratives, a contestation that is later on amplified 

by some nineteenth century orientalists. At least since the Peloponnesian wars (C.460-446, 

431-404 BCE) there was intense rivalry between the Persians and the Greeks, who lived at the 

western peripheries of the Persian Empire. The Greek awareness of their differences in 

imperial ambitions and political ideals, geographical setting, and military arrangements was 

exacerbated by centre-periphery relationships within the Persian Empire.

 

70 In writing their 

annals, influential Greek historians constructed a stereotypical Persian: an effeminate 

barbarian ruled by his impulses and whim. He was uncivilized, hence constantly in nomadic 

travel. He might have been brave, but was generally less intelligent than his Greek 

counterpart. Persian kings were savage monarchs and, in most instances, senselessly 

aggressive, brutal and morally weak, and occasionally “raving mad,” epitomizing decadence. 71

Following a combination of ancient histories and biblical texts – particularly stories in the Old 

Testament – travellers and antiquarians set out on expeditions to foreign places in the East. 

Many among them interpreted Persepolis as the epitome of Oriental decadence, the product 

 

Such characterizations were later projected onto their art and their cities, including Persepolis. 

                                                             
68 Diodorus, quoted in (Wiesehofer 2004, 24), also: (Rawlinson 2008 (1867), 215). 
69 The most common account of the sacking suggests that Alexander and his men set fire to the place. However, 
others, such as Wiesehofer (Wiesehofer 2004, 25), have interpreted the notion of arson as trope, a metaphor for 
the extinguishing of the Persian Empire.  
70 Refer to (Allen 2005), Chapter 2, Particularly pp. 46-7, 56-7. 
71 We see, for example, that Cambyses is a savage man who is “raving mad” and has no regard for any traditions of 
any land (Herodotus, The History of Herodotus (Vol. III) 2006) and similarly, Darius is a ruthless criminal (story of 
Oeobazus’ three sons). (Herodotus, The History of Herodotus (Vol. VI) 2006) 
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of a nation of “thin-skulled” people72 – the Persians who – although “farsighted for an 

Oriental,” were lacking in “any degree of intellectual excellence.”73 After all, the Persians were 

“[t]oo light and frivolous, too vivacious, too sensuous for such [scientific] pursuits, they left 

them to the patient Babylonians, and the thoughtful, many-sided Greeks” (Rawlinson 2008 

(1867), 327).74

                                                             
72 Herodotus, Histories, Book III (Herodotus, The History of Herodotus (Vol. III) 2006): 

 The biggest intellectual achievement of the Achaemenid Persian, it seems, was 

“the fabric of their Empire and the buildings of Susa and Persepolis. [My emphasis]” Yet this 

“biggest achievement” was seen as only indexical of the downward trend in the Persian 

character. The ruins of Persepolis, although magnificent, represented the “once advanced” 

state of science, cultivation, art and engineering in Persia, a quality which, by implication, 

seemed lost on the nineteenth century Persian (Fraser 2006 (1834), 185). Notwithstanding his 

faulty character, resulting from a despotic system which deprived individuals of freedom and 

On the field where this battle was fought I saw a very wonderful thing which the natives pointed out to 
me. The bones of the slain lie scattered upon the field in two lots, those of the Persians in one place by 
themselves, as the bodies lay at the first- those of the Egyptians in another place apart from them. If, 
then, you strike the Persian skulls, even with a pebble, they are so weak, that you break a hole in them; 
but the Egyptian skulls are so strong, that you may smite them with a stone and you will scarcely break 
them in. They gave me the following reason for this difference, which seemed to me likely enough: - The 
Egyptians (they said) from early childhood have the head shaved, and so by the action of the sun the skull 
becomes thick and hard. The same cause prevents baldness in Egypt, where you see fewer bald men than 
in any other land. Such, then, is the reason why the skulls of the Egyptians are so strong. The Persians, on 
the other hand, have feeble skulls, because they keep themselves shaded from the first, wearing turbans 
upon their heads. What I have here mentioned I saw with my own eyes, and I observed also the like at 
Papremis, in the case of the Persians who were killed with Achaeamenes, the son of Darius, by Inarus the 
Libyan. 

73 Rawlinson (after Herodotus) in: (Rawlinson 2006 (1885), 316) 
74 Rawlinson’s admiration for Assyria may be explained in the context of the Victorian admiration of that civilization 
(Fagan 2006, 1-12). On the other hand, this fascination may be explained via Herodotus and Alexander a century 
after him, who was impressed by the city of Babylon. This again implies a philhellenic perspective which is a 
confirmation of my argument above (Fagan 2006, 7). It has to be noted, however, that before attempting to assign 
to Persepolis what he perceived to be its true place, Rawlinson notes (Rawlinson 2006 (1885), Chapter V, 149) the at 
times begrudgingly dismissive attitudes of the ancient Greek towards Persian art and architecture:  

If in the old world the fame of the Persians, as builders and artists, fell on the whole below that of the 
Assyrians and Babylonians their instructors in art, no less than in letters and science it was not so much 
that they had not produced works worthy of comparison with those which adorned Babylon and Nineveh, 
as that, boasting less antiquity and less originality than those primitive races, they did not strike in the 
same way the imagination of the lively Greeks, who moreover could not but feel a certain jealousy of 
artistic successes, which had rewarded the efforts of a living and rival people. It happened, moreover, that 
the Persian masterpieces were less accessible to the Greeks than the Babylonian, and hence there was 
actually less knowledge of their real character in the time when Greek literature was at its best. 
Herodotus and Xenophon, who impressed on their countrymen true ideas of the grandeur and 
magnificence of the Mesopotamian structures, never penetrated to Persia Proper, and perhaps never 
beheld a real Persian building. Ctesias, it is true, as a resident at the Achaemenian Court for seventeen 
years, must certainly have seen Susa and Ecbatana, if not even Persepolis, and he therefore must have 
been well acquainted with the character of Persian palaces; but, so far as appears from the fragments of 
his work which have come down to us, he said but little on the subject of these edifices. It was not until 
Alexander led his cohorts across the chain of Zagros to the high plateau beyond, that a proper estimate of 
the great Persian buildings could be made; and then the most magnificent of them all was scarcely seen 
before it was laid in ruins. The barbarous act of the great Macedonian conqueror, in committing the 
palace of Persepolis to the flames, tended to prevent a full recognition of the real greatness of Persian art 
even after the Greeks had occupied the country; but we find from this time a certain amount of 
acknowledgment of its merits a certain number of passages, which, like that which forms the heading to 
this chapter, admit alike its grandeur and its magnificence.  
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promoted decadent moral practices such as polygamy, the Persian was said to be courageous, 

and his defeats at the hands of his Greek opponents, was put down to the Persian technical, 

and thus presumably, intellectual, inferiority.75

According to this characterization, Persians lacked any remarkable artistic genius. They were 

(at least up until the time of Rawlinson’s writing) a nation of false poets (and thus lacking in 

true excellence).

  

76 Western visitors who subscribed fully to the Enlightenment’s classical 

revival, found Persepolis and most examples of Persian art for that matter, incompatible with 

their aesthetic sensibilities. To them, Persian monuments were grotesque albeit, one might 

presume in a romantic way, “interesting.” To James Rich (Rich 2005 (1836), 222), Persepolis 

represented the Oriental’s “inability to appreciate and understand laws of proportion and a 

magic effect resulting from a due attention to them.” 77 Rawlinson, for example, endeavoured 

(rather paradoxically) to reconsider the “undue prominence” Persepolis was given by some of 

his contemporaries (Rawlinson 2007 (1885), Chapter V). This was, he suggested  (Rawlinson 

2007 (1885), Chapter V), partly the result of imaginative reconstructions in sensational 

delineations of artist/archaeologists such as the French Flandin and Coste (Figure 3-39).78

                                                             
75 Rawlinson writes (Rawlinson 2008 (1867), 111):  

 Their 

paintings presented an impressive picture of Persepolis ruins, but they also produced 

imaginative reconstruction-drawings of the ruins. To Rawlinson, this sensationalization of 

Persepolis’ ruins paled in comparison to the authentic Assyrian artifact. To Rawlinson, the 

artworks in Persepolis were mostly inferior copies of the art of Nineveh (Mesopotamia). Thus, 

the monument was seen as altogether inauthentic and unoriginal. Further, Rawlinson 

considered Persepolis to be even more inferior in comparison to the Parthenon. To start with, 

as some later historians including A. W. Lawrence (Lawrence 1951, 114-7) claimed, Persepolis 

was built on a tabula rasa whereas the Parthenon was built on a site with a tradition of 

occupation, in other words, a meaningful place. Thus, the latter had a cultural tradition the 

former lacked. Persepolis, they argued, was influenced by the Greek and if, as it happens, it 

His chief faults were an addiction to self-indulgence and luxury, a passionate abandon to the feeling of the 
hour, whatever that might happen to be; and a tameness and subservience in all his relations towards his 
prince, which seem to moderns almost incompatible with real self-respect and manliness.  

76 Again, Rawlinson, reflecting the nineteenth century literary ideas, characterizing the poet as prophet and genious, 
writes (Rawlinson 2008 (1867), 107): 

They [their poetry] give us sparkle, prettiness, quaint and ingenious fancies, grotesque marvels, an 
inflated kind of human heroism; but they have none of the higher excellencies of the poetic art, none of 
the divine fire which renders the true poet, and the true prophet, one. 

77 The nineteenth century British official of the East India Company who resided in Baghdad and visited Persepolis in 
1821. 
78 Flandin, the French artist, archaeologist, and painter and Coste, the French architect travelled around Iran in the 
first half of the nineteenth century. They produced beautiful drawings of Iranian monuments, including Persepolis 
and the surrounding archaeological sites.  
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predated the Parthenon, then this only confirmed the skills of the Greek who (perhaps 

forcibly) took part in the building of Persepolis in the first place (Lawrence 1951, 119).  

These charges aside, and in a comparative context, emblematic edifices such as Parthenon and 

Persepolis, along with their decorative and artistic features, were seen by Eurocentric 

historians to embody the national and cultural characteristics of their respective peoples and 

were thus linked to the modern conditions of the nation-state. To G. Stott (Stott 1938, 72-3), 

the superiority of the Parthenon was seen to be evidenced in the “care-free” depictions of the 

Athenians in contradistinction to the rigid attitude of depicted Persians (in Persepolis friezes). 

To them, the former simply represented a humanity and freedom of soul consistent with 

Plato's moral ideals. The latter, however, was characterized by tedious, constrained and 

repetitious figures depicting the relationship between a despotic ruler and his subjects (Stott 

1938, 72-3). In the ruins of Persepolis, perhaps the bas-reliefs of Xerxes on the walls of 

Apadana were interpreted by some, including Rawlinson (Rawlinson 2008 (1867), 263-4), as 

evidence of increasing Persian decadence, which ultimately led to the dismantling of the 

Empire in the hands of Alexander.79

A less confronting strand of the European counter-imagination of the Persians was manifested 

in more sympathetic appreciations of the ruins of Persepolis. In such cases, Persepolis 

stimulated the sensibilities of the European visitor whose imagination and subsequent 

experience of the ruins was coloured by individualistic, sensual impulses characteristic of the 

Romantic Movement.

 Such comparisons, demonstrated to Orientalists like 

Lawrence a “natural ... Athenian superiority in artistry and society” (Lawrence 1951, 119).  

80 With regard to ancient ruins, the manifestation of the Romantic 

appreciation may also be traced back to the antiquarians’ “backward looking curiosity,” which 

was part and parcel of the Enlightenment and the construction of Europe. 81

                                                             
79 Rawlinson observes (Rawlinson 2008 (1867), 263-4): 

  To nineteenth 

century travellers who harboured Romantic predispositions, “inquiry into art forms which 

would formerly have been dismissed as alien and grotesque” (the way Rich characterized 

In ornamentation the palaces also very closely resembled each other, the chief difference being that the 
combats of the king with lions and mythological monsters, which form the regular ornamentation of the 
side-chambers in the palace of Darius, occur nowhere in the residence of his son, where they are replaced 
by figures of attendants bringing articles for the toilet or the table, like those which adorn the main 
staircase of the older edifice. Figures of the same kind also ornament all the windows in the palace of 
Xerxes. A tone of mere sensual enjoyment is thus given to the later edifice, which is very far from 
characterizing the earlier; and the decline of morals at the Court, which history indicates as rapid about 
this period, is seen to have stamped itself, as such changes usually do, upon the national architecture. 

80 The Romantic Movement began in the eighteenth century France and was characterized by “proneness to 
emotion, and more particularly to the emotion of sympathy” (Russell 1964, 675). 
81 Fagan, after William Camden in (Fagan 2006, 20). In the eighteenth century Britain, that “backward looking 
curiosity” grew into an interest in visiting, documenting, and ultimately publishing ancient monuments of foreign 
lands was exemplified in the society of the Dilettanti's (founded 1734) Greek project. The Society of Dilettanti 
subscribed to a Neo-Classical frame of mind, exemplified in Winckelmann’s work in art history (Jenkins 2004, 173).  
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Persian monuments) was a worthwhile pursuit (Scarce 1981, 38).82 The appreciation of 

Persepolis was determined by the extent to which the site lent itself to “self-projection” rather 

than what it was in actuality, which meant that the romantic visitor of ruins was not immune 

from conflicting and even paradoxical impressions.83

The above examples suggest the existence of a robust tradition of imagining Persepolis and the 

Persians (the people and their homeland) as a useful counterpoint to European self-

imaginations and their subsequent identity narratives and inscriptions. In the European 

counter-imagination, Persian places were generally seen to represent a people or a race 

characterized, as previously demonstrated, by intellectual laziness, moral decadence and 

despotic nature.

   

84

The nineteenth-century European encounter with the Acropolis systematically 
disregarded views of local residents while it created its own topography of Hellenism. 
[...] By some twisted logic, they put themselves on their maps as Hellenism’s aboriginal 
occupants; they made themselves official curators of the classical Greek past.  

 They were imagined through the same set of related elements: textual 

references, spatial interventions, performative actions, and political colligations, except that 

their meanings were contested between the Greeks and their European heirs, on the one 

hand, and the Persians on the other. The constitution of Europe, and the following political and 

economic consequences – as exemplified in the politics of the nineteenth century colonial 

powers (see Chapter 3) – ultimately forced the reconsideration and constitution of a new 

Persian homeland. Thus, the European recovery of Persepolis and the Persians mirrored the 

re-invention of Acropolis and Hellenism in their modern quest for their origins. Leontis notes 

(Leontis 1995, 67):  

 

 

                                                             
82 It is; however, erroneous to assume individual curiosity or artistic and cultural pursuits as the only reasons for the 
early nineteenth century interest in ancient sites. Such interest was equally, if not more determined by the quest for 
political and economic (trade) dominance of the world by the European powers of the time. Cultural pursuits were 
an effective part of their power enterprise and fundamental in their constructions of their own identity narratives. 
In Britain, the interest in antiquarian pursuits was partly in response to the growing influence of France in Egypt in 
the course of Napoleonic expeditions. The digs and cast makings were perhaps largely influenced by “the French 
cultural enterprise of documenting ancient Egypt” (Allen 2005, 173). 
83 Rich is a case in point (Rich 2005 (1836), 217-8). Whilst he condemned the barbarian lack of (classical) aesthetic 
appreciation in the Persians, he was nevertheless, “greatly excited” by the sight of Persepolis which had “long 
attracted [his] wishes.” To him, Persepolis represented uncertainty and the unknown. Furthermore, the ruins 
brought back to him his childhood memories of reading read memoirs of Chardin, the French traveller to Persia and 
Persepolis of the last century. Rich chose to encounter the site “under the beautiful star-light” accompanied by his 
memory of (what he had read about) “the great events that had happened there.” Upon his encounter with 
Persepolis “ages seemed at once to present themselves to [his] fancy.” 
84 There are exceptions to such stereotypical depictions of European travellers to the East. For a fascinating account 
of such exceptions see: (Nash 2005), particularly pp. 139-168.  
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Figure  3-39  Reconstruction drawings of Persepolis by Flandin and Coste (1851) 

 

Re-Inscription of the homeland and the Acknowledgement of the Achaemenids  

The Greek counter-imagination of the Persians was re-invented and adapted by the modern 

Europe to resemble an otherwise non-existent historical continuity with the time of 

Herodotus. The Iranian/Persian identity narratives, on the other hand, often inchoate, 

fragmentary, and detached from their actual sites, were refashioned in accordance with the 

dominant Islamic hegemony. However, that hegemony was gradually challenged by Iranians 

from the latter part of the sixteenth century (Tavakoli-Targhi 2001, 86-7). For example, 

Tavakoli-Targhi notes that (Tavakoli-Targhi 2001, 91):  

By recontextualizing these reports [of pre-Islamic Iranian kings previously dismissed by 
Muslim historians] and integrating them into a well connected narrative on the 
excellence of Persian sage-kings, Bahram ibn Farhad [in his publication in the 1850s, 
1854] successfully sought to reverse the Islamification of pre-Islamic Persian historical 
memory and to fashion a glorified Iran-centred past.  

Thus, the European rediscovery of Persepolis more or less coincided with the “re-centring” of 

Iran in Iranian historical identity narratives.85

                                                             
85 I have borrowed the term re-centring from Tavakoli-Targhi’s subtitle in Chapter 5 of his book Refashioning Iran. 
The term refers to the process of conscious repositioning and differentiation of Iranian identity narratives from the 
dominant Arab/Islamic narratives which had until the end of the Safavid period (1502-1732) dominated Iranian 
narratives of history. 

 This re-centring process began as a religious 
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reaction to the Safavid Shiite oppression on the part of the Zoroastrian minority (Tavakoli-

Targhi 2001, 86-95). However, by the late nineteenth century, the focus on pre-Islamic Iran 

mutated into a fully-fledged cultural project propelled by reaction to colonial endeavours, both 

economic and military, in the country.86

There is another topic which is necessary to mention … that the buildings and 
constructions in Taxt-e Jamshid have nothing to do with Jamshid and are not built by 
him … each building that is built by a king, his name is inscribed in a stone and that 
stone is affixed to that building … the relation between there [Persepolis] and Jamshid 
is that Jamshid built a city in Marvdasht and Ramjerd, and upon this platform, which is 
known as Taxt-e Jamshid, too [he] built excellent buildings, but after Jamshid, those 
buildings were destroyed and later on, other kings built upon that place whose 
remains exist at present and since that king, was initially named after Jamshid, it is still 
attributed to him …  

 Once again, the mythic kings of the land and their 

genealogies determined the people’s historical identity narrative, and this subsumed the 

previously dominant Islamic narratives. Identity narratives were thus being inverted. This 

process was at the core of the modernizing agenda of the nineteenth and twentieth century, 

expressed in the urge to purify Persian culture from Islamic-Arab “contamination.” The result 

was an allegorical interpretation of pre-Islamic Iran as the time of glory and its termination by 

Arab conquest as a tragedy. In this light, the previously established tradition of spoliation of 

fragments of monuments would, inevitably, acquire a new symbolic significance in relation to 

both nationalism and modernity. Ancient sites such as Persepolis were reconnected to an Iran-

centred history, and later to the emerging discourses of nationalism and modernity. This 

involved certain revisions and corrections in Iranian perceptions of the site, as exemplified in a 

passage by Forsat (below). He had previously described Persepolis in its mythic associations, as 

Jamshid’s throne. However, after learning to decipher the cuneiform inscriptions of the site, he 

made the following corrective remark about Persepolis (Forsat-Shirazi 1998 (1893), 256):  

Forsat’s remarks reveal the tension resulting from his recognition of the chasm in the 

inscription of Persepolis. Persepolis and its connotations now had to be reconciled with their 

material reality and historical context, which problematized the previous meaning of the ruins 

and the mythical content associated with them.  

Developments in the nineteenth century foreshadowed the events of the next century with 

regard to inscribing a homeland and creating a modern identity narrative. In the evolution of 

identity narratives and the inscription of sites, Persepolis and its surrounding region (Parsa-

                                                             
86 For examples of studies in history of these colonial endeavours and rivalries see: (Lenczowski 1949) and 
(Kazemzadeh 1968) and (Foran 1998). 
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Pasargadae) played a crucial role either directly by being designated as originary sites, or 

indirectly by way of supplying motifs and symbolism for the broader nationalist discourse.87

Contemporary Persepolis 

 

Oral and literary traditions about the Persepolitan heroes and the mythic conceptions of 

homeland inscribed in them were reactivated by twentieth century nationalists who partly 

depended upon archaeological and historical articulation of Persepolis. Persepolis was en-

route to being re-placed. A synopsis of that evolution demonstrates the problematic 

relationship between identity narratives and Place with regard to Persepolis.  

From the Pahlavis to the Islamic Republic 

The eminent profile of Persepolis grew stronger in the twentieth century when it became a 

destination for Iranian and foreign dignitaries. In 1931, Sir Denison Ross, The British 

Ambassador to Iran, writes in The Persians that the civilization of Persia (Iran), in spite of all 

the historical turmoils and violent changes, has maintained a cultural continuity from the 

Achaemenid time to the twentieth century (Ross 1931, 26-30). Ross identifies two major 

periods of pre and post Islamic Iran and in the former, beginning with Cyrus, the fountainhead 

of the Achaemenid Empire (Ross 1931, 34):  

...who first inspired the inhabitants of Persia with that spirit of national unity [and 
supposedly cultural identity] which through all the subsequent adversities of foreign 
conquest and alien rule the people of Iran have never lost.  

Ross’ classification of Iranian history, and the place given to the Achaemenids as the ‘origin’ of 

the people, confirms his orientalist position and resonates with the European counter-

imagination and identification of the Persians. However, his remarks resonate with those of 

Pope (quoted earlier) and also with the Iranian intellectuals of the time who thought like 

Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr (Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr 1923, 193-5) that: the Iranian people who once 

“had a brilliant civilization” has still retained their “Iranian spirit … the same innate qualities 

which it had two thousand years ago” despite being subjected to “the chains of dominance of 

wild alien nations.” In other words, “the nation of Iran has not lost its racial talents and Aryan 

intelligence and is once again capable of producing a brilliant civilization.”  

                                                             
87 For more on this refer to Chapter 3 on the Ancient Iran Museum. 
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Ross concurs with Sykes (mentioned previously)  and speaks in the context of the global rise of 

nationalism and Aryanism implying his support for the nationalist project of Reza Shah. His 

words also mirror the, by then, established tradition of Iran-centric historiography. The 

celebration of the pre-Islamic period and the originary position attributed to the Achaemenids 

were hallmarks of the twentieth century nationalism. During the Pahlavi period (1925-1979), 

attention to pre-Islamic identity, underpinned official cultural policies (refer to Chapters 6-7 for 

further on this).88 These cultural policies particularly focussed on Achaemenid sites for 

inscription and were, in the second half of the century, hotly contested by their political 

opponents.89 Although modern in tone and form, those policies were constructed upon a well 

established and potent tradition of imagining the Persian homeland, its symbols, and revered 

heroes. Since the early decades of the nineteenth century, the elite attempted to perpetuate, 

consolidate, and popularize the existing tradition of textual references. This comprised the 

continuation of the tradition of story-telling and minstrel poetry later exemplified in Ferdausi’s 

Shahnameh, practiced as a popular performance in tea-houses. The Pahlavis elevated the 

existing trend to a higher level of official enforcement. Their policies aimed at inscription of 

historic sites by reinforcing the relationship between them and sanctioned identity narratives. 

The attempt was to construct, redefine, and establish an imagination of a homeland and a 

distinctive national identity. The propaganda was at its height toward the end of the Pahlavi 

era in the 1970s. In everyday life, citizens were immersed in the officially sanctioned identity 

narrative in a multitude of ways: through daily encounters in urban spaces; identification and 

meaning of the public domain, and the educational curricula, to name but a few. 90

Symbols and heroes of the Achaemenids and indeed Persepolis participated in daily life via 

appellations of places and urban districts, mass media, advertisements, and in the public 

domain, through iconic images, symbols, and official logos. For example, places were named 

after the pre-Islamic history of Iran: the Royal Highway in Tehran and the district of Apadana 

(the former resonating with the Achaemenid Royal Road near Persepolis and the latter after 

the palace with the same name in Persepolis) the “Kourosh” (Cyrus) chain stores; the 

 

                                                             
88 Of course there are some contemporary historians that would argue Iranian nationalism was altogether born out 
of Orientalism and with the help of Orientalists. See for example, Vaziri in: (Vaziri 1993). 
89 Two years before Ross’ remarks, in 1929, Andre Godard had arrived in Iran to work on the design of the Ancient 
Iran Museum. For further on the Ancient Iran Museum and the relevant aspects of the cultural policies of the 
Pahlavis Refer to Chapter 3.  
90 At the beginning of the Revolution in 1979, I was at the last year of my primary school (fifth grade). As I recall, we 
had a rather thick history book filled with names and events concerning mainly pre-Islamic kings.  The events and 
heroes mentioned in the book were rather removed from much of my daily life experience and were presented as 
decontextualized information. The only way to pass the exam was to memorize events and people. As the 
Revolution unfolded (and materialized before the end of the school year), my cohorts and I were exempted from 
learning much of that history. Immediately afterwards, the structure of history books were revised. In the following 
years we studied much more recent history, with some emphasis on the Qajar period (to emphasise the ‘prominent’ 
role of the clergy) but really t get to the beginning of discontents lead by Khomeini in the 1960s.  
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Achaemenid-derived logo of the national carrier, Iran Air (Figure 3-40), and the logo of the 

national broadcaster also known as Jaam-e Jam. 91

 

  

                 

 

Figure  3-40  Logo of Iran Air incorporates motifs (griffins) from Persepolis. 

 

In primary schools, students learned about the glory of the Achaemenids, which by inference 

implied the ideal toward which the country strove. A parallelism was thus implied and even 

expressed between the Pahlavis and the Achaemenids. The dynasty was projected as the 

founder of the (new) nation and Reza Shah, the founder of the dynasty, as the nation’s 

father.92

The climax of these policies the event that encapsulated the inscription of Persepolis in Pahlavi 

identity narratives, was the Celebrations for 2500th anniversary of Persian Kingship (the 

Celebrations). In 1971 the Shah, mimicking what Darius the Great and other Achaemenids 

were imagined to have done in Persepolis, invited delegations form nations all around the 

world to that site to celebrate the tradition of Iranian Kingship. The Celebrations entailed a 

vast number of infrastructural and construction projects across the country and were used as 

powerful propaganda by the establishment. The guests were housed in modern tents located 

at the foot of the Persepolis platform (Figure 3-41). There, atop the platform stood the king of 

 Persepolis was a significant inscription and both an icon and an allegory thus 

reinforcing its imaginative potentials for emplacing identities.  

                                                             
91 In Persian mythology, Jam (Jamshid) owned a bawl looking into which he could see the whole world and its 
events. Even in the naming of the public broadcaster the connection was made between a completely modern 
technologically driven organization and ancient, traditional mythology. 
92 This parallelism was overtly expressed in the form of Reza Shahs (1878-1942) tomb, which was demolished after 
the Islamic Revolution by a mob of people and revolutionary forces led by Khalkhali (Sadeqi Guivi (Khalkhali) 2000, 
341-4). For a formal analysis of this structure, refer to Talin Grigor’s (Der-Grigorian) Master Degree dissertation: 
(Der-Grigorian 1998, 26-36).  



Persepolis and a Persian Identity Narrative 171 

 
Iran proudly reviewing his “subjects” who performed a spectacular parade for him and his 

audience (Figures 3-42 and 3-43). The full story and its details are described by others and are 

thus beyond the scope of this Chapter; 93 suffice it to note that for the first time in the 

twentieth century, Persepolis was inscribed as the place of modern Iranian identity, in the 

imaginations of people through an international celebratory event.94 The Celebrations had a 

few significant goals; principally they were meant to legitimize and glorify the Pahlavi dynasty 

and especially the king, Mohammad Reza Shah, who was projected as part Cyrus, part Darius 

and Xerxes, and part Islamic saint of his time.95

 

 Once again, Persepolis functioned as the 

metonym for the Iranian homeland, and with it, a place of national identity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
93 There are a number of references that discuss the Celebrations, their purpose and their impacts, including: (Abdi 
2001, 68-9), (Grigor (b) 2005), (Kadivar 2002), to name but few. There are also a number of archival document 
published, most significantly, The Devil’s Shindy (Bazm-e Ahriman), the recently published 5-volume compilation of 
the Shah’s Secret Service (SAVAK) documents and reports concerning the Celebrations. For details, refer to 
bibliography. 
94 Grigor discusses the stage-managing of Persepolis for the Celebrations of Kingship in 1971. (Grigor (b) 2005) 
However, she misses the significant, if not central, point of those Celebrations. Rather than “performing the 
nation,” as she puts it, the Celebrations inscribed Persepolis: they constructed the place, emplacing national identity 
within it, and through that, suggested a rendition of the homeland. She also notes the “revivalism” of the Pahlavis 
and suggests the quest for modernity through this site of the antiquities. This is neither unique to Persepolis nor to 
Pahlavi Iran. Similar processes are found and well documented in other nations with a wealth of historic 
monuments. Greece provides a vivid example in that, in Leontis’ words  (Leontis 1995, 66), it “features the culture 
of ruins as its most recognizable modern signature” [my emphases].  
95  Kadivar writes (Kadivar 2002): 

In 1969 Michael Stewart, the British Foreign Secretary visited Iran and after meeting the Shah he was 
taken on a private tour of the famous ruins [of Persepolis] … Later, during an evening … the British Foreign 
Secretary, had described how much he had been deeply impressed by the fabulous Persepolis. “Your 
Empire was founded by Cyrus. Xerxes extended it and Darius preserved it,” Michael Stewart told his hosts. 
“Your present ruler seems to me to possess something of the qualities of all three of these mighty kings.” 
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Figure  3-41  Persepolis Tent City, planned for the occasion of the 2500th Celebrations. Photo: courtesy of 
the National Library of Iran. 

 

Figure  3-42  2500 Years Celebrations Parade of soldiers dressed as Sassanid Infantry and Cavalry Units, 
1971. Photo courtesy of Iran Politics Club (http://iranpoliticsclub.net/photos/2500/index.htm). 

http://iranpoliticsclub.net/photos/2500/index.htm�
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Figure  3-43  Apadana (Persepolis) reconstruction drawing as envisaged by Krefter in the 1960s. Note 
Krefter’s imagination of soldiers parading in front of the terrace and the tents (resembling nomadic 
tents) at the centre-left of the picture. Compare this to the previous figure depicting the columns of 
soldiers passing Persepolis. Drawing courtesy of Artstor. 

 

As noted above (Chapter 2) the Celebrations provoked a political backlash. The official identity 

narrative was contested by certain political groups, and in contradistinction to the State. This 

was partially fuelled by competing domestic and foreign reactions.96 The domestic reactions 

were engendered by oppositional groups of conservative clerics, merchants and religious 

people on the one hand and leftist political organizations on the other.97 Opposition from 

abroad mainly came from neighbouring countries that harboured hostilities toward Iran’s 

show of her history and claims to a unique regional status. Declassified documents reveal that 

the Arab Socialist Ba’ath Party in Iraq and some voices from within the Pakistani government 

of Zulfikar Ali Bhutto, who pursued a socialist-Islamic agenda, perpetuated negative 

propaganda against the Pahlavis or Cyrus the Great, the Achaemenids, and their monuments.98

                                                             
96 For the domestic contestation of state legitimacy by political Muslims refer to (Boroujerdi 1996, Chapter 2, 20-
51). 

 

97 Abdi (Abdi 2001, 70) relates part of a speech by Khomeini condemning the whole institution of monarchy as anti-
Islamic and reactionary. The occasion was the 2500th Anniversary celebrations of 1971.  
98 Documents from the former secret service of Iran, SAVAK, reveal that countries such as Pakistan and Arab 
countries, especially the Ba’thist regime of Iraq, which pursued a pan-Arab agenda, were actively or passively 
involved in propaganda against the events. Pakistani officials close to Z. A. Bhutto ridiculed the Celebrations. Refer 
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The opposition instigated by the Celebrations ultimately drove political Islam to the forefront 

of the politics of identity and place. In 1971, and as a reaction to the Celebrations, Khomeini 

the future Leader of the Islamic Revolution (1979) announced the inherent incompatibility of 

kingship with Islam (Abdi 2001, 70). After the Revolution, official attempts were made to 

reverse the previous cultural policies and purge the national memory of their identity narrative 

and its symbols (this became particularly evident in the National Museum, as discussed in Part 

II of this thesis).99

The Islamist contestation of Persepolis and the Persians’ is exemplified in the writings and 

actions of Mohammad-=Sadeq Sadeqi Guivi (known as Sadeq Khalkhali, 1927-2003), a senior 

cleric and official of the Islamic Republic. In 1971 as a reaction to and concurrent with the 

Celebrations, Khalkhali produced the manuscript (Sadeqi Guivi (Khalkhali) 1981, Foreword) for 

a “thesis” which was intended to unravel the Pahlavi establishment’s attempt to “make a 

mythic divine idol out of Cyrus.” In The Fraudulent and Criminal Cyrus (1981), Khalkhali writes 

(Sadeqi Guivi (Khalkhali) 1981, 37),  

 Inscriptions of the previous regime, mainly relating to monuments of pre-

Islamic Iran, including Persepolis, were dismissed as alibis of a usurper monarchy.  

Colonialism has existed for a long time in the world albeit its networks and webs and 
traps have been different … and today they occupy people under different guises 
…with cinema and theatre and cafeterias and cabarets and with mercenary periodicals 
and newspapers... and with sexy films and photographs and with novels and imaginary 
history and finally … with the 2500 Years Celebrations and the birthday of rat and dog 
and cat and or Cyrus the Great! [My emphases].  

Khalkhali clumsily adopts the European tradition of counter-imagining the Persians to serve his 

ideological position. He compiles disparate quotations and embellishes them with a preacher’s 

slanderous tone to attack the character of Cyrus. While back in 1931, Ross (Ross 1931, 34) 

applauded Cyrus as a hero according to the Biblical story of "the termination of the Jewish 

exile," which as he put it, resulted in a “Zionist movement of which only a relatively small 

number of Jews took advantage,” Khalkhali refers to all Iranian intelligentsia who glorified the 

country’s pre-Islamic history as “agents of International Zionism” (Sadeqi Guivi (Khalkhali) 

1981, 24-5). In a passage that could be seen as a coincidental response to Ross, Khalkhali 

asserts that Cyrus was born to a Jewish mother and “All his admirable attributes in the Torah 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
to: (The Ministry of Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 225) and (The Ministry of 
Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 225) and (The Ministry of Information's 
Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 141, 154-5, 212, 287-9). Afghanistan’s king was concerned 
about possible agitations on the part of the “fanatical Afghan classes” (The Ministry of Information's Centre for the 
Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 25). 
99 Refer to Introduction and Chapter 7 for further discussion on this topic. 
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are the creation of Jews that were freed from Babylon … included in their Holy Book upon his 

orders.” The thrust of his argument is that far from a Just king and a noble person, Cyrus was a 

bandit, a mass murderer and a prostitute who was mythologized through a series of foreign 

(especially Jewish) and domestic conspiracies (Sadeqi Guivi (Khalkhali) 1981, 5, 11, 27, 33).100

Persepolis came close to this fate. There were rumours reported in the daily Kayhan of 

Khalkhali and an accompanying mob attempting to demolish Persepolis in 1979. According to 

one story, they were dissuaded by locals who shielded the monument by lying in front of the 

bulldozing mob.

 

The implication is that the Achaemenids were inherently corrupt and inauthentic as they were 

not Islamic. By dismissing the heroes of the Pahlavi identity narrative, Khalkhali also contests 

and invalidates historic monuments. After the Revolution, this policy was adopted as the 

official cultural policy. Certain historic places were edited out of the official identity narratives 

and national history. This erasure of monuments was, at times, undertaken quite literally, for 

example, in the destruction of Reza Shah Mausoleum by Khalkhali.   

101 Khalkhali exemplifies an attitude characterized by violence toward pre-

Islamic history and its sites, which continues to exist in some sectors of the Islamic 

establishment and some ideologues of Marxist Persuasion. 102

                                                             
100 His dismissal of Iranian history and the Shah’s cultural policies resonates with the politics of the Ba’ath party 
ideologues, a tendency that is still pursued by some sectors of power in Iranian establishment, irredentist 
movements, Pan-Arabs, and Pan-Touranists (pan-Turkists). 

 In a visit to the city of Shiraz, 

Khamenei, the current Supreme Leader, delivered a speech that was ambivalent towards or 

even dismissive of the Achaemenids (Khamenei 2008).He denounced the “tyrants of the past” 

while declaring his position on the Iranian history and historic monuments. Pre-Islamic 

monuments, including Persepolis, may be seen from two distinguishable perspectives he 

declared. Firstly, as belonging to “tyrants of history”; such that “Every monument you see is 

somehow related to one of the dictators and evil regimes of human history” and therefore, 

unattractive to the majority of those who are faithful and naturally despise autocracy and 

dictatorship.” The second perspective, however, casts the monuments as “the product of the 

growing and creative minds of the Iranians” in the past. The monuments were “used by 

dictators” but were built by the people. “They are the result of the Iranians’ creative minds, 

and these are sources of pride for a nation.” From this perspective, Persepolis and other 

monuments should be introduced to the world. He continued,  

101 In his memoirs, Khalkhali makes no reference to this event or to the rumours surrounding it. He instead relates 
the story of the demolition of Reza Shah’s tomb in full detail. This rumour, however, is also related by Abdi: (Abdi 
2001, 70) and Amini: (Amini 2004) Furthermore, in their conversations with the author, local residents of Marvdasht 
related a similar story. 
102 This attitude is also exemplified in Twelve Centuries of Silence book series by Naser Pourpirrar (2000) which is an 
ideological attempt in dislodging pre-Islamic Iran from the imagination of the people. He characterizes the rise of 
the Achaemenids as a Jewish conspiracy and Persepolis as a pre-Achaemenid sacred site that was desecrated and 
appropriated (occupied) by Darius. 
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Of course, I firmly believe in the fact that what the Iranians achieved after Islam is by 
no means comparable to what they had achieved in the pre-Islamic era. During the 
Islamic era, namely in the 3rd, 4th, and 5th centuries [ninth – eleventh century AD], 
Iranians were at the peak of knowledge, civilization, politics, and economy in the 
world. No country in the world - neither in the East, nor in the West, Asia, or Europe – 
had reached such high levels then, and this is a blessing from Islam. Iranians had never 
reached such high levels before then. This part of our history was unprecedented 
during the rule of different dynasties ... But the pre-Islamic part of history belongs to 
the Iranian nation as well ... The fact that some evil rulers were in charge then and 
followed false traditions is a different issue. However, one cannot ignore the artistic 
skills of Iranians. You should work a lot on the issue of tourism in this province, both in 
regard to the Islamic shrines which exist in this province, and in regard to the 
luminaries of Persian literature and art. You have some of the most prominent figures 
in these areas in your province, namely Hafiz and Saadi. You should also pay a lot of 
attention to what existed in our history in the past. 

In the following years, particularly after the Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988), the Islamic republic was 

forced to take into account the potency of nationalist sentiments. Acknowledging this, pre-

Islamic monuments and places were once again cautiously admitted into the repertoire of 

national inscriptions. In 1991, twelve years after Khalkhali’s rumoured incident, the site gained 

qualified support from Rafsanjani, former President (1989-1997) and a key player in Iranian 

politics. He endorsed Persepolis his following remark in the site's Guest Book:  

In the name of Allah, the merciful, the compassionate, 

Visiting the incredible remains at Persepolis provokes considerable national pride in 
every individual. By seeing these remains, our people will discover their own 
capabilities and the cultural background of their country, and will believe that they will 
recover their historical role in the future to uphold upon this talent and foundation, 
the blazing torch of Islam to light the path of other nations. 103

Inscription of Historic Monuments and the Contestation of the Official Islamic Identity   

 

Following the official softening of stance toward pre-Islamic monuments and heritage, there 

have been an increasing number of international representations of Persepolis as the symbol 

of Iran, under the aegis of cultural exchange and “Civilizational Dialogue” projects,104

                                                             
103 After Abdi in (Abdi 2001, 72). 

 and a 

growing presence of their motifs and symbols are evident in public art in major cities, in 

advertisements and consumer products (Figures 3-44 and 3-45). Furthermore, there are on-

104 This is a favourite term deployed by the so-called reformist president Khatami, which is meant to describe the 
interaction of East and West on the basis of Dialogue as opposed to Huntington’s theory of “Clash of Civilizations.” 
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site programs and celebrations, dedicated to various causes, held in Persepolis, as well as 

incorporating Persepolis into popular culture by using it as setting for filming soap operas 

(Figure 3-46 and 3-47).    

This expansion of identity narrative and the repertoire of inscriptions by the Islamic Republic is 

perhaps to their recognition of the rallying potential of nationalism and seems to partially 

reflect a growing sentiment among the populace (refer also to Chapter 8). At the grassroots 

level there is an enthusiastic dynamic for the incorporation of the Achaemenids in identity 

narratives and inscription of their sites, particularly Persepolis and Pasargadae. Visits to these 

sites during Naurooz festivities have grown rapidly, thus reconstituting them in the popular 

imagination as sites of national pilgrimage. Small-scale replicas and figurines are now 

becoming popular in gift shops and once again, Persepolitan symbols are included in 

decorations and stucco reliefs in restaurants and residences, New Year greeting cards, and 

some public places (Figure 3-48).  

Such grass-roots appreciation of pre-Islamic history and its symbols did not exist during the 

Pahlavi establishment and is unprecedented in the Islamic Republic era. For some admirers of 

pre-Islamic Iran, historic monuments are places through which the official identity narrative of 

the Islamic Republic is contested. This is evidenced in the recent controversies over the Sivand 

dam, constructed in the region of Pasargadae. As Robert Tait (Tait 2006), the Guardian 

reporter, noted:  

The dispute [over Sivand dam] reflects a bitter struggle to preserve symbols of Iran’s 
pre-Islamic heritage in the face of opposition from the country’s religious authorities, 
who have denounced Cyrus and other former monarchs as tyrants.  

Tate’s observation is echoed by grassroots postings on the internet:  

Of course these [referring to the Islamic Republic regime] Arab-parast [Arab 
worshipper in Farsi] monsters want to destroy our pre-Islamic past! If it weren't for 
their fear of the Iranian people, they would have done so already. AmirN105

The feasibility studies for this dam were undertaken by American experts in the late fifties and 

after the Revolution, its construction plans were on hold for a decade. In 2004, the 

government of the time announced its intention to inundate the dam but it was met with 

resistance from two groups of people. On one hand, there were local and international experts 

in archaeology for whom the latest discoveries of archaeological remains indicated a great 

  

                                                             
  
105 Posted by on [Free Iran Project] In the Spirit of Cyrus the Great (Cyrus 2005).  
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potential archaeological value. On the other hand, there were growing and continued 

objections and protests by Iranian individuals and groups (NGOs) from within and outside 

Iran.106

Thus, it is now clear that the government of Mr. Ahmadinejad […]has decided to 
realize that inauspicious intension [sic.] which has been hidden in the construction of 
Sivan[d-Sic.] Dam by flooding a large part of Cyrus's ancient capital and birthplace, 
thus, annihilating the most sacred parts of Iranian territory. […] he is poised to destruct 
the Iranian pre-Islamic history and culture […] Our duty is to show that the 
government of IRI is knowingly and intentionally following the footsteps of Taliban and 
has bluntly embarked on the destruction of our heritage. Flooding the Sivand Dam is 
similar to the detonation of those bombs that exploded the ancient Buddha statues in 
Afghanistan.

 To allow further excavations and research to take place and appease domestic 

concerns, the inundation was delayed until 2007 when it was again met with uproar: 

107

The examples given above demonstrate the political adaptability and imaginative potential of 

traditionally rooted identity narratives. Furthermore, they reveal the pertinence of the 

Achaemenids and their monuments including Persepolis to contemporary evolution of a 

national imagination. However, the significant new phenomenon in recent times is the 

conscious exercise of agency by ordinary people. 

   

 

 

 

 

                                                             
106 Significantly, despite the oppressive means at state’s disposal, protests continued inside Iran, as evidenced in this 
news by the (former) Cultural Heritage Organization News Agency (Sadigh 2007):  

Tehran, 7 February 2007 (CHN Foreign Desk) -- Today a larger number of cultural heritage enthusiasts 
gathered in front of Iran’s Ministry of Energy to voice their objections against inundation of Sivand Dam in 
Fars province with holding placards … Placards in the crowd read: “Preserving cultural heritage is 
preserving the cultural values of a country. Protecting cultural heritage is as important as protecting the 
geographical borders of a country … Save Pasargadae … Iran is getting lost.” 

107 Part of declaration for “saving Pasargadae” from Sivand Dam project,  (International Committee to Save the 
Archeological Sites of Pasargad (ICSASPP) 2007). The Sivand dam is at present being inundated. The protests, 
however, continue. 
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Figure  3-44  A real estate agent in Tehran called Parsian. Note how the sign and the banner behind the 
window reference Persepolis. 

 

Figure  3-45  A work of public art sponsored by the municipality in northern part of Tehran (2006-7). 
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Figure  3-46  The Kite Festival at Persepolis for kindergarten children (2006). The yellow banner reads: 
"reconstruct Persepolis." Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF). 

 

Figure  3-47  Persepolis as film set for an Iranian TV series (2006). Photo courtesy of Parsa Pasargadae Research 
Foundation (PPRF). 
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Figure  3-48  Readymade plaster Achaemenid motifs for domestic and commercial decorative purposes 
in a window shop in Shiraz. 
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Figure  3-49  The general pattern of visitor movements around the site as surveyed by Parsa-
Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF) in 2004. Photo courtesy of PPRF. 

 

Figure  3-50  Proposed visitor movement paths by Parsa-Pasargadae Research Foundation (PPRF) in 
2004. Photo courtesy of PPRF. 
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Conclusion 

From the examination of Persepolis, general and particular observations can be made. The 

general observations concern inscription as the process of place-making. By examining the 

transmutations of Persepolis and its inscriptions in different historical periods, this chapter 

demonstrated the mutual relationship between place and identity narrative. The premise, that 

places and inscriptions were cultural products and processes co-dependent with a Collective 

Imagination, was demonstrated through the history of Persepolis, as summarized below.  

Collective imagination is created by the combination of four elements. The first element 

consists of spatial interventions, which connote the creation and transformation of sites. For 

example, the construction or destruction of Persepolis, or even its current transformations as a 

World Heritage site, cordoning off certain parts, organizing pathways for visitors, constructing 

extra structures and infrastructure, and installing lights are all measures of spatial intervention. 

Even less obvious physical changes in the site, such as devising a visitors’ path, result in a 

different experience for the visitor, and thus transform the place. Figures 3-49 and 3-50 show 

the current and proposed visitor movement paths on site. It would seem that the proposed 

pathway is devised in good part as a reflection of archaeological speculation as to the nature of 

ritual movements on site at the time of the Achaemenids. This renders place in accordance 

with speculative narratives as, for example, the pathway configuration through the site 

example imposes hierarchies and a certain order of viewing and experience. As a particular 

narration of the site, the pathway then narrates the building and in so doing inscribes the site 

for the visitor. Further examples of this kind of transformation are discussed in Chapters 6-8 

with regard to the National Museum of Iran.108

The second element consists of performative actions, which include not only acts of 

performance such as religious rituals and festivals, as discussed in the next chapter, but also 

the very act of occupying and inhabiting a site. As hypothetical scenarios suggested, in the 

Achaemenid times, Persepolis would have been imagined through the experience of certain 

ritual movements through and between buildings on the platform. In its contemporary setting 

  

                                                             
108 Another example for this kind of spatial intervention was in and around the tomb of Cyrus the Great, 
one of the focal points of the 2500th Anniversary celebrations. this place, which was transformed in the 
Islamic period into a mosque, by transporting columns from the ruins of palaces around the tomb and 
defining a space traditionally known as the Mosque of Solomon the prophet’s Mother. However, for the 
occasion of the Celebrations, the place was restored to its pre-Islamic order by removing the columns and 
transporting them back to their original locations and the mosque thus disappeared. Furthermore, as 
Mohammad Hassan Talebian, the Director of Parsa-Pasargadae research Foundation notes (Talebian 2006, 
521-2), both Persepolis and Pasargadae were subject to heavy interventions in the preparation for the 
Celebrations and this was to the detriment of the historic monuments and their authenticity. 
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as an historic monument, the sequence of movement among ruins influences its imagination 

and thus its inscription. Once the pattern of movement is established, the place, as Lefebvre 

observes, imposes a “code of conduct” within its premises (Lefebvre 1997, 141). 

The third element consists of textual references. There is a mutual connection between place 

and its citations. Thus, changing citations can transform inscription and result in substantially 

new places. This mutual relationship suggests that places have a metonymic dimension, or that 

they are inherently extraterritorial, to borrow from Leontis.109

Lastly, the above aspects of imaginations of places lend themselves to ideological 

constructions and projections. This is as evident in the Shapur II inscription in Persepolis, as it 

was in the massive Celebrations of kingship in 1971 in the same location (Although they were 

two vastly different places upon the same site, the process of inscription was analogous). 

 In the case of Persepolis, this 

was exemplified in a metaphysical connotation of homeland. Extraterritoriality is fostered by 

the cultural context of a place and may be divorced from its physical site resulting in cleavage 

of site and inscription, and atopic places. The atopic place is not bound by the fixed physical 

sites; rather it is constituted in practical aspects of traditions and their textual references. 

Through textual references and reinforced by performative actions, a place is imagined and 

constituted through symbols and in transient sites. Atopicity reinforces the metonymic 

function of places, in this case, Persepolis standing in for the “idea of Iran,” the homeland. 

From this, an apparently obvious, but at times ignored, conclusion can be drawn: There is no 

essential and immutable meaning affixed to a physical site. The example of Persepolis as the 

subject of concurrent and competing inscriptions reinforces the inherent multiplicity of place. 

This multiplicity suggests that there is no fixed essence to place but rather, as the object of 

ideological projections, place is similar to identity: it is constructed and relational. Places are 

the battlegrounds of ideologies and the battles can be traced through inscription. They 

concern complex Collective Imaginations that give rise to and are embedded within identity 

narratives. Thus, the analysis of inscription(s) unravels the ideological bases of places and their 

contending identity narratives.  

There is also a specific observation. This chapter suggested an archaic strand of Iran’s 

contemporary identity narrative based upon a constructed belief in the Achaemenid origin of 

the Iranian peoples and the mythic, and later geographical, entity of a homeland.  

                                                             
109 Leontis says (Leontis 1995, 5): “Literature takes place, in the sense that it assigns cultural identity to a territory, 
even when that territory is extraterritorial or utopic.” 
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Following Frye (Frye 1993, 146), it can be said that an idea of a Persian homeland was always 

conceived in territorial terms, although the territory was not identified with fixed boundaries. 

Persepolis was, perhaps the earliest Iranian place that metonymically suggested a territorial 

expanse through the naming and picturing of its peoples. Today it is significant partly due to 

that metonymic role and because it reinforces an imagination or dream-ideal of an empire. In 

this sense, Persepolis is analogous to the Ancient Iran Museum (Chapter 6), which like any 

other national museum constructs a metaphysical concept of homeland transcending 

territorial boundaries.  

The examination of Persepolis also suggested a certain tendency, observed by Frye, Gnoli and 

many others, to return to and regenerate archaic (pre-Islamic) times within the Iranian identity 

narratives. This may itself suggest a perception of the present as the time and site of loss. The 

ancient Persepolis emplaced an archaic strand of Iranian identity based on a concept of 

universal law, common culture, and king-subject relationships within a territorial expanse. This 

“idea of Iran” was, according to Frye, reinvigorated and re-constructed by the Sassanids in the 

third century and handed down as traditional heritage, in textual references.  

Radical rejections of that archaic strand in the Iranian culture may suggest an attempt for 

demystification and “emancipation” from an ideologically colligated past. However, as in 

Gnoli’s argument, it could also suggest the denial of a certain unique historical imagination, 

which amounts to the undermining of a longstanding layer of a people’s cultural identity. Any 

ideological attempt to dismantle that identity runs the parallel danger of dissolving its place, its 

associated territorial domain – in modern terms, the geopolitical entity of Iran. It has the 

potential for self-destruction. In the twentieth century, Persepolis was politically colligated by 

the Pahlavi state. After the 1979 Revolution, the Islamic Republic contested Pahlavi claims to 

political and historical legitimacy, and endeavoured to purge the national memory from all 

associations with them and the pre-Islamic components of their sanctioned identity narrative. 

Despite official attempts, The Comment Books kept on site reveal both political statements 

made against the current Islamic regime, and a considerable amount of often emotional 

reverence for, and indeed pride in, ancient Iran and its history.110

                                                             
110 Such emotion is often expressed through lamentations or nostalgia for the lost glory of the past, often in 
comparison to the present. Most of the officials’ comments reflect nostalgia for the past glory and the wish to 
restore it in the present, albeit under the aegis of Islam. Ironically, it seems, like the Pahlavis, they too strive to 
restore Achaemenid greatness, or so they say.   

 Such a rare convergence 

between ordinary people and state officials is because Persepolis has “maintained its status in 

Iran as a national monument par excellence” which, seems to transcend temporary socio-

political transformations (Mousavi 2002, 209, 212, 223). This situation is indexical of the 
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problematic of ideological renditions of contemporary Iranian identity, a problematic that has 

left its people, and perhaps more so, its officials in confusion. 

As previously mentioned (see Chapter 2), the Revolutionary establishment pursued a cultural 

policy against the cultural agenda of the Pahlavis. The Revolutionary counter-imaginations of 

the Pahlavis and their identity narratives resulted in new identity narratives. Counter-

imagination, as the second part of this thesis examines, was expressed both temporally 

(ranging from emphases on Islamic calendar events to historical rejection of the pre-Islamic 

period) and spatially (proliferation of religious ritual sites, destruction or neglect of certain 

monuments). It was, above all, concerned with recreating places through inscription. The 

revolutionary ideology emphasised the Shiite strand of Iranian identity as an alternative to the 

pre-Islamic strand emphasised by Pahlavi nationalism. Shiism is a strand of Islam that, 

according to its followers, dates back to the final days of the prophet (see following chapter). 

Its wealth of heroes and saints, events (usually tragic), and places lent themselves to novel 

constructions. The quintessential identity narrative of Shiism relates to Imam (title for Islamic 

leader) Hossein, who was killed in CE 680 in the battle of Karbala (now the revered city of 

Karbala where his Shrine is located). Ever since, the ritual mourning of Hossein has mobilized 

Shiites, consolidated their collective identities and temporarily transformed their imaginations 

of their cities. Shiism constitutes the second powerful strand of identity in contemporary 

Iranian culture, upon which a collective Shiite imagination is based. The following chapter 

examines it and its implication for inscription. 



 

 

Chapter 4  Performing Place: the Karbala Inscription and the 
Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 

 

 

A poster stand next to Takyeh Major in Tajrish. Note the juxtaposition of images: portrait of Imam 
Hossein is juxtaposed with that of Jesus and Mary, pop celebrities, infants and wolves. 
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The district of Tajrish began as an ancient village in the northern outskirts of Tehran long 

before the city was chosen as the Qajar Capital in 1788. Aside from its mountainous landscape, 

the hallmark of this district is the bazaar of Tajrish, which was established well before the 

nineteenth century. In the latter part of the twentieth century, Tajrish and its bazaar were a 

place of summer leisure for the residents of the capital. In terms of its economic significance 

the bazaar of Tajrish is second only to the old Grand Bazaar of Tehran. It follows a general 

pattern of Iranian bazaars in that it brings together various trades, merchandise, markets and a 

number of religious sites, comprising mosques, the shrine of a saint (Imamzadeh Saleh), and 

two significant Shiite ritual sites: the Takyeh Major (Takyeh Bozorg) and the Takyeh Minor 

(Takyeh Kouchak also known as Takyeh Pa`in).The Takyeh Major (est. 1798) is a two-storey 

structure with a tin roof.1

Annually, during the lunar month of Moharram, the two takyehs are transformed to host the 

most significant Shiite mourning rituals commemorating the martyrdom of Imam Hossein, 

Prophet Mohammad’s grandson and the third Imam according to the Shiite creed. Particularly 

Takyeh Major in this time becomes a revered place. As a result, daily bazaar life is suspended. 

Shops close down and their spaces are dedicated to the observation and performance of 

mourning rituals. The main ritual activities occur in the takyeh’s central space (the fruit and 

veg market), and it becomes a destination for mourning processions from around the district 

(Figures 4-4 to 4-6). 

 It is nestled inconspicuously as an enclosed space along the main 

pedestrian passage of the bazaar complex. Behind it, there is the significant religious shrine of 

Imamzadeh Saleh. For most of the year, it is a normal part of the bazaar and hosts normal 

bazaar activities with all its hustle and bustle and the meandering crowd. On the way to the 

Shrine, there are a number of shops and stands selling religious merchandise next to those 

which sell profane (irreligious) merchandise. The gallery-shops surrounding the space offer a 

variety of merchandise ranging from carpets to bird cages. The central space is dedicated to 

fresh fruit and vegetables stalls. The usual atmosphere is that of everyday life (Figures 4-1 to -

4-3). 

 

 

 

                                                             
1 The structure was reconstructed and expanded in 2003, following a devastating flood in the 1980s.  
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Figure  4-1  General Land-use plan of Tajrish Bazaar with Takyeh Major and Takyeh Minor at 
either end of the Bazaar. Base map: Wikimapia-Tajrish.  

 

 

Figure  4-2  Diagrammatic Plan of Takyeh Major in Tajrish, Tehran.  



Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 191 

 

 
 

 

Figure  4-3  The fresh fruit and vegetable market at the centre of Takyeh major. 

 

Figure  4-4  Refreshments donated to the public during the mourning period by custodians of Takyeh 
Major. Photo courtesy of Takyeh Major. 



192 Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 

 

 

 Fi
gu

re
  4

-5
   

In
te

rio
r o

f T
ak

ye
h 

M
aj

or
 o

n 
an

 o
rd

in
ar

y 
bu

si
ne

ss
 d

ay
 th

e 
ce

nt
ra

l s
pa

ce
 is

 d
ed

ic
at

ed
 to

 a
 fr

es
h 

fr
ui

t a
nd

 v
eg

et
ab

le
s m

ar
ke

t 



Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 193 

 

 
 

 Fi
gu

re
  4

-6
  I

nt
er

io
r o

f T
ak

ye
h 

M
aj

or
 d

ur
in

g 
th

e 
M

uh
ar

ra
m

 m
ou

rn
in

g 
pe

rio
d.

 T
he

 fr
ui

t a
nd

 v
eg

et
ab

le
 m

ar
ke

t i
s 

re
m

ov
ed

 a
nd

 p
er

im
et

er
 s

ho
ps

 a
re

 c
lo

se
d 

an
d 

ev
ac

ua
te

d 
to

 
ho

us
e 

m
ou

rn
er

s.
 P

ho
to

 c
ou

rt
es

y 
Ta

ky
eh

 M
aj

or
. 



194 Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 

 

 

This chapter examines, on two levels, the formation of a Shiite imagination and its process of 

inscription, its mode of place-making, through the Battle of Karbala2 (680 CE) and its 

commemorative rituals. The first part will introduce Shiism, discuss its roots, its inherent 

political3 aspect and examine the narrative of Karbala and its implications.4

The second part will draw upon this information to elaborate on the Karbala inscription. Shiism 

began as a political movement with a sacred intent, which according to its followers, was 

meant to preserve Islam on the course set forth by the Prophet. Distinctively Shiite, the 

Karbala inscription links local community politics to salvation, attained by divine knowledge. 

This is done by the appropriation, however fleetingly, of physical sites for rituals. In order to 

interpret this inscription, it is necessary to address the three-way link between the community 

of believers, their territory, and divine knowledge, which concerns knowing God, is sacred in 

its intent and esoteric in character. The focus of this chapter articulates a notion of tradition as 

it is conceptualized in the philosophy of Seyed Hossein Nasr, the prominent expositor of 

Traditionalism and Iranian Sufism, according to whom there is an inextricable link between 

Shiism and Sufism (Nasr 1972, 105-20).

 This introduction 

will highlight the seeds of a Collective Imagination inherent in the battle narrative. The 

introduction is followed by an examination of the Moharram rituals and ritual sites – the 

hosseiniyeh and takyeh. This part will suggest that the Moharram rituals and their processes of 

inscription, what will be known here as the Karbala inscription, simultaneously convey sacred, 

soteriological and profane dimensions.  

5

                                                             
2 Karbala is the name of the city in southern Iraq where the Shrine of Hossein is located. Each Moharram, this city 
hosts what is perhaps the largest mourning processions in Shiism.  

 Traditionalism, Sedgwick suggests (Sedgwick 2004, 

16), is a modern philosophical position that connotes a radical and total rejection of the 

present as characterized by modernity and modern thought, and instead emphasises the 

sacredness and immutability of traditions. The sacred aspect applies to the Shiite tradition in 

Iran – the Karbala Tradition. The Traditionalist emphasis on the esoteric is a useful starting 

point in order to contextualize the Shiite inscription. Furthermore, as it will be demonstrated in 

3 Politics here denotes the processes of addressing contestation as a symptom of social conflict. Some scholars, for 
example Al-Azmeh, contend that politics in the early Islamic Empire would have been a category of practice as 
opposed to an analytical science (Al-Azmeh 1993, 91). Perhaps this could be extended to other ancient and 
traditional systems of rule to which Aristotle’s definition of politics applies (see footnote 15, this chapter). 
4 This is well trodden ground and therefore only relevant parts of the story are summarized and the reader is 
referred to other sources for further detailed reading. 
5 Nasr writes (Nasr 1972, 120): 

Shi'ism and Sufism ... possess a common parentage in that they are both linked with the esoteric 
dimension of the Islamic revelation and in their earliest history drew inspiration from the same sources. In 
later periods, they have had many mutual interactions and influenced each other in innumerable ways. 
But these historical manifestations have been no more than applications to different moments of time of 
an essential and principal relationship which belongs to the eternal and integral reality of Islam itself and 
which in the form of the gnosis that characterizes Islamic esotericism has manifested itself in both 
segments of the Islamic community, the Sunni and Shi'ite alike. 
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Chapter 7, the Traditionalist emphasis on esoterism and immutability is utilized by the Islamist 

ideology to convince people of its authenticity and galvanize mass support. However, contrary 

to the Traditionalist assumption of immutability, the Karbala Tradition has evolved, and its 

scope has changed. For example, it has been regarded as a source of nationalism (Cottam 

1964, 134-157, Marashi 2008, 39-44, Ansary-Pettys 1981, 344-5) and its scope has transcended 

the local to include global concerns in the latter part of the twentieth century (Aghaie 2004, 

98-112). This renders the premise of the Traditionalist perspective problematic, as will be 

discussed below.  

The relationship between the sacred and profane aspects of the Karbala inscription will be 

investigated with reference to the philosophical school of Illuminationism. This school, which 

was founded by Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi (1154-1191), has subsequently transformed Iranian 

thought, and is responsible for the prominence of a Platonic outlook dominant in this culture 

to the present day (Ziai (b) 2001, 445). Illuminationism has profoundly influenced Iranian 

Sufism, the country’s Shiite establishment (Marcotte 2008), and is even present in the 

thoughts of Khomeini, the leader of the Islamic Revolution (Pinault 1992, 50). Furthermore, 

this philosophy has a syncretic nature that lends itself to the conflation of Sufi and religious 

beliefs with popular practices and culture. The Illuminationist emphasis on esoterism is also 

present in the literary traditions of Iran. Illuminationism, as discussed later in this chapter (and 

in Appendix I), can explain the relationship between sacred and profane aspects of the Karbala 

inscription, and the role of ritual in making the transition between the two: it describes and 

links the internal elements of Moharram rituals, knowledge of truth or revelation, and 

experience – all in terms of a particular kind of imagination. With reference to Illuminationism, 

the shortcomings of a Traditionalist understanding of the Karbala Tradition and its inscription 

are elaborated. In conclusion, the Karbala Tradition, its rituals and its inscription will be 

historicised and then their implications for the relationship between site and place and a 

concrete notion of a territorial homeland will be elaborated.  

The argument of this chapter is that the Karbala inscription transcends empirical possibilities, 

and that it remains irreconcilably utopian. This has certain repercussions for a conception of 

territory and homeland, which will be articulated, demonstrating that while tradition is not 

reducible to fixed propositions, the meaning of inscription is imagined through ritual and text, 

rather than being embedded in particular physical sites. This position is congruent with 

Jonathan Smith’s observation that the utopic place was accessible through “participation in a 
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temporal arrangement of events [ritual], not a spatial one” (Smith 1987, 116-7).6

The battle of Karbala was a decisive moment in the history of Shiism and Islam. It was the 

catalyst for a tradition of commemorative rituals and religious beliefs, which in Iran were 

consolidated after the official enforcement of Shiism as the Safavid state religion (1501 – 1722 

CE), hence the term Karbala Tradition. The narrative of the battle of Karbala, which led to the 

martyrdom of Imam Hossein (626 – 680 CE), constitutes the quintessential identity narrative of 

Shiism. It captures the distinctive doctrines of the denomination, namely the rule of the 

infallible Imam (doctrine of Imamate) and Justice (necessity for a just ruler). It also articulates 

essential themes of the religion such as martyrdom and the victory of Good over Evil. These 

are now ingrained in the popular traditions and culture of Iran. As such, the Karbala Tradition 

has overt practical consequences in the daily lives of the people. It was also used to 

authenticate the Islamic revolution (1979) and validate the ideological positions of the Islamic 

Republic, as Khomeini described the Revolution as “but a ray of light reflected from the Ashura 

[the battle of Karbala] and its great divine Revolution” (Khomeini n.d.). 

 In other 

words, it is narrative and meaning, not site, that constitute the place. 

This chapter will explain the Battle in the context of early Islamic history, as the violent 

realization of a succession crisis that followed the death of the Prophet (638 CE) (Enayat 1982, 

181, Aghaie 2005, 42). The Battle was a ten-day conflict, which culminated in the ninth (the 

Tasoo’a) and tenth (the Ashura) days, the eve and day of Hossein’s martyrdom.  

The Karbala Tradition is manifested overtly in the commemorative rituals of Moharram. The 

enactment of those rituals, this chapter argues, posits the Karbala inscription as the processes 

of emplacing Shiite identity(ies). As mentioned, both the tradition and its inscription have 

sacred and profane dimensions, however, especially by ideologues and by those in positions of 

power, their sacred aspect is emphasised while the concrete profane function is de-

emphasised or remains implicit. In many instances profane power politics and material 

motivations are cloaked in and justified by sacred attributes of the Karbala identity narrative. 

This chapter suggests that the two are inseparable; that the imaginative potentials of the 

identity narrative and tradition are ritually enacted in everyday sites and this ritual enactment 

of narrative transforms both the tradition and the sites in which it is emplaced.  

Each year, an identity narrative of Karbala is re-constituted, expressed ephemerally through 

ritual, and enacted within cities with a Shiite population. Through ritual, the otherwise 

everyday spaces take on a sacred dimension. At a local scale, processions and ritual suggest a 
                                                             
6 Smith’s work is on the Temple of Jerusalem and its constitution through text and ritual.  
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temporal map linking sites and a series of religious spaces with places of socio-political power 

(traditionally these would be the houses of the city’s noblemen and high-ranking clerics). Thus, 

a temporal place is imagined, emplacing Karbala identity narrative, in relation to which 

physically concrete sites are only secondary. The imagined place is different to, and largely 

independent of, the empirical morphology – form and structure – of the site.7

Through ritual, as a fundamentally religious practice, the Karbala inscription produces a 

surrogate place for the ideal community of Shiite believers, and perpetuates Shiite Collective 

Imagination. To understand the mechanism of this inscription, it is first necessary to assume a 

position with regard to understanding and analysis of ritual. As Jesper Sorensen suggest, it is 

possible to identify two categories of scholarship on ritual (Sorensen 2005, 49): an 

intellectualist scholarship, which interprets ritual as a rational behaviour with an underlying 

“theory,” and a symbolist scholarship, which considers ritual as “expressive behaviour that 

communicates certain meanings, notably about social structure, coded in symbolic language” 

(Sorensen 2005, 50). 

 This transforms 

the identity of the neighbourhood, the district, and the city in which the ritual takes place – a 

transformation occurring throughout the nation. The result is an utopic inscription validated 

with reference to another sacred event and place. Utopia here connotes a transcendental and 

partially-metaphysical place which, in this instance, is fraught with both idealism and 

revolutionary potential. Utopia is intrinsic to religious outlook and this is in congruence with 

Victor Turner’s observation that “religious beliefs and practices” can both maintain and 

radically transform “human social and physical structures” (Turner 1969, 4).  

8

The performance of ritual, Turner observes, is linked with social crises, as in the case of the 

Moharram ritual, which were born out of socio-political conflict. Ritual is thus a means for 

settling and averting conflict (Turner 1969, 10). As such, it is intended to “affect the world” 

(Sorensen 2005, 52), by either reinforcing or rejecting the existing socio-political structure of 

the community. In the latter instance, ritual participants counter-identify the custodians of 

social power, for “ritual is the means of performing the way things ought to be in conscious 

tension with the way things are”(Smith 1987, 109). such a counter-identification was 

 Given the religious and symbolic nature of the topic of Karbala Tradition 

and its rituals, the symbolist definition of ritual is useful for the analyses of this chapter.  

                                                             
7 Elsewhere I have referred to this as “intangible morphology.” Refer to: (Mozaffari 2005) 
8 In accepting this definition, one has to be mindful of Sorensen’s critique of the symbolist stance. He points out that 
one problem with the symbolist position is that in understanding rituals and its meaning, this stance “does not 
accept the grounds given by the participants in ritual performance,” but rather imposes its own interpretational 
model. Thus, the connotations of ritual “cannot be decided by the material at hand, but will be a matter of 
interpretation.” The problem here is that the meaning of ritual remains largely ambiguous. The intent of ritual is 
only communicable through a "basic structure of meaning” supplemented by large amount of “certain hermeneutic 
strategies” (Sorensen 2005, 51). Thus, the meaning of rituals is intrinsically unstable and subject to change.  
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expressed during the Iranian Revolution of 1979.9 Following Smith, ritual is also understood as 

a “mode of paying attention” directed by, but not embedded in sites (Smith 1987, 103). 

Recognizing the esoteric and spiritual dimension of rituals and the transitiveness of the sacred 

and profane categories, Smith points out that place is an arbitrary notion that does not 

embody an essentially fixed characteristic.10

This chapter also notes that the city of Karbala, as the geographical location and place (the 

shrines), is itself a significant inscription. That city is inscribed through the actual construction 

of Hossein’s shrine.

 Thus, the Karbala inscription is indexical of the 

prevalent structures of socio-political power and their implications at any given time. In this 

light, the Moharram rituals suggest a different place, an inscription, with its own (ideal) socio-

political structure and ethos.  

11

  

 That site is invoked to sanction fleeting inscriptions during ritual times. 

However, the fleeting, local inscriptions, this chapter will demonstrate, are concerned with 

more mundane and immediate issues of a local community.   

                                                             
9 Refer back to Introduction and Chapter 2. 
10 Smith, in his use of place, does not make the strict distinction between place and site as observed in this thesis. 
However, his statement, that place is not essentially fixed, remains valid here. 
11 It is reported that the beheaded body of Hossein was trampled over by enemy horses and left there in the desert. 

On 12 Muharram, however, when the Umayyad forces left Karbala, the people of the tribe of Bani Asad 
from the nearby village of Ghadiriya came down and buried the bodies of Husayn and his companions on 
the spot where the massacre had taken place ... [those] bodies ....were so honoured and immortalized 
that their graves became one of the most venerated sanctuaries, have been embellished with gold, have 
been ornamented with splendid decoration; they soon became the centre of pilgrimage for a countless 
number of devotees. Quoted in Jafri: (Jafri 1979, 192-193) 
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Shiism, the Practice of Karbala Tradition and its Sites 

Shiite Doctrines and the Origins of the Sunni-Shiite Divide 

Shiism espouses five doctrinal principles. Three of them, Unity of God, Prophecy, and 

Resurrection, are in common with Sunnism. However, it has two unique doctrines. The first is 

that of the Imamate, which denotes the leadership of a divinely inspired person, analogous to 

the Prophet. The second is that of Justice as an absolute necessity for political leadership. The 

Shiite ideal leader must be just and infallible and have a deep knowledge of Islam and the 

Tradition (Sunna) of the Prophet Mohammad. Only thus could he lead the young Muslim 

community along the righteous path set forth by the prophet and as embodied in his teachings 

(Enayat 1982, 4-5). This, Shiites argue, would also concur with God’s absolute attributes of 

benevolence and justice according to which God would not abandon his nascent community of 

Muslims. For Shiites, the only people who met the criteria were the members of the family of 

the Prophet –  Ali and his direct male descendants. Most Iranian Shiites believe that eleven 

descendents of Ali were the righteous Imams   – hence the title Twelver Shiism.12

Two qualities were attached to the Shiite doctrines. Firstly, they espoused a certain elitism, 

which elevated the extra-ordinary leader above ordinary Muslims. Secondly, by proposing 

hereditary leadership, Shiism acquired a hereditary line of opposition leaders, who were all 

martyred for the Shiite cause. Thus, Shiism became a “religion of protest” – at least until it was 

established as the official religion of the Safavids in the sixteenth century Iran.

 However, the 

central doctrine of Imamate had to transform after the passing of the twelfth Imam, which is 

explained later in this chapter.  

13

For Shiites, the battle of Karbala is the dramatic manifestation of an existing Sunni-Shiite rift in 

Islam. The origins of that rift, according to Shiite narratives, is a sermon the Prophet gave in his 

final Hajj in 632 CE (known as Hajjat al-vida, The Farewell Hajj) in a place known as Ghadir-e 

Khumm. Shiite sources contend that the Prophet had designated Ali, his son in law and cousin, 

as his rightful successor by proclaiming: ‘He, for whom I was the master, should hence have Ali 

 But its 

protesting qualities would be re-established in the twentieth century.  

                                                             
12 This information is common knowledge for anyone brought up in a Shiite culture, including myself. As principles 
of religion, religious doctrines, relevant stories and the moral are endlessly repeated by the clergy, in the media, in 
school textbooks and, in some instances, even within the family. 
13 This title is taken from the title of an article on Taziyeh by Dabashi  (Dabashi 2005), who in fact borrows it from Ali 
Shari’ati a revolutionary ideologue of Shiism. 
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as his master.’14

The manner of Shiite insistence upon Ali’s caliphate contradicted the established tradition 

among Arab tribes, according to which the leader was elected on his merits and through 

consensus. This (Sunni) tradition, Shiites countered, contained the danger of turning a divinely 

sanctioned rule, exemplified in the Prophet, into worldly (profane) kingship. The succession 

crisis and the subsequent rift were, from the Shiite perspective, motivated by the wish to 

reconcile both political and moral legitimacy in the person of the caliph.

 The prophet had a unique position as a charismatic ruler. In his person, two 

otherwise separate authorities coalesced: the Muslim community’s political and religious 

leaderships. A minority of Muslims interpreted his words in that sermon as the direct 

appointment of Imam Ali to the Muslim Caliphate. They became known as the Shiites of Ali 

(Shii = follower).  

15

The battle of Karbala exemplifies Shiism’s doctrines. The commemorations of Hossein’s 

martyrdom and its rituals have mobilized Shiites all around the world and have been invoked 

frequently in recent times, during and after the Iranian revolution. 

 Furthermore, the 

Shiites argued, judging the true merits of a divinely-inspired Islamic leader was beyond the 

capacity of ordinary people. Ultimately, the majority Sunnis prevailed, and the caliph was 

elected in accordance with established tradition. The Shiite-Sunni dispute, however, was never 

settled and continues even after the abolition of the institution of the Caliphate on March 3, 

1924 by Mustafa Kemal Pasha (Ata-Turk). In practice, since the Sunnis prevailed, from among 

the Prophet’s blood relations, only Ali was elected as the fourth in line. After him, none of his 

descendants assumed the office of the caliphate.  

                                                             
14 This is another piece of common knowledge but this particular translation is from Enayat: (Enayat 1982, 4). 
15 It is useful to remember that concern for moral legitimacy was integral to the ethos of the pre-modern and 
Classical world and this lasted until Machiavelli. Aristotle, to whom we owe the current use of the term politics, 
introduced the concept in The Politics (c. 350 BCE) as politikos meaning “of, or pertaining to, the polis” (city-state). 
For Aristotle, this was a practical activity and prescriptive in nature. Its object was the good of the community and 
social order embodied in the polis. To Greek philosophers like Plato and Aristotle (in The Politics) the role of the 
politician was to ensure the good functioning of the polity so as to facilitate the community’s attainment of its 
normative goals. Most Roman humanists and Christian medieval thinkers concurred on the general assertion that 
morality, exemplified in a concept of justice, was necessary for rule to be effective. It was only during the 
Renaissance that the justness, in accordance with its Classical definition, was no longer the criterion for successful 
political rule (Cambridge Dictionary of Sociology 2006). Today concepts such s Justice and Morality still exist in 
political processes but connote different meanings to the past. 



Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 201 

 

 
 

The Battle of Karbala and its rituals: a synopsis 

The Karbala Tradition and some of its exemplary rituals originate from the narrative of the 

Karbala battle and its surrounding events that are examined below. The following section will 

also highlight attributes that were later utilized in developing the rituals.   

Prelude to the Battle16

Yazid assumed the caliphate of the Muslims in 680 AD, though it is reported that Yazid was 

“anti-Islamic” and “openly irreligious” (Jafri 1979, 174). He was, according to Tabari, 

 

the first among the caliphs to drink wine in public and that he sought out worst 
company, spending much of his time in the pleasures of music and singing and 
amusing himself with apes and hunting-hounds. He ... [had little] regard for the 
religious sentiments of others. [...] exposed to all sorts of vices, Yazid has never been 
presented in good terms by any Muslim writer of any period or any school of thought 
(Translation by Jafri).17

The ascension of Yazid to the Muslim caliphate was engineered by his father (Mu’awiya), a 

canny politician. The machinations for his ascension are beyond the scope of this chapter, 

however, for Yazid to be ultimately legitimated, his caliphate had to be endorsed publicly by 

the “House of the Prophet,” lead at the time by Hossein. This is called Bay’at, which denotes 

the subject ritually paying homage to the ruler in accordance with an old Arabian tradition. 

Hossein refused and his refusal started a chain of events that ultimately led to the battle of 

Karbala.

 

18

After Yazid’s ascension to the caliphate, the people of Kufa in Iraq wrote many compelling 

letters to Hossein inviting him to their town to lead them in an uprising against Yazid (Jafri 

 According to the Shiite narrative, Hossein believed the caliphate to be the exclusive 

and unequivocal right of the family of the prophet.  

                                                             
16 The general pattern of the story of Karbala is common knowledge (refer to footnote 11 above). For the following 
part, purely as a matter of convenience, the chapter relies largely on the work of S.H.M. Jafri (1979), particularly in 
Chapter 7, Pp.174-221, in which he has summarized previous works on the event of Karbala. I have also referred to 
Tabari who chronicles this story with remarkable detail in (Tabari (a) 1996, 2963-3086), among many other non-
Muslim, Muslim and Shiite sources.  
17 Quoted in Jafri: (Jafri 1979, 174). 
18 From the narrative of the events leading to the tragedy of Karbala, it becomes evident that there would have 
been a power struggle among the opponents of Yazid. Hossein may not have been directly interested in such a 
struggle; however, it is clear that another character by the name of Abd Allah b. Az-Zobayr competed with Hossein 
over caliphate. Hossein, however, was the more influential or popular person (Jafri 1979, 175-176). 
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1979, 177-82). 19

I call you to the Book of God, and the Sunna [tradition] of his Prophet ... which has 
become obliterated and innovations have become active and energetic. If you listen to 
me and my orders, I will guide you to the right path.

 Part of one of Hossein’s final responses to those letters reads (Translation by 

Jafri):  

20

Hossein’s response demonstrates a view of Islam, which resonates with the Shiite doctrine of a 

leader’s concurrent moral and political eminence, the Doctrine of Imamate. This, Shiism 

submits, was at the heart of the Karbala battle, which has since become the powerful symbol 

and the mobilizing narrative of the Shiite tradition (Jafri 1979, 181). 

 

When Yazid became aware of the machinations on the part of the ‘opposition,’ Hossein and 

the Kufans, he took measures to quell any possible uprising in that city.21 Legend has it that 

Hossein was by then fully aware of the perils of his dissent; however, he was not swayed (Jafri 

1979, 185). Rather, he advised his followers that his campaign was more concerned with 

preserving the tradition set forth by his grandfather, Prophet Mohammad and the Day of 

Judgement and that there will be little material gain from it.22

Hossein was making a profound moral point. The battle narrative is couched in terms of the 

struggle of the quintessential Good, exemplified in Hossein, against the quintessential Evil, 

exemplified in Yazid as the usurper of a sacred position, issued from the perspective of Shiite 

orthodoxy. The narrative posits an inextricable link between political power and the moral 

authority of religion, legitimating the former with reference to the latter. 

 

23

The Battle 

 

Hossein and his company of around seventy two people (Tabari (a) 1996, 3082) were 

intercepted along their path by a detachment of one thousand men who were led by Hurr, one 

of Yazid’s officers. The latter’s army was thirsty and Hossein, being the just and infallible Imam 

that he was, not only let Hurr’s army through to water, but also “himself took part in serving 

                                                             
19 Kufa is a city south of Baghdad whose residents, in Shiites narrative, betrayed Hossein and have ever since 
become the epitome of betrayal in Shiite discourse.  
20 Quoted in: (Jafri 1979, 180). 
21 This included appointing a new and fierce governor to threaten and coerce people into supporting Yazid. The new 
governor, Ibn-e Ziyad, enforced martial law and took control of all movements to and from the city and killed some 
prominent supporters of Hossein. 
22 Arguably, Hossein’s dissent was also fuelled by dynastic conflict between the Umayyads, Yazid’s lineage, who 
were from the start against Islam, and the Hashemites, the Prophet’s tribe. 
23 The other legitimating factor, as confirmed by Hossein, is the hereditariness of leadership, but unlike mundane 
kingships, his was authenticated by virtue of being the Prophet's descendant. These two factors are at the heart of 
the Doctrine of Imamate in Shiism as discussed later in the chapter. 
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water to those badly affected by thirst and the heat” (Jafri 1979, 186). Legend has it that Hurr, 

along with his troops, stood in prayer behind Hossein, showing high regard for the Prophet’s 

grandson, an action which signalled the beginning of Hurr’s redemption. On the occasion of 

prayers, Hossein delivered sermons annunciating his position and possibly converting Hurr and 

his troops to his cause. Following orders from his superiors, and without violence, Hurr drove 

Hossein to the plain of Karbala where Hossein and his company camped on the second of 

Moharram 680 AD. This would become the site of the tragedy and the venerated place for the 

Karbala identity narrative and tradition. Hurr’s redemption was ultimately realized when he 

broke rank and joined Hossein’s men and was killed for Hossein’s cause. The practical 

connotation of the narrative is clear: sacrifice leads to redemption. The story is both 

soteriological and eschatological. Reports of the events of the following days depict individual 

acts of exemplary courage on the part of Hossein’s company and are represented more like a 

drama, as opposed to the real carnage of war.24

Finally, the order arrived to force Hossein into submission or bring upon him the death of “a 

rebel, a seditious person, a brigand, an oppressor.”

  

25

On the day of Ashura, Hossein was fully prepared “in the cloak of the Prophet,” perfumed and 

on a horseback, holding a Quran in one hand (Jafri 1979, 189). He was prepared to sacrifice 

himself for the cause of Islam, to die a noble death, hence the anointment. Leading up to each 

skirmish, Hossein delivered sermons addressed to enemy soldiers, to this they responded with 

insults and curses. Hossein attempted to convert his enemies to the cause by repeatedly, and 

almost ritually, delivering sermons, but to no avail. The battle ensued and Hossein’s followers 

were martyred one be one. According to chronicles, Hossein seems to have followed a certain 

pattern: with each fallen martyr on his side, he delivered a sermon which failed to convince 

the enemy (Jafri 1979, 189-90). The battle scenes are related to us in the same dramatic 

 It is reported that on the ninth of 

Moharram, Hossein negotiated one night of respite for his side, during which he delivered a 

sermon reminding his followers of their impending fate and providing the opportunity for 

them to desert his camp. The majority stayed on. The scattered skirmishes in which individual 

acts of bravery and sacrifice are committed, the thirst and discomfort to children and women, 

the nightly sermons and the voluntary self-sacrifice of Hossein and his followers in the face of 

Evil, are the dramatic elements of the first nine days. They would be invoked and imitated 

repeatedly throughout the history of the Karbala Tradition and its rituals.  

                                                             
24 For example people on Hossein's side would charge through enemy lines to bring back water to his thirsty 
followers (their access to water was blocked by a larger contingent of Yazid's army), with insufficient success. 
25 Multiple sources quoted in (Jafri 1979, 187-8) 
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manner in sequences of different forms (of battle: duels, archers, mass fights) and a number of 

low points, such as the attempt to attack women and children on the part of the leader of 

Yazid’s army, Shimr Ibn Zil-Jowshan. There is a break for noon prayers and then the battle 

continues (note the fictive and symbolic elements, placing devotion and prayers above war). In 

the afternoon, after all Hossein’s supporters are martyred, it was his family’s turn. Again, the 

drama is noticeable in the chronicles, which depict Hossein’s actions akin to a ritual: with every 

fallen family member, Hossein ran to the battle scene, collected his body, and laid it in front of 

his tent. After all were killed, one could imagine a scene of ‘offering’ of sacrifice in front of 

Hossein’s tent. In the final ‘scene,’ Hossein returned to his camp, bid farewell to everyone and 

rode off to meet his fate. He was eventually killed, beheaded, and his head along with those of 

his followers were put on lances and sent to Kufa, followed by a procession of women and 

children – turned captives (Jafri 1979, 190-3). The ensuing events in the narrative, although 

important for scholars of the history of Islam, lie outside the focus of this chapter. 

A Shiite Collective Imagination: the formation of rituals  

In their traditional form,26 the Moharram rituals are organized locally through donations and 

volunteer work. Their general pattern comprises both stationary and ambulatory rituals, which 

suggest different types of ‘sacrifices.’ 27

                                                             
26 The origins of the contemporary Moharram rituals are in the Safavid period and are discussed later. 

 Sacrifice, following Raymond Firth, is construed as “the 

giving of oneself or part of oneself, through the offering of a surrogate” (Campbell-Jones 1980, 

93). For example, people donate money, food, and drinks to passing strangers in sympathy 

with the popular belief that Imam Hossein and his followers met their fate in the deserts 

without water and supplies. Alongside this large-scale provision of ‘sacral’ food is another, 

more confronting ritual, self-flagellation. A group of male mourners form a procession in which 

they chant and either beat their chests or whip themselves with metal chains. Some inflict 

wounds on their bodies, even to the head, with daggers or other sorts of blades. This evokes a 

literal blood-letting or blood-sacrifice. The processions, culminate as the month reaches the 

tenth day, but may go for longer. They usually take place after sunset except for two days, the 

ninth day of the month, Tasoo’a leading to the climax at the tenth day, Ashura. There are a 

number of regularly held memorial services, which usually demarcate the nodes along the 

27 The classification is not, however, categorical as most rituals involve both, for example, taziyeh is a stationary 
ritual which involves actions (performance), dialogues (textual references), and the preparation of the place of 
performance (spatial aspect), which could combine symbolism with political currency. The same applies to 
processional rituals which move within the city. 
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procession paths (Figures 4-7 to 4-11).28 There is also a Passion play, taziyeh that is, depending 

on the finances of the community, staged at different days (at times stretching over the full 

period of the mourning) and its climax is on the day of Ashura. Taziyeh consolidates the Shiite 

rituals that were developed from the Safavid period. It is a symbolic re-enactment and 

remembrance of the battle of Karbala and its surrounding events manifesting as a “theatre of 

protest” (Dabashi 2005, 95).29

The rituals, including taziyeh are held where there is enough room to house the participants 

(and spectators). This could be a dedicated structure called the hosseiniyeh, a similar roofed 

structure called takyeh, in private residences of influential people (traditionally this would be 

the city’s elite who could afford the money and space for such activities), or else in public 

spaces of the city (Figures 4-12 to 4-14). This pattern of rituals and configuration of the 

contemporary Karbala Tradition in Iran was consolidated in the Safavid period. They are 

informed by two main sources, namely texts and rituals originating from diverse origins.  

 

The dialogic aspects, the content of rituals and their textual references, originate from 

scattered texts and chronicles dating as far back as the tenth century CE (for example Tabari).30

                                                             
28 Scenes of such rituals are vividly described the travelogues of European travellers in Iran. Sir Jean Chardin (1643-
1713) who travelled to Iran during the Safavid period, paints a vivid picture of the mass hysteria dominating the 
mourning period; also pointing out that this was an occasion for counter-imagination of all “heathens” and in 
particular the Sunnis. For more reading Refer: (Ferrier 2006, 213-6, Blow 2007, 155-62). Samuel G. W. Benjamin 
(1837-1914), the first American minister to Persia (1883-1886), describes the Moharram rituals in Persian and the 
Persians, Chapter XIII: The Sheahs and the Tazieh, or Passion-Play of Persia. He refers to the Moharram processions 
and rituals (Benjamin 1887, 378-81). He describes the sight of the ritual processions and flagellations as “hideous” 
and similar to a “fearful nightmare” in which the “more ignorant and vicious classes” and “the rabble” participated. 
During the Moharram period, he points out; “foreigners and unbelievers’” safety was at risk (Benjamin 1887, 379-
80). 

 

In 1502, these were consolidated into a “canonical text” by Molla Hossein Vaez-Kashefi, a Sufi 

cleric (Aghaie 2004, 89). The main theme in his work was that Karbala was a tragedy to be 

commemorated through collective ritual mourning. Kashefi’s text reflected his Sufi doctrines 

and was soteriological as opposed to political (Aghaie 2004, 90). He rendered the battle of 

Karbala in eschatological terms and in relation to Prophetry, beginning from Adam and ending 

with the Judgement Day. This text has informed the totality of the Karbala Tradition and its 

identity narrative as known today. 

29 The description of taziyeh as theatre is potentially misleading. Although in the second part of the twentieth 
century, taziyeh was aestheticised – see for example works of Kiarostami – and even staged as a form of 
performance art, this view is fundamentally modern. The original idea, and it is still largely practiced as such, is 
ritual, underpinned by soteriology and a sense of the sacred. Benjamin describes the taziyeh as the “Passion Play of 
Persia,” in much detail (Benjamin 1887, 381-406). For a description of a taziyeh held in the residence of a provincial 
Qajar prince, see: (Wills 1891, 279-291). 
30 Chroniclers such as Tabari were reporting on an already established tradition. There can be little doubt that some 
textual reports and oral history would have existed at the time according to which the chronicles were narrated. 
However, in reporting the Karbala event, chroniclers such as Tabari are not only citing those histories, but are also 
relating a custom or tradition in the sense of inter-generational values and beliefs. 



206 Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 

 

 

The Moharram rituals were constructed from a number of origins and took their present form 

in the sixteenth century, at the dawn of the Safavid period (1501-1732).31 In constructing their 

repertoire of rituals, the Safavids drew upon ancient Iranian traditional practices, existing 

Shiite practices, Sufi and Christian practices, for example voluntary flagellation, and their own 

Qezelbash origins.32 In their composition and intent, however, textual references were 

paramount. For example, the intent of the narratives and the taziyeh, their performative 

representation in the form of a passion play conceived almost eight centuries after the event 

(discussed later) are similar. Both relate dramatic scenes of the battle narrative, such as self-

sacrifice of men and the procession of women and children and Hossein’s frequent sermons 

inform the rituals of the Karbala Tradition as practiced today in Iran. Both contain instructions 

for a repertoire of performative actions, implying self-sacrifice with all its political and social 

ramifications.33

Today, despite dramatic change in many aspects of social relations, certain significant aspects 

of the Karbala Tradition, for example, its role as delineator of identity, persist. During the 

mourning period, the traditional interpersonal and communal interactions, identities and class 

and gender relations are regulated by custom. For example, the mourning rituals reveal the 

intricate relationships between the clergy, the political and social elite, the merchant class 

(bazaaris), and the rest of the populace and are therefore an opportunity for expression of 

cohesion and confirmation of the status quo of socio-political relations. In other words, the 

mourning period is an occasion for manifesting dominant socio-political discourses of identity. 

Ritual processions and stations map and communicate implicit zones of socio-political power 

within the city. They construct a different map of the city overlaid upon its empirical fabric and 

this creates a new imagination and apprehension, a new place. This new place is discussed 

here as the Karbala inscription, a utopic inscription, growing from an often idealized 

imagination perpetuated and apprehended through ritual.  

 

                                                             
31 For example, the practice of flagellation has originated, perhaps, from Italy, and then to the Caucasus and 
Azerbaijan, (Nakash 1993, 174) while, the practice of shabih-khani and pardeh-khani, as well as processional rituals, 
may have originated either from the Christian Corpus Christi, or ancient funerary rites of Iran (Nakash 1993, 170). 
The Christian influence is plausible, given the initial exchanges between the Turkic peoples (origin of Safavids) and 
Christians during and after the Middle-Ages. 
32 Qezelbash (Turkish= Red-Head) was the general title of a Safavid Chieftain. 
33 The most vivid instance of this was during the eight-year Iran-Iraq war. Usually, during the night of a major 
advance on the part of the Iranian side, soldiers and volunteer fighters gathered to hear sermons about Ashura and 
be reminded of the heroic deeds of Imam Hossein and his companions. This way, it was assumed, they were 
psychologically prepared to face their enemy and commit self-sacrifice. 
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Textual references for the Karbala Tradition  

Hossein’s reported sermons during the battle of Karbala may be considered the first textual 

(and oral) references toward a Shiite Collective Imagination and the model for Moharram 

memorial services, a leitmotif of Moharram rituals. Memorial services comprise religious 

sermons, V’az (lit. oration), and Rowzeh-khani (lit. often poetic recital of the tragedies of 

Karbala to induce imagination). They are both usually delivered from a pulpit. V’az, reminds 

people of the events of Karbala, their significance, and the moral of the story. Rowzeh-khani is 

a dialogic aspect of textual references and an expression of collective mourning (Aghaie 2004, 

12). This developed in the sixteenth century and involves lamentations and the chanting of 

poetry aimed at eliciting grief, partly as a means to salvation. Any kind of participation, even as 

a sympathetic spectator, is seen to have its own spiritual merits. The audience participate in 

Rowzeh-khani by chanting and self-flagellation. The most common type is rhythmic beating of 

the chest with the palm of the hand.  

Performative actions: the rituals and their function  

Performative actions include processions, pilgrimages to shrines and sacred sites, and 

performance rituals including shabih-khani, pardeh-khani, and the taziyeh (Figures 4-15 and 4-

16).  

Mourning processions originated in the tenth century (963 CE) with the official sanction of the 

Buyid ruler of Baghdad who was a Shiite (Chelkowski 1985, 20).34 His official support meant 

that Shiites could now overtly display their despair and grief for Hossein’s plight. This provoked 

Sunnis who perceived the Shiite rallying in processions en-masse as a takeover of the city and a 

direct threat to the Sunni power-base. To this, Sunnis replied with processions of their own in 

which Ali, Hossein’s father and the First Imam according to Shiism, was denigrated. A riot 

ensued, and the city fell into chaos.35

                                                             
34 It is at this time that one of the central tenets of Shiism, i.e. Imamate is consolidated. For example, see  (Aghaie 
2004, 8). 

 Today, the movement of the processions in the city or 

neighbourhood is usually highly organized and its route is often carefully planned in advance.  

35  This was perhaps the most overt expression of a challenge to the Sunni dominated political and communal 
identities. Ibn al-Khatir, a fourteenth-century Arab historian reports (Aghaie 2004, 10-11): 

On the tenth of Muharram of this year [AH 352], Mu'izz ad-Dowla Ibn Buwayh (the Buyid ruler of Bagdad), 
may God disgrace him [note a Sunni writing on a Shiite], ordered that the markets be closed, and the 
women should wear course woollen hair cloth, and that they should go into the markets with their faces 
uncovered ... and their hair dishevelled, beating their faces and wailing over Hussein Ib Abi Talib. The 
people of the Sunna could not prevent this spectacle because of the Shi’a’s large numbers and their 
increasing power (zuhur) [numbers], and because the sultan was on their side.  
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Another ritual is pilgrimage to sacred sites, such as shrines, or other traditionally significant 

locations. This occurs particularly at significant times, such as the day of Ashura. Sacred sites 

are analogous to civic monuments as they foster and emplace a collective identity and also 

metonymically invoke, thus represent other significant sites. Historically, the Shrine of Imam 

Hossein in Karbala has emplaced Shiite identity narratives as the pilgrimage site. This was 

promoted by Hossein’s descendents and later by Shiite clerics as the custodians of Shiism. The 

pilgrimage was so popular that some contend that Hossein’s tomb was demolished by an 

Abbasid caliph in the ninth century to disperse the Shiites and reduce their power by annulling 

the pilgrimage.36

This suggests, firstly that the Karbala ritual was already a means for counter-imagining the 

Sunnis and central to the proliferation of Shiism, and secondly, that the Karbala inscription 

challenged would have contested the Sunni hegemony over place.  

  

For the majority of Shiites who cannot make the pilgrimage to Karbala, local shrines and sacred 

sites, such as a well believed to have magical properties within the old citadel Bam37 or the 

shrine of a saint in the Tajrish bazaar, perform an analogous function.38

Carnivalesque rituals were also promoted and consolidated into the Moharram rituals by the 

Safavids. These rituals were informed by Iranian funerary traditions, but their symbols and 

forms were adapted to the Karbala-Shiite identity narrative. One of these ritual performances 

 This metonymic- 

analogous function is sometimes suggested through imagery. For example, the Takyeh Minor 

in Tajrish contains images of the House of Ka`ba in Mecca, on glazed tiles on its entry portal 

(Figure 4-17). The site thus suggests a direct link between itself and a place holy to all Muslims. 

Through such a link, it implies that the virtue of participation in Hossein’s rituals is comparable, 

perhaps equivalent to, that of performing the Hajj. This also reinforces Shiism as the righteous 

religion.  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
This report shows the political sensitivity of the Karbala event. The Shiite imagination, which was enacted ritually, 
transformed and contested the city: from a Sunni-domination to Shiite domination. However, with the demise of 
the Buyids in Mesopotamia (1055 AD) in the hand of Sunni Saljuqs, the official sponsorship and sanction for the 
rituals were withdrawn, which resulted in the performative connotations of substantive imagination being relegated 
to textual and poetic expressions, and assume a more passivist exterior.  
36 The pilgrimage to Karbala at times rivalled the Hajj rituals in Mecca (Nakash 1993, 167-8). Nakash claims that the 
thoughts of Shiite pilgrims were "profoundly shaped" by their encounter with the physical object of the tomb 
(Nakash 1993, 167-8). Even today, despite the evident dangers in Iraq, this pilgrimage is encouraged as part of the 
Islamic Republic’s cultural policies. 
37 Bam is a small city near Kerman, south-east of Iran. It is famous for its old city and citadel, the core of which date 
back 6000 years. However, the city was destroyed in a devastating earthquake in 2004.  
38 This analogous or metonymic function of locally constructed sites is evident in the following example given by 
Peter Chelkowski (Chelkowski 1985, 27), 

Because of the great distance of the sub-continent from the Shi`a [Shiite] holy places, the Indian Shiites 
consecrated local lands and cal them “Kerbela” grounds, where solid replicas of the Hussein tomb were 
built on a small scale The people of the community are buried in these grounds.  
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was Shabih-Khani (lit. Similitude-recitation), an ambulatory performance during which an 

aspect of the tragedy (for example the parading of women and orphans after the battle of 

Karbala) was represented though a parade in the city (Nakash 1993, 171):  

Gouvea recounted that on the tenth day of Ashura a group of camels covered with 
painted cloth, and carrying mourning women and a small child, paraded through one 
of the city’s streets, representing Husayn’s [Hossein]women folk and his son on their 
return journey from Damascus to Medina  with Husayn’s head.  

The other practice, Pardeh-Khani (lit. Depiction-recitation) is a stationary performance, which 

designates a general format of relating a story by referring to depictions or, in other words, 

story-boards. This is a flexible format used for several purposes, ranging from the recitation of 

stories of Iranian mythic heroes to that of the Karbala battle and the events surrounding it. 

Unlike Shabih-khani, this ritual is performed in stationary form. Shabih-khani and pardeh-khani 

were consolidated into taziyeh by the late-seventeenth to mid-eighteenth century. Since then, 

they have constituted the basis for the performance of the ritual of Taziyeh (Chelkowski 2005, 

16, Nakash 1993, 173). 

Finally, taziyeh is a specifically Shiite ritual originating Iran (Chelkowski 2005, 15,16, 24), which 

consolidates and exemplifies all rituals of the Karbala identity narrative. Its peculiar temporal 

structure brings the past, present, and future together within the one site (Ansary-Pettys 1981, 

347) in a highly flexible and adaptable religious drama. Rather than re-enacting historical fact, 

taziyeh suggests history. It combines poetry, music, and performative action. By allegorizing 

the events of Karbala and through symbols, taziyeh communicates and re-enacts the moral, as 

well as the intent, of the Karbala identity narrative.39 It fuses lived experience in the world with 

imagination of the world (Nakash 1993, 162). Precisely due to this fusion, at any given time, 

the characters of taziyeh can metamorphose and be conflated with contemporary characters 

and this bestows upon the ritual a currency and political-revolutionary potency.40

The origin of Shiite Collective Imagination thus lies in narratives that conflate historical facts 

and myth, and that are temporally reconstituted in rituals. Recitation of the narrative and 

enactment of the rituals imparts to the Shiite believer a timeless identity narrative and a 

 

                                                             
39 Discussing the place of poetry and Persian music in the ritual play of Taziyeh,  (Homayouni 2005) suggests that it 
is embedded in Iranian culture.  
40 Dabashi (Dabashi 2005, 92, 95) characterizes Taziyeh as the "drama of legitimacy," which could fail people in 
power as soon as they assume totality of power and institutionalize themselves. He considers taziyeh to be the 
exemplary paradigm of Shiism. According to this interpretation, there is an intrinsic political element in Shiism. 
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transcendental place, not in the plains of Karbala but as the ideal godly place in which Good 

stands triumphant over Evil, an utopia.41

The invention of the ritual site 

 This utopia is inscribed through and over ritual sites.  

As mentioned, in the tenth century, Shiite identity was expressed through regular Moharram 

rituals. In Arabic countries, this led to the construction of the hosseiniyehs as dedicated places 

of commemoration. Thus, the Karbala Tradition caused a tangible transformation of the urban 

structure of cities such as Baghdad, Aleppo, and Cairo (Calmard 2004). In Iran, further to the 

adoption of the hosseiniyeh in the Safavid period, the dramatization of rituals, particularly the 

invention of the taziyeh, led to the creation of the takyeh,42

The hosseiniyeh is a flexible building type. In its general traditional layout, it resembles many 

other traditional Iranian buildings: it consists of a central open courtyard surrounded by 

galleries one to two storeys high, with the second storey dedicated to women. It encloses a 

central space, often an elevated platform for ritual performances. It is readily accessible to the 

public and, in most instances, alleyways pass through it. In traditional Iranian towns, there is 

usually one hosseiniyeh at the core of each neighbourhood, which connects with the bazaar. 

The hosseiniyeh constitutes an important public space within each residential quarter or 

neighbourhood  (Kheirabadi 1993, 74-5) (Figure 4-18).  

 a venue similar in form and 

function of the hosseiniyeh (Calmard 2004). The hosseiniyeh and the takyeh also serve other 

community-based rituals, such as funeral services and processions, or the commemoration of 

other Shiite Imams, modelled on the Moharram rituals.  

The takyeh is a structure for similar purposes but slightly different. The two structures in their 

classical form are almost identical, except that the takyeh is roofed or covered. The major 

difference between the hosseiniyeh and the takyeh is their degree of permanence in the 

structure of the site and the functions the two structures accommodate. The hosseiniyeh is 

usually a permanent site, ideally with its own distinctive architecture, defined by pathways in 

the city. The takyeh, on the other hand, may be less permanent and simply designated for the 

duration of the processions only. The takyeh was (and remains) much more flexible than the 
                                                             
41 This recalls Smith’s observation (Smith 1987, 116-17) that “if Jerusalem were to be accessible, it was to be gained 
through participation in a temporal arrangement of events not a spatial one.” 
42 The name takyeh, suggest resting place, place of respite, where people sit (and watch particularly the 
performance of taziyeh). Behrens-Abuseif suggests that the title Takiyya (takyeh) was “the arabicized form of the 
Turkish “tekke” and denoted “religious foundation.” In the sixteenth century Egypt, she notes (Behrens-Abouseif 
1988), it was a synonym for Zawiya, as the “individual Sufi foundation” dedicated teaching and practices of Sufism 
and housing Sufi students.” This was concurrent with the Safavid establishment of the Moharram rituals and their 
dedicated sites. 
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hosseiniyeh: it may appear as a completely temporary structure, such as a tent on a vacant plot 

of land, or a modern building totally dissimilar in plan to the traditional layout of a hosseiniyeh 

(Figures 4-19 to 4-21). The temporality and flexibility of the takyeh arguably originate from its 

architectural typology, which is the tent as the symbol of military encampment. Thus, the 

takyeh is often made of or covered with temporary material such as canvas, or else it is 

covered in material, such as tin, that suggests temporality (Figures 4-22 and 4-23). Further to 

structural differences, there is also a functional difference: the hosseiniyeh is a dedicated space 

even though it may be a simple room or a saloon. The takyeh, however, is highly flexible and 

multi-functional, even if it is built in a very formal structure similar to a hosseiniyeh. Today, a 

similar flexibility is seen in the hosseiniyeh: it is not bound by any essential geometrical form. It 

can range from a simple large room to something like a shrine with modern construction and 

layout. A few examples are useful. 

The Takyeh Minor, which is located in the Tajrish Bazaar (Tehran) at the opposite end from 

Takyeh Major, demarcates the bazaar’s eastern entry and, in this respect, and also 

architecturally, it is more “formal” than Takyeh Major. The entry is axial to the central space (in 

contrast to the side-ways entry of the other takyeh) and is demarcated architecturally by 

portals. Compared to Takyeh Major, this takyeh is calm, with far less commotion in its interior. 

The central space is kept free from trade activities (the other one is a fruit and vegetables 

market) and the architecture appears slightly more formal. Similar to the other takyeh, the 

central space here is covered with tin sheets, an industrial adaptation of the traditional tent. 

The temporal aspect of the space is further reinforced by the exposed timber structure of the 

roof, which resembles an elaborate tent. This is in stark contrast with the established tradition 

of Iranian architecture where the roof structure is rarely exposed to the interior without 

decoration. The structure of this takyeh is planned following a general classical Iranian pattern: 

the central space is surrounded by galleries over two stories. The galleries are dedicated to a 

range of religious, political, and mercantile functions and include: different merchant shops, 

the takyeh office (upper level), a Basij (revolutionary paramilitary forces) headquarters, a 

mosque, and a small hosseiniyeh attached to it. The hosseiniyeh in this instance is but a 

relatively small room inconspicuously located on the south-western wing of the structure 

(Figures 4-24 to 4-27).  

An interesting nineteenth century example of a state-sponsored takyeh was Takyeh Dowlat 

(the Takyeh of the Government), the Qajar royal takyeh, which was capable of housing up to 
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20,000 spectators.43 This structure, which may have been influenced by Naser od-Din Shah’s 

visit to Royal Albert hall in 1873 (Marashi 2008, 25), had a circular interior plan, approximately 

60 meters in diameter, and an octagonal exterior and was covered by a tent structure.44 This 

takyeh was the most significant official ritual site of the Qajar Iran but its function was 

extended from religious rituals to include domestic politics as well as foreign diplomacy 

(Aghaie 2004, 22, 24, Marashi 2008, 39-44, Clamard 1983).45

As noted, traditionally the hosseiniyeh and the takyeh are built through donations and 

volunteer work (although today there is large governmental input for its construction). They 

are often named after the donors or after that of the residential quarter within which they are 

located. The hosseiniyeh’s name in particular denotes its zone of influence in the city fabric 

and suggests the social status of significant individuals or groups.  

 Within its seating arrangement 

and boxes, this takyeh enforced a strict socio-economic hierarchy (seats were mostly paid for) 

further to the traditionally enforced gender separation (Figures 4-28 to 4-30).  

The naming has several functions. It gives symbolic presence to communal structure and by 

emplacing the community’s symbolic practices, it reinforces communal boundaries. This was 

particularly evident when the sponsors of a ritual site came from the same trade guild, in 

which case the ritual site would be the physical manifestation of their rank and place among 

other guilds and within the social structure. Thus, by taking place in ritual sites, the Karbala 

inscription inscribes and sanctions a given socio-economic structure onto the city fabric and 

gives territorial manifestation to perceptions of communal boundaries. From such sites, both 

self-imagination and a transcendental or utopic imagination of the city arise.  

The essence of this connection is not in the physical quality or physicality of the ritual site 

itself, but in the Karbala inscription, which is made through performance of rituals. In 

summary, despite their significant role, both the hosseiniyeh and the takyeh are 

characteristically notional sites. Almost any place capable of housing people and their ritual 

can potentially be transformed into a hosseiniyeh or a takyeh and therefore support inscription 

for the duration of the mourning period. This may be done through a permanent modern 

structure different to the traditional layout, a covered part of the bazaar, or a tent.46

                                                             
43 Benjamin (Benjamin 1887, 383-406) describes his invitation to taziyeh in Takyeh Dowlat in minute and fascinating 
detail. 

 

44 This structure was demolished in 1947 during the second Pahlavi period (Rubin 2001, 215). 
45 Jean Clamard outlines a number of engagements between local governments and foreign legations. In particular, 
he points out (Calmard 2004, 218), 

Ta'ziya-khani performances had then become such a common feature of Persian social life that even 
Russian and British missions had a (temporary) takya [takyeh] set up on their premises. 

46 This is another piece of common knowledge also noted by many other commentators including Aghaie. 
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Nevertheless, both sites facilitate the making of permanent associations between the identity 

narrative of Karbala, the socio-economic structure and a territorial entity in the imagination of 

the ritual participants. Although these structures may be temporary, their effect, the Collective 

Imagination of them is permanent.  

The significance of the hosseiniyeh and takyeh from the stand-point of the Karbala identity 

narrative is revealed by the rituals and, from a traditional perspective, should be seen in 

relation to other sites of sanctioned power. This is, for example, evident in the case of Takyeh 

Major in Tajrish, which is closely connected with and adjacent to the holy shrine of Imamzadeh 

Saleh. Sharing the same Board of Trustees with the Imamzadeh, the significance of this takyeh 

has grown for three main reasons. First, the growing standing of the Tajrish Bazaar as second 

only to the Grand Bazaar of Tehran; second, the presence of significant political figures on the 

board of trustees alongside the traditionally designated people,47

Conversely, if rituals cease, the site will lose its significance and vitality. This can be observed in 

some hosseiniyehs of the Grand Bazaar of Tehran. In the past decades, these hosseiniyehs 

were living ritual sites attended during the Moharram period by bazaaris. The divisions were 

mostly based on guilds to which individual bazaaris belonged. Today, however, most of those 

hosseiniyeh have turned into warehouses for stocking merchandise. The bazaaris are more 

inclined to participate in rituals conducted in ethnically dedicated places outside the bazaar, 

for example, the hosseiniyeh of Turks or Lurs. The former trade-based division of places is now 

focussed on ethnicity and the centrality of the bazaar for rituals is undermined.

 which suggests the official 

approval of the place; and third, the growing significance of the adjacent shrine of Imamzadeh 

Saleh, which is visually expressed in its growing structure (Figures 4-31 to 4-33). In significant 

community events, such as the funeral procession of a significant personality, Takyeh Major 

becomes the station for mourning before the procession proceeds to the shrine proper 

(Figures 35-36). Usually the deceased is taken for one last pilgrimage and then it may be 

honoured by burial within the consecrated grounds of the shrine. This happens, however, only 

through the consent of the custodians of the Takyeh. They determine the possibility, cost and 

location of the burial within the shrine proper. In other words, ritual sites are validated both 

through the performance of rituals, and the social structures of patronage that support them 

(both the site and the ritual).  

48

                                                             
47 Presently, the board of trustees for both sites consists of former and present political personalities (the Chairman 
is Dr. Ali-Akbar Velayati, the former Minister for Foreign Affairs), officially appointed Leader of the Friday Prayers 
(check this) and the traditionally designated custodians (in accordance with the bequeethal deed). 

 

48 This issue requires further social and special analyses which fall beyond the focus of this chapter.  
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The above examples suggest that the hosseiniyeh and takyeh simultaneously function on a 

number of levels. Firstly, they concurrently pertain to the profane and the sacred: while 

commemorating Hossein, they emplace quotidian socio-political relationships (the Basij, the 

existing socio-economic hierarchies or foreign diplomacy). Secondly, within the above 

concerns, they can result in multiple inscriptions. They can emplace a Collective Imagination 

addressed to an international concern, such as the condemnation of Imperialism, or a much 

more parochial concern, such as ethnic and provincial identities.49 On the in-between scale, 

they can also emplace a kind of religio-nationalist imagination (Cottam 1964, 134-5, Marashi 

2008, 40-1). Thirdly, once inscribed, these places perform a metonymic function, as suggested 

by symbolic depictions of other ritual sites, such as Ka’ba in Takyeh Minor. Precisely because of 

such simultaneities, the site and the ritual that turn it into a place imply ambiguous 

connotations.50

In any of the above capacities, and whether temporary or permanent, the function of the place 

is, as Smith points out, to provide focus for the rituals (Smith 1987, 103). There is also a mutual 

relationship between the site and the ritual: the site is inscribed and consecrated because of 

the rituals performances and by virtue of this consecration it can, during ritual times, 

consecrate things and people and relationships within it. Thus, in the mourning period in these 

ritual sites, a utopia, emplacing the Karbala-inspired Collective Imagination, coincides with the 

actual fabric of the city. Though this process, the town or city, and even the country are 

temporally elevated from their everyday existences to suggesting ideal places sanctioned by 

Shiite creeds. As previously mentioned, these places have an intangible zone of influence 

demarcated through ambulatory rituals (processions).

 

51

  

 

                                                             
49 Aghaie (Aghaie 2004, 34-5) observes that in and through the takyehs and other ritual sites, there are a multitude 
of identities expressed and reinforced in the rituals (processions and performances). 
50 Smith  (Smith 1987, 110) notes the “relationship of difference” between similar aspects in and out of ritual. 
Because of this relationship, he suggests, “ritual precises ambiguities” without relaxing or overcoming them.  
51 Another illustrative example in case is the city of Na’een where the traditional fabric of the city was divided into 
seven quarters, each of which was marked by a hosseiniyeh. The city, therefore, had a “virtual map” of its 
neighbourhoods, invisible to the outsider. Thus, if we imagine the city as a number of neighbourhoods with 
intangible characteristics, the hosseiniyeh may often be perceived as one of their significant tangible nodes.  
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Figure  4-7  preparation of consecrated (nazri) food for tenth of Moharram (Ashura) in Tehran (2009). 
Photo courtesy of Azin Zanjani, Mehr News Agency. 

 

 

 

 

Figure  4-8  Donation of oblation money (nazri) by people after Shabih-khani at Imamzadeh Saleh, next 
to Takyeh Major of Tajrish. Photo courtesy of Hossein Fatemi, Fars News Agency, 2009 (http://www.farsnews.net) 
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Figure  4-9  Chest beating (sineh-zani) in a hosseiniyeh in Boushehr, south of Iran. Photo: RAFAEL, 2009 
(http://www.itsat.ws/forum/showthread.php?t=117273) 

 

Figure  4-10  The procession of self-flagellants (zanjir-zan) in the Golestan Province, north of Iran. Photo 
courtesy of Hamed Khorshidi, Fars News Agency, 2007 (http://www.farsnews.net ) 

http://www.itsat.ws/forum/showthread.php?t=117273�
http://www.farsnews.net/�
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Figure  4-11  Self flagellation in Kabul, Afghanistan, 2009. Photo: Radio Farda (http://www.radiofarda.com) 

 

 

Figure  4-12  Taziyeh in a public space in Tehran. Photo: Courtesy of Abolfazl Salmanzadeh, Fars News Agency, 2009 
(http://www.farsnews.net ).  

http://www.radiofarda.com/content/F35_AGHANISTAN_Ashura/479879.html�
http://www.farsnews.net/�
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Figure  4-13  Taziyeh in public space in the village of Sineghan in central Iran. Actors (usually amateur) 
read their dialogue off a script held in their hand. Photo courtesy of H. S., Sineghan Dasht blog 
(http://sineghandasht.blogfa.com). 

Figure  4-14  Taziyeh in Takyeh Major of Tajrish, Tehran. The central stage (usually fresh fruit and veg 
stalls) is dedicated to the performance. Photo courtesy of Takyeh Major, n.d.. 

http://sineghandasht.blogfa.com/author-sineghandasht.aspx�
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Figure  4-15  Shabih-Khani in the village of Pishbar (near Mashhad, north-east of Iran). Photo courtesy of 
Pishbar blog (http://pishbar.blogfa.com), 2009. 

 

 

Figure  4-16  a nineteenth century Taziyeh troop in Takyeh Dowlat with their scripts in their hands. 
Photo courtesy of Iranian Institute for Contemporary Historical Studies website (http://iichs.org). 

http://pishbar.blogfa.com/�


220 Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 

 

 

 

Figure  4-17  Depictions of holy places at the entry portal of the Takyeh Minor in Tajrish, Tehran: the 
Ka'ba in Mecca on the left and the Shrine of Imam Reza, the eighth Imam of Shiism in Mashhad on the 
right. 

 

Figure  4-18 Hosseiniyeh of Bam Citadel, destroyed in 2003 earthquake. Photo: taken of model in Bam Citadel 
Heritage Research Centre. 
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Figure  4-19  Al-Reza Hosseiniyeh in Bam (after the 2003 quake). 

 

Figure  4-20 Al-Reza Hosseiniyeh in Bam. The structure was rectilinear in plan with tent cover for 
shelter. 
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Figure  4-21  Takyeh Amir Chakhmagh in Yazd constitutes of three two-storey wings that semi-enclose 
a large urban space. During the mourning period, the space is filled with mourners. Photo courtesy of the 
National Library of Iran. 

 

Figure  4-22  Roof Structure at Takyeh Minor in Tajrish, Tehran. 
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Figure  4-23  A takyeh with tent roof structure in the Bazaar of Kerman (2005). 

 

 

Figure  4-24  Diagrammatic ground floor plan of Takyeh Minor (Tajrish). Note that the takyeh contains 
a mosque and a hosseiniyeh (over ground and first levels).  

 



224 Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 

 

 

 

Figure  4-25  Interior of Takyeh Minor in Tajrish, Tehran. View looking at the Azam Mosque and 
Hosseiniyeh. 

 

Figure  4-26  West entrance to Takyeh Minor, Tajrish. 
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Figure  4-27  View from within Takyeh Minor through to its east entrance. 

 

Figure  4-28  General view of Takyeh Dowlat in the Qajar period. The roof would have been covered 
with canvas. Photo courtesy of Iranian Institute for Contemporary Historical Studies website (http://iichs.org). 
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Figure  4-29  A nineteenth century drawing of the interior of Takyeh Dowlat. Photo courtesy of the National 
Library of Iran. 

 

Figure  4-30  Interior of Takyeh Dowlat during Naser ad-Din Shah’s Funeral, 1896. Photo courtesy of the 
National Library of Iran. 
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Figure  4-31  Rear view of the dome of Imamzadeh Saleh (looking west). 

 

 

 

Figure  4-32  Main (West) facade of 
Imamzadeh Saleh, Tajrish; Photo 
taken from the upper level of 
Takyeh Major. The shrine began as 
a modest structure and was 
famous for its old plane tree. Since 
the 1990s, the structure has 
undergone several phases of 
restoration and reconstruction. 
During each phase, the dome of 
the shrine has been enlarged to 
make the structure more visually 
prominent in the district. This 
image (taken in 2008) shows 
ongoing construction activities on 
the Shrine.  
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Figure  4-34  Funeral procession of an official from the Armed Forces in Takyeh Major, Tajrish. The 
participants circumambulated inside the Takyeh with the coffin of the deceased and then participated 
in a brief Rowzeh-Khani and chest beating. This was a spontaneous event and for the brief moments 
of the procession, daily life was suspended and the place darkened to accommodate a funerary mood. 

 

Figure  4-35  Funeral procession of the member of the Armed Forces proceeds from Takyeh Major to 
the Shrine of Imamzadeh Saleh for burial on its grounds.  
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The Transforming Tradition, the Mutable Place 

As noted above, there are certain ambiguities in the Moharram rituals and the ritual sites, 

which problematize the Karbala inscription. For example, how are the sudden changes in ritual 

sites – from profane to sacred and back – explained? How is the fluidity of the site structure 

explained and with what implications for the Karbala inscription? How can tradition account 

for the simultaneity of sacred and profane within the same location?  

As previously mentioned, through a repertoire of rituals, a map is imagined in which ritual sites 

and other significant sites are meaningfully linked. Stationary rituals are performed in sites 

that either assume temporary significance because of the rituals, or have an intrinsic 

significance by association, such as the residences of the neighbourhood or city elite, religious 

shrines and public ritual sites, such as the hosseiniyeh (Figure4-36). What is the relationship 

between site and place in Karbala Tradition? Clarifying and theorizing this relationship is 

important as it has direct consequences for the construction of place from a Shiite perspective, 

and through it, implications for inscriptions of homeland and its representation, as discussed in 

the following chapters. This becomes particularly important in noting place is a fluid notion 

and thus not affixed to a given site. The response to this question comes from a consideration 

of the meaning of tradition itself and the place of rituals within the Karbala Tradition.  

Tradition and Traditionalism 

By definition, identity narrative is a re-interpretation of history in the sense of kept records 

and recollections of the past, combined with tradition, broadly understood as 

intergenerational customs and values. It refers to a perceived origin of both tradition and 

history.52 At any given time, identity narrative conveys a particular interpretation of the past-

present relationship.53

                                                             
52 History is deployed in this context to connote kept (or received) records of the past. In this sense it comprises 
written and archival material, oral accounts, and material artefacts (thus encompassing archaeology) (The Columbia 
Encyclopedia 2004).  

 For example, the Karbala identity narrative is validated by its 

Tradition could be defined broadly as “beliefs, customs and values passed down through successive generations ... 
to establish social cohesion; to legitimize forms of behaviour; [and] to inculcate beliefs” (Bloomsbury Guide to 
Human Thought. 1993). As such, tradition implies authority and contains its own “flexible” and internal 
"deployments of reason” (OHear 1998). For a different treatment of tradition, see (Popper 2002). 
Origin in this context connotes the coincidence of history and tradition. Origin is a retrospective construct, an 
imagined point in the past and is not intrinsically fixed. In the case of the Karbala Tradition, the origin is the Sunni 
Shiite rift and is exemplified as the battle chronicles in the battle of Karbala, of which we know little factual detail 
and out of which identity narratives are fashioned. 
53 The past-present relationship in the sense of the importance of the past for the present is a universal concern. 
The ancient Egyptians for example, considered the Greek as children, who not only forget stories Athens’ 
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relationship to the battle of Karbala – the historical event, the subsequent Karbala Tradition 

and the origin of that tradition in the Sunni-Shiite rift. As the previous chapter demonstrated 

through atopic inscription, places are conditioned by historicality and contextualized in 

tradition. The reverse is also true: place (not site) connotes a particular interpretation of the 

past-present relationship. Thus at any given time, the Karbala inscription manifests an 

interpretation of the existing socio-political relations of the community in terms of the ethos of 

the Karbala Tradition and its identity narrative. It is useful, then, to consider the meaning of 

tradition and its implications for the inscription of Karbala.  

Tradition  

The grounding of the Karbala Tradition and the meaning of its inscription may be approached 

from a position that accounts for religious and Sufi (mystical) origins of that tradition. Such a 

position is articulated in the writings of Seyyed Hossein Nasr, the contemporary Iranian 

expositor of Sufism, who is also a Traditionalist and follower of Maryamiyya – a Traditionalist 

cult lead by Frithjuf Schuon.54 Traditionalism is, after Sedgwick (Sedgwick 2004, 32, 69, 207, 

263), a twentieth century French philosophical movement initiated by Rene Guenon.55

                                                                                                                                                                                   
foundation due to “the lapse of time and the destruction of the actors” and lack of written records (history), but 
also lacked any tradition handed down from past generations (Plato 2006): 

 It was a 

reaction to the disappointment with modernity and the alienation it brought, especially after 

the First World War, and was later on invigorated in the 1960s cultural revolts. It is 

uncompromisingly anti-modern and anti-progress. Nasr (Nasr 1989, 67) identifies tradition 

with religion suggesting that similar to religion, tradition “is like a living presence that leaves its 

Thereupon one of the priests, who was of a very great age, said: O Solon, Solon, you Hellenes are never anything 
but children, and there is not an old man among you. Solon in return asked him what he meant. I mean to say, he 
replied, that in mind you are all young; there is no old opinion handed down among you by ancient tradition, nor 
any science which is hoary with age.  
54 Maryamiyya was, initially in the 1930s known as Alawiyya (originally established by Ahmad al-Alawi). Later, in the 
1960s, Frithjuf Schuon the Swiss Traditionalist who had become the head of the Order changed the name to 
Maryamiyya. Nasr joined the Maryamiyya in 1957. Nasr’s ideas are important internationally as a Traditionalist but 
particularly for the domestic Iranian trends in thought before and after the Revolution of 1979. His Sufi-Shiite 
position has had large following from amongst the architects and academics especially during the first decade of the 
Islamic Republic. One of his close disciples, Gholam-Ali Haddad-e Adel, was in 2007 the Speaker (Chairman) of the 
Islamic Consultative Assembly of Iran (the Parliament). For more information on Maryamiyya, refer to (Sedgwick 
2004, 147-159). 
55 Traditionalism is a synthetic philosophy that emerged from a context paved by Renaissance Platonism, 
Freemasonry and mediaeval Perennialism. The doctrine of Traditionalism is traced back to the fifteenth century, to 
Marsilio Ficino’s revival of Platonism (Sedgwick 2004, 15, 23-4, 264). It is possible therefore, to see Traditionalism as 
the continuation or reverberation of the quarrel of Ancients and Moderns.  
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imprint but is not reducible to that imprint.”56

[T]ruths or principles of a divine origin revealed or unveiled to mankind and, in fact, a 
whole cosmic sector through various figures … or other transmitting agencies, along 
with all ramifications and applications of these principles in different realms [such as 
arts, law, etc.] … and embracing … Supreme Knowledge along with the means for its 
attainment.  

 He therefore defines tradition, the elusive 

concept, in a “limited technical” sense as (Nasr 1989, 67-8): 

According to this definition, tradition consists of “immutable” principles and its authority and 

regulatory function are absolute. Furthermore, it is a totality with an unlimited sphere of 

influence and authenticated by its sacred, divine origin. Since tradition, for Nasr, conveys 

“Supreme Knowledge,”57

Within the Iranian context, Traditionalism builds on the existing philosophical school of 

Illuminationism in proposing that a ‘Supreme Knowledge’ is attained through a process of 

 which is the knowledge of Truth (God), it is the only source of virtue. 

This ideal of tradition, which is akin to a metaphysical ideology, suggests that it contains the 

world of archetypes as the sources of emulation for people. Mundane traditions, their 

institutions, and all other worldly human affairs within the sphere of tradition are seen, in a 

Platonic sense, as shadows of that world of archetypes. Thus, for example, Imam Hossein is 

seen as the embodiment of the essence of humanity, as are Adam and Prophet Mohammad, 

just as Va’ez-Kashefi had envisaged him back in the sixteenth century (Aghaie 2004, 91). This 

also applies to Nasr’s understanding of a Sufi Master: the Shiite Imam and the Sufi Master are 

“two expressions possessing the same meaning and referring to the same person,” who is 

united with God, the “universal or perfect man” (Nasr 1972, 111). In this light, the Karbala 

Tradition and its institutionalized rituals would also be seen to have been issued from the same 

sacred source and therefore vested with the same kind of divine knowledge. They would be 

interpreted as “fundamentally of an intellectual order” (Coomaraswamy 1977, 270) and, as 

such, would become means for the recovery of Sacred Knowledge. The same would be true of 

the Karbala inscription. In this absolutist or ideological understanding of tradition, its origin 

(God) is conterminous with Active Intellect and Sacred Knowledge. The goal of humanity is a 

reunion with God and in that reunion lies virtue and salvation. According to this definition, as 

discussed later, traditional architecture and city are seen as the result of the application of 

Divine principles.  

                                                             
56 Nasr (Nasr 1989, 67-8) writes: “Tradition, like religion, is at once truth and presence. It concerns the subject which 
knows and the object which is known. It comes from a source from which everything originates and to which 
everything returns.”   
57 It is noteworthy that from a Traditionalist perspective knowledge, like all other areas of human existence, is not 
considered a secular realm. Rather, it contains an inextricable divine or religious aspect. 
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revelation. Illuminationism also depicts the role of ritual in that revelatory process, thus 

providing an explanation of the relationship between the rituals and the utopic inscription of 

Karbala.  

Grasping the Place: Illuminationism and Inscription  

In Illuminationism, bearing in mind that knowledge is seen to have  an inextricable sacred 

component, knowledge of Supreme Truth (God) is conceptualized using the symbolism of light 

(hence Illuminationism).58 Just as light is seen and experienced firsthand, so is knowledge to be 

attained unmediated, that is directly through revelation or inspiration. This process is 

identified as vision-illumination, and is based on subjective and intuitive experience rather 

than discursive, rational analysis.59

The Illuminationist method defining and acquiring knowledge is based on Suhrawardi’s critique 

of the then (twelfth century) dominant Aristotelian philosophy and its method of defining 

things and attaining knowledge (Marcotte 2008).

  

60 Prior to Suhrawardi, Muslim philosophers, 

following the Aristotelian school of thought, identified and hierarchized three separate realms 

of being, namely, realms of soul, intellect, and matter. However, this classification failed to 

explain adequately the connection between mundane experiences in the realm of matter and 

the realms of the intellect and the soul, as the ultimate repository of Truth. Suhrawardi, who 

also espoused Sufi (mystical) beliefs, recognized this shortcoming and argued that things had 

to be grasped in their totality. 61 For this, he invoked the Platonic theory, articulated by 

Bertrand Russel (Russell 1964, 163), that knowledge of ideal truths, Ideas, is attainable through 

reflection upon existence, rather than perception through the senses.62

                                                             
58 Following Plato, knowledge was bound with and subordinated to Truth, the Good, and as such, it had a moral 
intent (Russell 1964, 126). Knowledge would ultimately lead to the recognition of the truth behind the appearances 
of the world. It would reveal the Idea from which things had partaken and those ideas ultimately referred to the 
good, as the source of all Ideas. For this, see the Allegory of the Cave in (Russell 1964, 125-9). 

 Grasping totalities and 

Ideas could only happen intuitively, through the union of the subject with her object of 

knowledge. This union was, according to Suhrawardi, realized through “active imagination,” 

59 For a brief treatment of this topic and its philosophical context, refer to Appendix I. 
60 For a brief and clear critique of the Aristotelian theory of knowledge reefer to (Russell 1964, 197-202).  
ui 
62 Suhrawardi would have been inspired by Plotinus. In the metaphysics of Plotinus, the topmost order of being is 
God or the Good, the second is his image (for Plotinus the Spirit) and the third, the Soul, which is in turn an offspring 
of the Spirit. They are but an image of Soul. Nature and the world of the sense constitute the lowest order of being 
(Russell 1964, 288-92). The parallels between this metaphysical framework and that of Suhrawardi’s are clear. Also, 
in methods of attaining knowledge through the image of the Divine Intellect and on the importance of self-
knowledge as the means to all other kinds of knowledge, his ideas reflect those of Plotinus. For examples on 
Plotinus, refer to: (Russell 1964, 289-90). Pinault (Pinault 1992, 21) notes: “Suhrawardi himself saw his work as a 
union of Platonist wisdom and ancient Iranian Zoroastrian religion in an Islamic context.”  
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which connects the realm of matter and intellect. The knowledge attained through this process 

is “revealed” knowledge; it is absolute and a-temporal and its truth is contained within 

symbols in the empirical world (Ziai (b) 2001, 448-9).63

Illuminationism ascribes to individual imagination an independent realm of its own, infusing 

intellect with mysticism suggesting that knowledge is attained in an independent, timeless and 

“concrete spiritual universe,” an imaginal world (Mondus Imaginalis) wherein Ideas exist and 

epiphany takes place (Ziai (a) 2001, 478-9, Marcotte 2008). Arriving at sacred knowledge – the 

state of Illumination – was only possible through preparatory rituals and depended on the 

individual’s mental capacity for grasping knowledge. The explanation, analysis, and 

communication of knowledge could only occur after the process of revelation (Ziai (b) 2001, 

434-64). However, such an explanation could not have been rendered through normal 

language, as the logical, daily language was insufficient in conveying inspired vision. The 

Illuminationist knowledge is only partially communicable, through a metalanguage, or a kind of 

poetry. Its mundane manifestations are transient, or otherwise only fragmentary, and indexical 

of that knowledge. Thus, while it is possible to symbolize the content of knowledge, according 

to Illuminationism, it would be impossible to communicate, accurately, knowledge and the 

experience leading to or from it. This renders the Illuminationist knowledge susceptible to 

utter subjectivity and obscurantism.  

 It was, therefore, active imagination 

that mediated the natural and the supernatural. 

However, the novelty of the Illuminationist method was its syncretic character, which on one 

hand, allowed the incorporation of different sources within the one discourse; and on the 

other hand, integrated it into the Iranian cultural and traditional outlook. Illuminationism, Ziai 

notes (Ziai (a) 2001, 474-5), “revived many popularly held views concerning wisdom [and] … 

included references to characters, themes, and sentiments of Persian mythological and 

religious beliefs.” Since the thirteenth century, this characteristic has profoundly affected the 

theological development of Shiism, and thus the Karbala Tradition, in the coming centuries.  

In light of Illuminationism, are two concurrent aspects to the Karbala Tradition, and its 

inscription: firstly, a sacred aspect, which characterizes tradition and place in terms of the 

sacred, and secondly, a profane aspect, which relates the sacred to the day to day events of 

the community. Illuminationism was, by the nineteenth century, embedded within the Shiite 

clerical establishment. It resonates with the syncretic nature of the Karbala Tradition and its 

                                                             
63 Ziai (Ziai (b) 2001, 448-9) speaks of four stages in Suhrawardi's philosophy: by abandoning the world and 
becoming ready to accept experience, then is illumination where Vision of the Divine light is attained then is 
construction the “acquisition of unlimited knowledge” then is documentation which is recording the experience. 
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rituals. It also explains that, while Hossein was among the chosen few who had direct access to 

the world of Ideas, others can, through spiritual practice and ritual, achieve a certain “vision” 

of divine truths. In short, according to Illuminationism, Moharram rituals could provide a level 

of understanding of divine truth within the believer.  

Cast within an Illuminationist framework, the Karbala inscription produces a metaphysical 

place, a place within the imaginal world (Mundus Imaginalis) and its material manifestations, if 

at all, are coded and cryptic, they are indecipherable shadows. Thus, for example, there cannot 

be an essential, tangible form that embodies the Karbala inscription, nor an immutable 

material configuration for a hosseiniyeh or takyeh. In fact, there is no essential architectural 

form (in the sense of appearance) as “it is the haven where man's spirit, soul, and body find 

refuge and shelter.”64

Nevertheless, Illuminationism and its Mundus Imaginalis are useful in examining the Karbala 

inscription and its relationship to ritual sites in particular and to the city in general. The 

Illuminationist doctrine would suggest that the Shiite city as a place is sufficiently understood 

only in light of the intangible relations dominating and transcending its fabric, and that those 

intangible relations are manifested, for example, within the Karbala inscription. In other 

words, there is an intangible, and quite possibly, esoteric aspect that contextualizes 

architectural and formal elements of the city. This would seem to concur with Nasr’s view that 

(Nasr 1987, 240) 

 

Indirectly, Islamic architecture and city planning are related to and influenced by the 
Divine Law of Shari’ah, which molds the life of the individual Muslim as well as that of 
the Islamic community and society as a whole. The Divine Law itself issues from the 
Islamic revelation and, although it does not create architecture or city planning, it 
does provide the social and human background for that architecture [my emphasis] 
which, in its sacred form, is of a supra-human origin. Islamic architecture and city 
planning in their traditional form are, therefore, created, molded, and influenced by 
the Islamic religion in their inner principles, symbolic language and intellectual basis, as 
well as by the human and social setting for which they serve as the external cadre.  

In short, “Divine Law” as exemplified in the “Shari’ah” is the raison d’être, the essence of every 

social, political and material relationship. Religion, Nasr suggests, is the essence of culture and 

its artifacts. Nasr’s definition of architecture accords with his Traditionalist views. It also 

concurs with Illuminationism to the extent that it suggests the presence of an intangible aspect 

in the traditional city. The major problem with his position is its essentialism and a-

                                                             
64 Ibn Abdun, an Islamic judge of the twelfth century in Andalusia, in his manual for urban management; Quoted in 
(Bianca 2000 , 22). 
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historicality, which could easily result in a totalising ideology, as is discussed later in this 

chapter. According to this view, places, including the Karbala inscription, would have to 

embody a singular, indivisible and essential identity. They have to be, in this sense, immutable 

as all different identity narratives would be mere shadows of the same immutable Truth. Nasr 

also casts the intangible purely in terms of the sacred and fails to recognize the profane yet 

intangible aspects of the city form. In the case of Takyeh Major, for example, some of those 

other intangible aspects become apparent in the takyeh’s bequeathal Deed, dated 7 October, 

1935. It suggests that the place was probably bequeathed as the takyeh of Imam Hossein as a 

resolution to a property dispute among various shop owners around the takyeh (Figure 4-

37).65

Nasr’s Traditionalism does not account for the impact of such intricate socio-economic 

relations, such as those underpinning the bequeathal of Takyeh Major. Similarly, his theory 

does not account for the range of community identities expressed during the Moharram rituals 

and the day to day concerns they address, such as parochial ethnic identities or petty 

territorial disputes between rival gangs.

 

66 It can, perhaps, only explain them away as 

manifestations of the same essence (the former) or deviations (the latter). Another problem is 

that according to Nasr's definition, Divine Law (religion) is at once assimilated into culture as 

its “social and human background” and transcends it. Again, this is only meaningful if culture is 

understood in terms of an immutable essence, which makes it possible to speak of an 

essentially Islamic architecture and a distinctive Islamic city. This risks taking the tangible form 

as the expression of the sacred. The inadvertent danger here, as occurs in much Islamic 

architecture scholarship, is to impose a symbolic reading upon material sites and in so doing 

reduce place to site (that is, to rarify place).67 Nasr falls into this pitfall when he suggests that 

sacred forms of architecture, for example a classical mosque, have a supra-human origin. This 

could be avoided by suggesting that the form may have sacred intent; an intent that traditional 

forms, symbols and motifs are but one of many ways for its expression. The observation here is 

reinforced by Grabar (Grabar 2006, 30-32) who notes that according to Islamic religious 

readings of architecture and place, there is no essentially sacred place in man-made structures 

except for the sites of Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem.68

                                                             
65 A veiled suggestion to this effect is also apparent in Safar Zamani’s article in Kouh Quarterly, (Zamani 1999, 31). 

 A mosque, therefore, is a site overlaid 

66 Mohammad-Ali Akbari (Akbari 2005, 11-54) refers to a “mosaic Structure” among Iranian peoples. Rather than an 
overriding identity, he contends, there was in the nineteenth century, a series of conflicting patches of collective 
identity. Religious and sectarian conflicts greatly contributed to the diversity and abrasion among patches of 
collective identities.  
67 I have discussed this under different terms in (Mozaffari 2005). 
68 In his article on the architecture of the Middle Eastern city, Oleg Grabar (Grabar 2006, 26-46) shows a 
fundamental point that weakens the essentialist and total picture of the Islamic city. Grabar suggests a fundamental 
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with sacred ideas. Although in practice religious faith can become an inspiration for 

architecture, a direct and necessary connection between architectural form and religion is 

implausible. Rather, religious ideas are ascribed to formal constructs within different social and 

cultural traditions. The problem is further compounded once ritual sites such as the 

hosseiniyeh or takyeh are considered, which, as previously demonstrated, are not constructed 

after an essential formal configuration, despite the fact that in ritual times these places are, 

according to practicing Shiites, even more prominent and sacred than the mosque with its 

formal architecture.69

Grabar’s point, on the other hand, reinforces the double function of the takyeh and 

hosseiniyeh, as concurrently profane and sacred, a function enforced through ritual 

performance. These structures need not to assume any essential typology, so long as they can 

emplace a certain sacred-inspired imagination. Contrarily, Traditionalism of the Nasrian kind, 

which is influential upon scholarship on the so-called Islamic city, fails to explicate the nature 

of the ritual sites and their relation to the utopic inscription of Karbala (Mozaffari 2005).

 

70

The esoteric aspect of the Karbala inscription suggests that through it, ritual participants 

imaginatively emplaces sets of hierarchies that define, and identify with or contest, power 

relations within the societal structure. The top echelon of the hierarchy comprises the 

“custodians” of the Shiite-Karbala identity narrative, whose (unattainable) ideal is the person 

of Hossein – analogous to the Prophet – in whom political and moral authorities coalesce. It is 

evident that in usual circumstances, this is not a purely sacred hierarchy and that it is plagued 

by power politics (see references to this in Appendix II). However, at least in theory, the 

inscription is partly authenticated with reference to a utopic conception of religious Truth. This 

utopic inscription temporally transforms the city and this is most evident in the 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
independence between the notion of the mosque and the building type that is associated with this notion. By 
referring to Ibn Khaldun and al-Mawardi, Grabar argues that in the early Islamic theory (theology), in accordance 
with religion except for Mecca, Medina, and Jerusalem, no other place was "divinely ordained" and manmade 
sanctuaries did not deserve this title. Understood in this way, a mosque is a notion, akin to Platonic ideas with only 
imperfect manifestations on earth. In practice, however, religious faith was an inspiration for architecture. 
69 This is confirmed both through personal observations and through interviews with different people including two 
of the custodians of Takyeh Major in Tajrish, Mr. Arshadi and Mr. Same`i, and a Tajrish elder, Mr. Mostafa Amir-
Kiani in April 2008. For the transcript of the interviews, refer to Appendices. 
70 The connotation of the term “Islamic” needs clarification in this context. Nasr (Nasr 1981, 41-54) has divided the 
Islamic world into four different cultural zones, each having their own internal variations: the Arabic, the Iranian, 
the Malay Including the Philippines and Indonesia, and the African zones. Here, my focus is upon the second, a zone 
located in the Iranian plateau, extending from Iraq to central Asia. This area is informed by the influence of Iranian 
language and tradition, both pre and post Islamic. Although most of the contemporary scholarship has gathered all 
the architecture and urbanism of Muslim countries under the unifying category of “Islamic”, it is clear that 
environmental and cultural variations within and between those zones, however subtle, will have affected the fabric 
of their cities. And perhaps the best place where these differences become manifest are the sites of ephemeral 
rituals informed by the peculiarities of traditions specific to each cultural zone. Such is the case with the Ashura 
festival one of the religious traditions peculiar to Shiites and particularly observed in Iran. 
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transformations of ritual sites, for example, the takyeh or the residences of the elite where 

such rituals as taziyeh or Rowzeh-Khani are held. Through the performance of rituals, these 

sites are temporarily elevated from their surrounding, mundane fabric; they become 

venerated places. Here Illuminationism can help elaborate the relationship between the 

physical (tangible morphology), the metaphysical and the profane. 

The Karbala inscription occurs through rituals and in a sacred and mythical time and existence 

and is a means to perceiving a sense of the sacred. During the rituals, since the city and ritual 

participants, in their own imaginations, enter a ‘sacred world,’ one could argue that in the 

minds of the participants, from a strictly esoteric perspective, the community engages upon 

self-idealization. The Karbala inscription authenticates the community and bestows upon it a 

sacred aura by placing it in utopia. This utopia, the Karbala inscription, simultaneously 

consecrates and transcends the territory housing the community and its built environment. 

That built environment, the site, is but a Platonic “appearance,” a partaking of the ideal and, at 

best, only a partial reflection of Sacred Knowledge. That knowledge is constituted, to varying 

degrees, in a vaguely shared terrain of individual and Collective Imaginations. That terrain is 

engaged in a dialectical relationship with the Karbala identity narrative. In short, the physical, 

material world is validated with reference to that terrain of Collective Imagination, which in 

turn reflects a shifting consensus of subjective imaginations. It is the rituals that, however 

vaguely, bridge the individual and the collective in this instance. Thus, the Karbala inscription is 

not determined by the city and its empirical morphology, rather it is imparted through a kind 

of poesis or meta-language, a vision. Place, as far as the sacred element of the Karbala 

Tradition is concerned, is imagined outside and largely, but not totally, independent of its 

physical entity, the site. The utopic inscription and the city fabric coincide in its ritual sites. The 

Karbala inscription elevates mundane sites to an in-between state, between sacred and 

profane. This observation – the difference and simultaneity of site and place – is useful in that 

it exempts the city from the necessity to embody the Sacred, which would differ from Nasr’s 

assertions.  

The Shortcomings of a Traditionalist View 

The preceding discussion, drawing upon an Illuminationist perspective, explains the sacred or 

transcendental aspects of the Karbala inscription. However, it fails to explain its profane 

aspects, which have particularly in modern times, engulfed the inscription and the Karbala 

Tradition itself. This, it is proposed here, stems from three interrelated problems. The first 



Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 239 

 

 
 

problem stems from an essentialist definition of tradition, which places it, as Nasr does, under 

the rubric of the Sacred, and thus asserts that is possesses an immutable essence. The second, 

consequential problem is that both the tradition and its rituals are conceived of as a-historical. 

The final problem stems from the ambiguity of “knowledge” acquired through Illuminationist 

or Traditionalist means. This is an ambiguity that hampers communication, and, arguably, the 

connection of place to sites – and ultimately reaching a common homeland as demanded by 

nation-state ideals – by means of an incommunicable, ambiguous knowledge becomes 

problematic. It was against such ambiguity that the late nineteenth-century Iranian 

intellectuals advocated the secularization of knowledge (refer to Chapter 2). Together, these 

problems determine the limitations of the Karbala inscription as follows.  

To elaborate on the first problem, it is useful to draw upon Nasr’s definition of tradition as 

divine Truths revealed to mankind. Divinely inspired, the Karbala Tradition has to be a 

repository of the absolute Truth and validated by God (Coomaraswamy 1977, 266-7). As such, 

it must be a totality that remains above critical reflection, let alone revision and change.71

in a civilization characterized as traditional, nothing lies outside the realm of tradition. 
There is no domain of reality which has a right to existence [my emphasis] outside the 
traditional principles and their applications.  

 Rare 

“innovations” notwithstanding, from a Nasrian perspective thoughts and reflections on the 

tradition are exegetical as opposed to critical. They reinforce, reiterate, and amplify the 

“knowledge” of absolute truth, already “hidden” in the essence of tradition, and in its 

followers. Nasr asserts (Nasr 1989, 80):  

Through this timeless, sacralised and totalitarian notion of tradition, the past holds total 

authority over the present. The present is therefore seen as only a reflection of the past. 

Actions and rituals are directed, not toward a future utopia, but toward a complete return to a 

(presumed) golden past. If such a self-referential and a-historical concept of the Karbala 

Tradition were valid, the same characteristics would arguably apply to the Karbala Tradition’s 

rituals and inscription.  

However, as demonstrated, despite the sacred intent of the Karbala identity narrative, in 

actual reality neither rituals nor the inscription are purely sacred. During the mourning period, 

sacrifice and the rites of the rituals make eloquent the distribution of the hierarchy of both 

                                                             
71 It is necessary to note that in modernizing the Karbala Tradition and its narrative, there have been instances of 
“innovation,” which sought to reinterpret Hossein’s movement in purely political terms. Although this has been 
rejected by the majority of Shiite scholars, nonetheless it suggests the presence of a different approach from within 
the followers of this tradition. See: (Aghaie 2004, 93-4)  
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spiritual and political power, otherwise unknown to the outsider in the neighbourhood or the 

city.72 That hierarchy is above all, mundane and profane as it is produced by social dynamics 

(as exemplified in the Bequeathal Deed in Figure 4-37). The same dynamics have determined 

the evolution of the Karbala identity narrative and its rituals, and this is evident in their 

political colligation, as outlined below.73

Political colligation:  the ideological appropriation of the Moharram rituals under the 
Islamic Republic 

 

The Moharram rituals are an intrinsic aspect of Shiism’s political expression. Politics here 

denotes the processes of addressing social conflict, which in this particular case, is settled or 

averted through ritual.74 Tabari’s tenth century story of Sunni-Shiite riots demonstrated that 

from the outset, Moharram rituals expressed and strengthened “a variety of political and 

social relationships, associations, and identities” (Aghaie 2004, 9).75

According to the Doctrine of Imamate, the central political tenet of Shiism, political power is 

legitimated through charisma, over and above established institutions of power (Dabashi 2005, 

94). However, the Twelfth Imam was, according to Shiite belief, the last infallible Imam, and he 

occulted. Following his occultation, the Doctrine of Imamate was in crisis as the only viable 

Shiite ruler was no longer available.

 In that case, overtly 

expressed Shiite mourning rituals were perceived as a threat to the Sunni hegemony.  

76 To avert, or at least to contain, the problem of legitimate 

political rule in the absence of a qualified Imam,77

                                                             
72 The festival and its rituals may be completely inexplicable to a foreigner. See (Wills 1891, 279-291).  

 either the custodians of religion, the clergy, 

had to rule as vice-regents of the Hidden Imam, or the charismatic ruler would also be the 

custodian of religion, as was the case with the Safavids (Savory 1980, 27-30), or else, the ruler 

had to obtain legitimation from the clergy. In the latter scenario, political legitimation was 

obtained through voluntary, coercive clerical endorsement, or as a more likely scenario, 

through collusion with the clergy. Collusion was often the case and the provocative potentials 

73 M. Dorraj’s (1997) observation is interesting in this context: “The cult of Martyrdom in Iranian culture reflects the 
pervading atmosphere of political and cultural repression throughout its history.” The Moharram rituals had a 
political aspect in history, such as mass mobilization.  
74 Turner (Turner 1969, 10) makes this general observation with regard to ritual.  
75 Negar Mottahedeh (2005, 75) writes with regard to Taziyeh: “The taziyeh as not only a nationalistic site for 
identification and disidentification it was also a place in which the culture of the other was donned and shed.”  
76 According to Shiite narrative, the Twelfth Imam went into Minor Occultation to save his life and then reappeared 
for a brief period only to go into Major Occultation. He remains alive and Hidden until the Day of Judgement, when 
he reappears and, killing off infidels, bestows justice and Goodness upon this earth. During Minor Occultation, 
Shiites believe, he communicated with his followers through Deputies but after the Major Occultation, top ranking 
Shiite clerics (Ulama) have appointed themselves his vice regents and translators of the true path of Islam. This 
account is, however, rejected by the Sunnis. 
77 In accordance with Shiite belief, the Hidden Imam (twelfth Imam) is the true legitimate successor of other Imams 
and in his absence, all earthly political systems are but usurpers and therefore illegitimate. This would cause an 
intrinsic problem of legitimation and succession for any ruler (or political system) in a Shiite territory. 
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of the Shiism were therefore either directed at parochial concerns (ethnic strives for example) 

or toward counter-imagining the Sunnis. For example, during the Safavid period Sunni counter-

imagination was promoted by the establishment and directed against the (Sunni) Ottomans, 

while affirmative of Shiism, and thus the Safavid power.78 Toward the late eighteenth and early 

nineteenth century, the internal dynamics of Shiism (which fall beyond this chapter) resulted in 

the Karbala identity narrative becoming increasingly important as the narrative central to the 

existence of the clerical class.79

However, as noted in Chapter 2, from the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Karbala 

Tradition and its identity narrative fell into crisis both as official frameworks for rule and 

administration of the country and the problems associated with them in a changing global 

environment (also refer to Interlude). Questioning the ability of the Karbala Tradition to 

function as and as cohesive basis for collective identity, the intelligentsia pursued a 

modernizing discourse. The Karbala identity narrative and particularly its rituals were seen to 

be barbaric, backward, and shameful, something to be annulled (the height of this was in the 

1930s and by the Pahlavi establishment). Reacting to this challenge, the proponents of the 

Karbala Tradition increasingly rejected the moral and political legitimacy the country’s nascent 

discourses of modernization and Westernization. This rejection was expressed in the conduct 

of rituals and related sermons (Aghaie 2004, 65, 43). By mid-twentieth century, the Karbala 

identity narrative was again politically colligated by the Pahlavi establishment and by its 

political opponents. The Shah (rule 1941-1979) sought, rather unsuccessfully, to combine 

Shiism and the pre-Islamic ideology of Kingship. His opponents, on the other hand, opted for 

Islamism, amplifying and colligating the Karbala Traditions political potentials to the extent 

that it became the mustering ideological narrative of the Islamic Republic.

 

80

                                                             
78 Mottahedeh (2005, 74) quotes Gobineau: 

 As mentioned in 

The Arabians, the Turks, the Afghans – Persia’s implacable and hereditary enemies—recognize Yazid as 
legitimate Caliph: Persia finds therein an excuse for hating them the more and identities itself with the 
usurper's victims. It is patriotism therefore, which has taken the form here, or drama to express itself. 
(Gobineau in Arnold 1871 :684) 

79 For transformations of Shiism during this time, also see (M. Bayat 1991, The State and the Olama in late Qajar 
Iran: A Reappraisal: 11-33). 
80 Indeed at this point, a richer Islamic tradition was rarefied into an ideology. The reason they could be co-opted 
was that the political rhetoric of the Islamic ideology was somewhat compatible with and conveyed through the 
rituals. The ideas of Good versus Evil, Martyrdom, and Emulation of Hossein were easily appropriated as rhetoric 
and symbols of the ideology. On the other hand, the infrastructure, organization and coordination of mass 
movement had for centuries been part of the rituals and therefore logistical problems were addressed already built 
into it. So the form and structure necessary for mass mobilization was already in existence. The ideological content 
simply superimposed itself upon this receptive context. Aghaie (Aghaie 2004, 76, 78, 139) makes similar 
observations. Also for Aghaie’s analysis on the community role of the rituals and their place in mass-mobilization for 
the Islamic Revolution see (Aghaie 2004, 81). 
The following passage after (Aghaie 2004, 74) by Morteza Motahhari, an Islamist ideologue, is exemplary:  

Some people who were rational, wise, and pious suggested that since these rituals [Moharram rituals] are 
always being held in the name of the Prince of Martyrs, and since people are already gathering in the 
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Chapter 2, The Karbala identity narrative was re-interpreted for a contemporary political 

struggle against the monarchy invoking the timeless notions of the battle of the Good vs. Evil 

to address a politico-historical condition. The battle narrative supplied a superb allegory. While 

previously the tradition was dominated by Sufi esoterism and political pacifism, now it was 

colligated into, and conflated with, other ideologies, including Marxism (the details, however, 

fall outside the scope of this chapter).81

The political colligation of the Karbala identity narrative has resulted in its double operation. 

On one hand, the pre-twentieth century interpretations of its identity narratives persist on a 

popular level. The practice of rituals, as part of the traditional concerns of religious 

communities, continues to evolve, and the identity narrative, regardless of its political import 

on the national level, continues to resonate with “the person in the street.” On the other hand, 

today the Karbala identity narrative constitutes the core ideological tool of the Islamic Republic 

to communicate with its followers in Iran and elsewhere and to champion the rights of the 

“oppressed.”

 This increasingly cast mundane issues, such as national 

identity, colonialism, modernization and westernization, in terms of a sacred vocabulary. The 

ideological scope of the Karbala Tradition thus shifted from local to global and came to the 

fore with the advent of the Islamic Revolution in 1979. 

82

                                                                                                                                                                                   
name of Imam Hoseyn, why not use them for another purpose? Why not promote another principle at the 
same time? And this principle is 'promoting Good and preventing Evil. 

 This has resulted in a different, officialised identity narrative, overlapping with 

81 These ideological interpretations of the Karbala Tradition and its identity narrative were, in effect, internal 
challenges issued to the practice and meaning of Karbala Tradition and its traditional inscriptions. This is exemplified 
in the works of Ali Shari’ati (as below), whose views conflated Islamic and Marxian positions, and influenced 
Khomeini’s followers during the 1960s and 1970s. His was a radical re-interpretation and almost a rejection of the 
dominant (since the sixteenth century) passivist view of Shiism as promoted by Kashefi’s text. In one such direct 
challenge, Aghaie argues (Aghaie 2004, 103), Shari’ati, a revolutionary,  

divided Shi’ism into two types, the first being the Shi’ism of Imam Ali, which was pure, just, and populist. 
The second type was the corrupt and worldly Shi’ism of the Safavids, which he characterized as the 
Shi’ism professed by most of the Ulama [clerics].  

Shari’ati recognized revolutionary potentials of Shiism as a “religion of protest” and thus reinterpreted the Karbala 
identity narrative. One could speak of an internal contestation here versus the external contestation by the early 
twentieth-century modernist narrative. The internal contestation continued, according to Aghaie, until the 90s 
(Aghaie 2004, 100). The tradition was modernized through political colligation, which endowed the otherwise 
passivist tradition with political revolutionary praxis. Dabashi  (Dabashi 2005, 91) notes:  

The defining moment of the Islamic Revolution in Iran was the political rehabilitation of Shiism by a 
succession of revolutionary ideologues. As a religion of protest, and as an ethos of speaking truth to 
power, Shiism was put to full revolutionary use to overthrow a corrupt government [the Pahlavi 
government] and then to mobilize the masses against and invading Iraqi army.” In other words, Shiism, as 
exemplified in the Karbala Tradition was politically colligated in a Collective Imagination, which thus gave 
rise to a new identity narrative.  

82 This was evident in not only the cycle of protests and demonstrations, which coincided with the religious calendar 
and particularly around the month of Moharram, it was also evident in slogans chanted in protests. Also, refer to 
Khomeini’s declaration Moharram: The Triumph of Blood Over Sword (November 23, 1978) in (Kumayni 1981). 
Khomeini proposed in Islamic Government (Khumayni 1981) an ideological interpretation of the martyrdom of 
Imam Hossein, suggesting that although his loss was devastating to Islam, his blood was spilt for a bigger goal: that 
of preserving Islam. Preserving Islam, he argued, was even more important than the obligatory rituals of religion. He 
pointed out that such preservation was to be attained through an Islamic Government headed learned clergy 
(Fuqaha) as “the trustees of the Prophet.”  



Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 243 

 

 
 

the popular one and evidenced in the active promotion of the tradition and its rituals by the 

establishment.83

The double, concurrently popular and official, function of the narrative and the tradition 

suggests the coincidence of different inscriptions. The first operates at the level of popular 

culture and concerns a localised community, which is located in a limited and perceptible 

geographical domain such as the neighbourhood. The second, however, operates at the official 

level and has a broader focus at the level of the city, the nation, or even the globe. The two, 

while different, do coincide at points. For example, during the Iran-Iraq war, through the 

Karbala Tradition the nation (Iran) was imagined collectively against the aggressor (Iraq). 

Encouraged by officialdom, a good part of the nation identified with Hossein and the Karbala 

identity narrative was invoked to encourage young soldiers to fight Saddam Hossein’s army 

during the 8 year Iran-Iraq war. Saddam Hossein received the ‘honorary title’ of Yazid by the 

Islamic Republic, being referred to as Saddam-Yazid, the slayer of Hossein, the symbol of the 

Iranian side. This cast a territorial war with its objective, on the Iranian side, being the 

preservation of the nation-state, in terms of Good and Evil as exemplified in the Karbala 

identity narrative (Figures 4-38-4-41). Political slogans and condemnations of Saddam and his 

supporters (presumably the “Evil West” and the “Heathen Zionists”) became part of the 

dialogical rituals of the tradition. In such instances, localized and popular rituals often 

reinforced the official rhetoric and vice-versa. Thus two otherwise discernible Karbala 

inscriptions, the communally based and the official ideological rhetoric, overlapped within the 

same ritual sites. In fact, as others have observed, the Karbala identity narrative has been, until 

the latter part of the 1990s, the single most significant official cultural policy of the Islamic 

Republic.

 

84

The evolution of the rituals 

 The symbolism of Karbala, as Aghaie notes (Aghaie 2004, 136-7), is used on the 

graves of Martyrs of war to make the association with the identity narrative.  

Rituals are the key to understanding the utopic inscription of Karbala and similar to the Shiite 

self-imagination, they too have historically evolved. It was previously noted that the rituals 

                                                             
83 This, for instance, can be seen in the following examples: numerous books and pamphlets published with official 
funding; many hours of public radio and television productions (documentaries, dramas, discussion panels and the 
like); school textbooks and compulsory university units; encouraging Karbala related window-stickers on registered 
taxis; murals and wall-paintings at visible parts of the city (all this is about routinizing the jargon of the tradition 
through daily practices and encounters);  supporting and promoting commemorative gatherings; aiding and funding 
many religious and ritual sites; and involving officially appointed Prayer Leaders and office-holders (past and 
present) in the board of trustees of those sites (as it happens to the Takyeh Major).  
84 The forthcoming chapters will show that in recent times the Islamic establishment does on occasions (such as the 
notion of the right to nuclear energy for peaceful purposes) appeal to nationalist sentiments of the public. However, 
the Karbala identity narrative has not lost its importance. 
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were developed during the Safavid period and once later consolidated in the Qajar period. It 

was, however, in the twentieth century and during the Islamic Revolution that the full political 

potentials of the rituals were realized. Many of the protests borrowed from the Karbala 

rhetoric, but were also modelled after Moharram rituals and even at times synchronized with 

the Shiite calendar.85

However, the rituals are not fully ‘owned’ by the officialdom and in recent years, both form 

and content of rituals have transformed from the established patterns. This reflects both 

intergenerational changes (between older participants, and younger, more modernized ones) 

and the modernization of gender relations under the aegis, or pressures, of an Islamic 

government. Tracing the transformations of the contemporary mourning rituals in 2003, Bahar 

and Reb (Bahar and Reb 2003) substantiate the common knowledge (to Iranians) that the 

ingredients of rituals and the ritual objects and symbols are changing (Figures 4-42 and 43).

 After the advent of the Islamic Republic, the official establishment, which 

was populated with clergymen, extensively utilized the Karbala identity narrative to 

communicate its own ideology to the masses. Thus, the establishment exerted considerable 

influence over form and content of rituals.  

86

                                                             
85 Refer to footnote 

 

They observe that traditional modes of dialogical expression and music are being replaced with 

new technology and new expressions. Furthermore, traditional ritual symbols and objects are 

at times transformed or totally replaced by new objects, and this, suggests both an inter-

generational change, and a transformation in the system of meaning associated with objects 

(Bahar and Reb 2003, 119, 124-5). There is, essentially, a new, technological aesthetic. They 

conclude by questioning whether the transformation of the rituals and their objects may have 

reduced the religious dimension of the rituals (Bahar and Reb 2003, 130). That shift has 

become even more dramatic. For example, the background music in some mourning rituals is 

no longer traditional, the sombre rhythm of drums accompanied by a particular horn (buoq), 

but in fast, techno-style to attract a younger crowd for different purposes. Some memorial 

services have transformed to tolerate and incorporate ecstatic experiences induced by drugs, 

or even a degree of sexual promiscuity. In parts of Tehran, the procession has even mutated 

into a context for teenage socialization and some refer to it as Hossein Party. The potential for 

such a transformation has existed for a long time; however, the mutual transformation of 

gender relations and the rituals has influenced the atmosphere of the rituals away from its 

traditional perception, which is likely to lead to a different Karbala inscription to both the 

80 in this chapter. 
86 For example, refer to an article published in BBCE Persian (Najva 2008) regarding the latest transformations in the 
dialogic aspect (maddahi) of the rituals. Also, see the report on the objections of the clerical class to recent 
transformations in rituals (BBC Persian 2007, BBC Persian 2007).  
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traditional one and its officially preferred version.87 This has provoked the government to issue 

creeds and codes of conduct to “regulate” the rituals in accordance with an officially 

sanctioned view.88

The Ambiguity of Knowledge 

 Such transformations suggest that, similar to the Karbala Tradition and its 

identity narrative, the rituals are conditioned by socio-historical circumstances and have a 

significant, and at times dominant, profane aspect. They deal with mundane structures of 

social and ideological power. 

Finally, there is an inherent ambiguity in the ‘knowledge’ acquired through revelation. Since 

the Illumination process is utterly subjective and transcends rationality (some would suggest 

that it is irrational), the knowledge to which it lays claim cannot be verified in any critical, 

objective, or concrete manner. Furthermore, the experience of Illumination or the “vision” is 

by definition incommunicable, there is no certain way of communicating knowledge and its 

contents. This is exacerbated by the fact that the symbols used in rituals are inherently 

polysemic containing a multitude of meanings (Turner 1969, 41-2). Thus, in the course of the 

rituals, there is not one, but many Karbala inscriptions constructed simultaneously. Perhaps 

the only thing that binds these disparate, incommunicable inscriptions is the sense of the 

“communion of equal individuals” shared by ritual participants, a communitas according to 

Turner. Communitas is a model for human interrelatedness, which is “recognizable during 

liminal periods,” that is the in-between periods such as the Moharram, when the society is 

“rudimentarily structured ... or even the communion of equal individuals who submit together 

to the general authority to ritual elders” (Turner 1969, 96). Communitas is essentially the 

“relationship between concrete, historical, idiosyncratic individuals” and marks the passage of 

a critical moment in the community’s life (Turner 1969, 131, 140).  

The Karbala inscription suggests a set of inter-group and interpersonal relations, a 

communitas.89

                                                             
87 Refer to (Mozaffari 2005).   

 These relations are imagined and expressed ritually within a territorial entity 

but are not determined by territoriality. As suggested by the analysis of Illuminationism, the 

Karbala inscription is not bound by a physical territorial equivalent. Rather, it is mainly utopic. 

Thus, the Karbala identity narrative either is incapable of defining a homeland, or else that 

homeland is understood subjectively as something spiritual and thus metaphysical. The 

inscription is imagined primarily through ritual performance. However, rituals and symbols are 

semantically ambivalent and from a symbolic perspective, they suggest intrinsically unstable 

88 See note 86 above. 
89 For examples of communal work and the process of managing the rituals refer to (Aghaie 2005). 
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meanings (Sorensen 2005, 61).90

 

 For the ritual place to be associated with a fixed territorial 

site, it has to be supplemented by other concrete elements such as a perceivable geographical 

entity where the boundaries are marked by empirical elements. In other words, the limitations 

of time and place either make the Karbala inscription perpetually parochial, or else it will 

transmigrate into a subjective realm – in any event it has to be superimposed upon other sites 

that have their own history of existence as places.  

                                                             
90 For example in recent unrests over the presidential election in Iran, many used references to Hossein (incidentally 
the name of the losing candidate) and Ashura in their slogans and participated in the ritual of Friday Prayers, to 
exploit what used to be an official stage, as means of protest against officialdom. 
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Figure  4-36  The Route of Moharram processions in the city of Sabzivar, north-east of Iran. The image 
shows the distribution of significant communal and religious sites along the processional route. 
Baseimage after Wikimapia, overlay map drawn after Kheirabadi (1993,76).  



248 Formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  4-37  Text of the bequeathal Deed (Partial image). The deed explains the process that lead to 
the bequeathal, the custodians at the time who constituted the board of trustees and sets forth the 
base the composition of the future boards of trustees to be selected from among the male 
descendants of the original owners. Photo taken at Takyeh Bozorg Office. 
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Figure  4-38  A road sign giving the distance to Karbala at the exit to the city of Qasr-e Shirin in the 
province of Kermanshah. During the Iran-Iraq war, there such signs were erected at different roads 
leading to the front line. They implied that the objective of war was the “liberation” of Karbala. Photo 
courtesy of bineshan blog (http://bineshan1982.blogfa.com/cat-6.aspx) 

 

Figure  4-39  A volunteer tending the injured. The text on his shirt reads “the pilgrim to Karbala.” Photo 
courtesy of Tabnak Professional News Site (http://www.tabnak.ir/fa/pages/?cid=81517) 

http://www.tabnak.ir/fa/pages/?cid=81517�
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Figure  4-40 Image of troops in war zone. The Persian caption reads “this is the path to the skies- here 
is the road to Karbala...” Photo from http://hezbollah.persiangig.com/image/20070103_1901683342_karbala.jpg 

 

 

 

 

Figure  4-41  Chest beating for Moharram, during Iran-Iraq war in the war zone. Photo from www.sajed.ir. 

http://hezbollah.persiangig.com/image/20070103_1901683342_karbala.jpg�
http://www.sajed.ir/�
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Figure  4-42  recently younger participants in Moharram rituals have increasingly assumed 
“unsanctioned” appearances. The modern gadget, beard and hairstyle deviate from the government 
sanctioned appearance. Photo courtesy of Satyar Emami, Fars News Agency (http://www.farsnews.net ), 2007. 

 

Figure  4-43 Two young girls walking from the mourning processions carrying their oblatory food. Their 
appearance does not conform to the sanctioned Islamic dress code (for example, the hair is showing 
and the manteau is too short, according to this code). Photo courtesy of Sepantra.com 

http://www.farsnews.net/�
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Conclusion  

This chapter demonstrated that the Karbala Tradition, along with its identity narrative, rituals, 

and inscription, originates from textual references, chronicles, myths, poetry and sermons. 

Despite Traditionalist claims, even traditions with sacred aspects and their inscriptions are 

mutable. In other words, sacred places are historically conditioned. The Karbala Tradition has 

evolved with changing socio-political conditions, and its rituals and the ensuing inscriptions are 

inextricably linked with mundane issues. As examples from Takyeh Major in Tajrish 

demonstrated, while the Karbala Tradition and its rituals may result in a metaphysical 

experience, often profane concerns are cloaked in sacred jargon. This is contrary to the 

Traditionalist conception that interprets traditions as immutable totalities encompassing all 

aspects of life from knowledge and science to love, work, and the arts (Nasr 1981, 80-1). The 

essentialist and totalizing tendencies of Traditionalism can mutate into a full-blown ideology 

validated by obscurantist claims on a metaphysical “Truth.” It also fails to articulate a 

community such as contemporary nation and instead vacillates between the divinely inspired 

individual and the amorphous mass, the Umma. The Traditionalist ideology was present in 

parts of the discourses of the Islamic Republic, where ideologues constantly invoked the 

immutable principles of religion and in the attempt to interpret all aspects of mundane life 

under the aegis of a specific and unverifiable version of religious totality. Islamist ideologues, 

their ideological contradictions notwithstanding, authenticated themselves as custodians of 

tradition and transformed the Karbala Tradition and its rituals to alibis for political domination. 

This process is manifested in the Islamic Period Museum as discussed in Chapter 7.  

Under the rubric of the Karbala Tradition, competing identity narratives have been fashioned, 

resulting in historically-specific counter-imaginations of other, ethnic, religious, or national 

groups. In an historical perspective, counter-imagination has been directed toward the Sunnis, 

the monarchy (the Pahlavis), Western Imperialism, and/or regional ideological adversaries (for 

example Saddam Hossein during the Iran-Iraq war).91 Throughout, the Karbala identity 

narrative maintained its political potency, precisely due to its capacity to adapt, change and 

adjust, a capacity inherited in the Moharram rituals and their inscription. It is because of this 

intrinsic potential of this tradition and its rituals that different political establishments have 

gone to great lengths to manipulate and appropriate them.92

                                                             
91 This is also observed by Mateo Mohammad Farzaneh (2007), who also argues that in the Iran-Iraq war both 
secular nationalism and Shiite ideology overlapped since the war was seen as a territorial war, thus Shiism should 
not be credited as the only ideology or as the sole sentiment involved in the war effort.   

 The Karbala identity narrative is, 

92 For example see Aghaie in (Aghaie 2004, xi). 
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above all, apprehended through ritual. This is true even when the identity narrative is 

articulated ideologically, for example toward revolutionary purposes. Its political colligation 

facilitates a Collective Imagination that is removed from the events of the battle of Karbala. 

The Collective Imagination inspired by the Karbala identity narrative is utopian. Rituals help 

identify existing socio-political structures within a site with that utopic, ideal imagination. 

Through the Karbala inscription, sites (ritual sites, neighbourhoods or even entire cities) are 

temporally transformed into places in identification with a Shiite utopia. In other words, the 

Shiite utopia induces a reality; it sublimates the mundane experience of the city and produces 

a new perception of its form. Thus, the inscription is located in-between the physical and the 

ideal. 

This resonates with Illuminationist ideas. It also resonates with Turner’s (Turner 1969, 95) 

notion of a liminal entity as something that is “between the positions assigned and arrayed by 

law, custom, convention and ceremonial.” As liminal entities, sites involved in the Karbala 

inscription blend “lowliness, and sacredness ... homogeneity and comradeship,” and the 

Moharram rituals suggest fleetingly a general communal bond (Turner 1969, 96). However, 

how can this communal bond relate to place and concrete site? Can it ever transcend localized 

concerns just by itself; can it suggest a territory? 

There are three interrelated problematic aspects. The first stems from what Dabashi (Dabashi 

2005, 93-5) has labelled Shiism’s constitutional paradox. To summarize, Shiism is predicated on 

charismatic rule of the just and infallible ruler, over and above institutionally legitimated 

power (the Doctrine of Imamate). It renounces temporal rule and is validated by a perpetual 

protest against power. However, it cannot be in power and remain true to its origin as it is 

inherently oppositional.93

The problem caused by paradoxicality is exacerbated by the ambiguity inherent in the sacred 

aspect of the Karbala Tradition. The Karbala inscription is grasped through an Illuminationist 

revelation, a ritually induced and yet incommunicable experience. From this perspective, the 

place transcends the site, and yet it requires a site to be born. This is largely a one-way 

relationship: the place transforms the site but is not determined by it. In other words, 

 By the same token, the Karbala Tradition and its identity narrative 

contain the same paradoxical character as is apparent in the Karbala inscription. In this 

chapter, it was demonstrated that the Karbala inscription at once renounces and reclaims 

sites. 

                                                             
93 Dabashi (Dabashi 2005, 94) ascribes this paradox to the “insurrectionary aspect of nascent Islam” borne of the 
“doctrinal tension hidden in the very heart of Islam and inherent to the Qur’anic narrative itself.”  
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inventing new forms of hosseiniyeh or takyeh cannot in itself transform and, for example, 

concretize and delimit the Karbala inscription.  

This became evident in the case of the Takyeh Dowlat. In his examination of the Takyeh 

Dowlat, Marashi points to the conflation of the Moharram rituals with state ceremonies during 

the Qajar period. This happened with the transformation of the city (refer to Chapter 6) and 

the construction of the Takyeh Dowlat as the new ritual site (Marashi 2008, 18). The Qajar 

hope was that this new site would unite the traditionally separate zones of popular and court 

symbolic articulation as they were now emplaced within a “common ceremonial space” 

(Marashi 2008, 41). This, however, failed to induce the desired Collective Imagination of a 

homeland, despite the efforts of the nineteenth century elite.94

Finally, there is a problem inherent in ritual. Ritual is, according to Sorensen, “systematically 

ambivalent” and the symbolic interpretations of its contents are “highly unstable,” a position 

that is confirmed in light of the previously mentioned colligations of the Moharram rituals and 

tradition in Iran. Those symbolic, thus unstable, interpretations of rituals are built on pre-

existing cultural models, which means that, through rituals, new meanings may be endlessly 

produced. As such, rituals are means of socio-cultural regeneration and renewal, a 

regeneration achieved through the dismantling of the old symbolic meanings, and their 

replacement with new ones (Sorensen 2005, 61). This explains the revolutionary potential in 

the Moharram rituals and reaffirms their oppositional character.  

 The Takyeh Dowlat was 

demolished and replaced by a state bank in 1947. Although this was a change in official 

symbols and was in the context of a complete spatial transformation of the capital (See 

Chapter 6), it was of little consequence in transforming the Karbala inscription: the latter was 

not secularized or “demolished.” 

These qualities reflect upon, and translate into, the Karbala inscription. A place resulting from 

the Karbala inscription is either on a perpetual expansion, or it remains atopic. Since it is 

imagined through ritual, it is inherently unstable and, but for general patterns, evades a true 

collective understanding: it has different connotations for different people. Even the territorial 

entity – the site – of the Karbala inscription is stable only to the extent that it is inhabited 

through ritual performance in designated temporal intervals. More importantly, however, the 

utopic character of the inscription suggests a gap between the imagination of the place and 

                                                             
94 Tavakoli-Targhi refers to the origins of the term vatan (homeland) and refers to Suhrawardi but does not 
elaborate on the consequences of a connection firstly between the spiritual vatan and Suhrawardi, and secondly, 
does not note the lingering effects of this spiritual origin in contemporary Iranian conceptions of homeland.  
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the reality of a site. Place remains connected with, but above and thus largely indifferent to, 

empirical site. The Karbala inscription concurrently reclaims and renounces sites.  

This paradoxical attribute influences a notion of a homeland defined in terms of a modern 

bordered nation-state. As this chapter suggested, if purely imagined through the Karbala 

rituals, place remains utopic unless it is superimposed upon other territorial conceptions 

(whether defined by ethnicity, race, or mythology). Perhaps, this explains depictions of pre-

Islamic mythic Heroes in some nineteenth century Shiite ritual sites: in these sites, in effect, 

the Karbala Tradition is linked with the pre-existing notions of Iranian culture and its mythic 

territory (Figure 4-44).95

The Karbala inscription is also a specific case of atopic inscriptions. It simultaneously refers to 

the original location (the shrine of Imam Hossein) and, addressing other concerns, it suggests a 

different place, validated through the Karbala narrative. However, the morphology of a site (its 

formal configuration), is inessential to place (Figure 4-45). This inscription is constructed by 

emplacing and enacting textual traditions and rituals in surrogate sites. The Karbala inscription, 

its apprehension or imagination, and the city’s morphology are in a three-way relationship. In 

other words, identity narrative unfolds upon the morphology of the city, and that unfolding 

suggests the Karbala inscription. The real site of Karbala in Iraq is depicted like an emblem and 

used as an allegory to empower more immediate causes and justify action to address them.

 Similarly, for example, there has to be an established idea of a 

territory possessed by the inhabitants of the neighbourhood or cities in the first place for the 

people to then identify their physical environment with the imaginative map produced by 

rituals. By the same token, unless there is a pre-existing notion of an Iranian homeland, as 

indeed, there was one (see Chapter 3); the Karbala inscription simply fails to emplace a 

collective (and later national) identity. This is to say that although the Karbala identity 

narrative is rather significant in differentiating communities, the Karbala inscription cannot 

produce a homeland where a pre-existing notion of a territorial homeland does not exist. In 

Iran, that notion was given in the idea of Iranshahr. 

96

                                                             
95 Considering examples of decorative tiles in ritual sites, Jennifer Scarce (Scarce 2006, 243-4) articulates this 
presence as the attempt on the part of the Qajar establishment to weave and construct the Persian identity based 
upon the two pillars of Iranian nationhood and Shiism. 

 

If anything, this observation reinforces the indispensability of atopic inscriptions (Shiite or 

otherwise) to Iranian identity narratives and places. Atopicity, reinforced by the Karbala 

Tradition, has produced a cultural trait in making (perceiving) and imagining places. Together, 

96 For an example of a study about Shiite communities in Diaspora and the use of Moharram rituals as means for 
constructing identity and place, refer to (Schubel 1996). 
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they have facilitated the sublimation of topographies and places by imbuing them with 

metaphysicality. 

The above problems notwithstanding, the esoteric of mystical tendencies articulated in 

Illuminationism constitute a longstanding aspect of Iranian outlook and tradition, an aspect 

expressed from every-day jargon to exquisite works of miniature and poetry. Esotericism and 

Sufism constitute a major focus of Persian literature and poetry, which as noted in the 

previous chapter, are most powerful means of transmitting Iranian (Persian) culture. This has 

influenced the Iranian outlook, cultural identity, and Collective Imagination.  
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Figure  4-44  Detail of bas-relief in a takyeh in Kerman. Figures depict Shahnama heroes (Pahlavan, Rostam is marked by his 
particular helmet on the left). Refer to Figure 21 for the general view of the space. 

 

Figure  4-45  Mourning in the Shrine of Imam Hossein. Photo courtesy of Ali Rafiei, Fars News Agency.
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The last two chapters of this thesis elaborated two modes of inscription based upon pre-

Islamic and Shiite strands of Iranian collective identity. In the twentieth century, the two 

strands would be colligated into political ideologies of nationalism and Islamism evident in 

competing inscriptions associated with Persepolis and the Karbala Tradition (Figure 5-1). 1

On this basis, it is possible to argue that certain traditional patters, which are discussed later in 

this chapter, have persisted through time and thus ground the pre-Islamic and Shiite strands of 

identity in the present as well as the past. This chapter refers back to and summarizes the 

findings of the previous chapters in order to outline those persistent traditional patterns as 

pertinent to contemporary inscription. These patterns include: a metaphysical outlook, a 

capacity for cultural borrowing and assimilation, a specific historical imagination through 

which the past is understood in terms of heroic epochs and characters, a hierarchical social 

structure, a political system of rule predicated on sacred kingship, and a notion of a homeland, 

which is at once territorial and metaphysical. These patterns are frequently invoked by 

different groups within society to authenticate or to contest official identities in twentieth 

century Iran, which as the following chapters demonstrate, were promulgated by nationalist 

and Islamist ideologies.  

 This 

competition over the meaning of representational places is particularly significant in the case 

of the National Museum of Iran, which is the focus of the following part of this thesis (Chapters 

6-8). The pre-Islamic and Shiite identities are not mutually exclusive; they have much in 

common, as they relate to the same cultural, linguistic, historical and political context. 

Furthermore, they share a utopian quality and a metaphysical connotation – 

transcendentalism – in that they both picture an ideal place, an utopia. The advent of the 

Shiite identity may be seen not so much as a substitute for the pre-Islamic identity, but rather 

as a new lens or slant, which would later function as a powerful supplement overlaid upon it.  

Traditional patterns are often regenerated as means of revitalizing or creating collective 

identity and as ingredients of new ideologies. The proponents of those new ideologies, 

Nationalism and Islamism, in their sanctioned identities draw on and exploit the already 

existing traditions to advance their own objectives. By invoking familiar symbols as means for 
                                                             
1 It has to be recognized neither nationalism nor Islamism are singular ideologies. Rather, each consists of a number 
of sub-tendencies that could at times compete within the precepts of nationalism or Islamism. Nationalism, may be 
seen as consisting of three tendencies: liberal nationalism, which emphasises Western Liberal and democratic 
values; Romantic nationalism, which is more concerned with a romantic interpretation of the nation and national 
past, and radical or revolutionary nationalism, which is informed by  the Marxian revolutionary ideologies. Not all 
these tendencies rejected Islam or Shiism and almost all, at some stage, made strategic use of the Islamic appeal to 
attract and sustain popular following. The dominant slant of nationalism in the Reza Shah Period, however, was 
Romantic Nationalism and therefore in this thesis, nationalism, signifies that dominant, official slant. Islamism, on 
the other hand, incorporates the three categories of Pan-Islamism, Islamic Authenticity, and Traditionalism, which 
are discussed below in this chapter and in Chapter 8. Also refer to Figure 2 this chapter.  
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authenticity, appeals to tradition serve to gloss over innovations and ideological 

inconsistencies. These symbols are often ambiguous enough in their meanings to produce and 

sustain a popular consensus for the ideology in question.  

For example, according to Eimen  (Eimen 2006, 22-43) Reza Shah’s ritual-like coronation, which 

incorporated previous traditions of iconography including that of the Qajars, was modelled 

after Persepolis bas-relief designs that possibly depict tribute bearers to Achaemenid kings 

(Eimen 2006, 25-27). This was, in effect, an invocation of the tradition of sacred kingship, 

dating back to the Achaemenids. Reza Shah couched his nationalist ideology in terms of a 

reform agenda necessary for restoring to Iran and its people their ancient glory and power, a 

widespread nostalgia that began in the early nineteenth century.  

Furthermore, he also emphasised the importance of preservation and promotion of the 

religion of Islam, thus addressing the concerns, harboured by the religious and conservative 

sectors of the society, that progress and change run counter to Islamic values. Those concerns 

were pertinent to the failure of reform programs in the nineteenth century. Despite such 

traditional invocations, the central agenda of Reza Shah establishment was a comprehensive 

modernization project, which was not to be impeded by religion, the clergy, and not even by 

reluctance or unwillingness on the part of the populace. Similarly, as is discussed in Chapter 7, 

Islamist ideologues of the 1979 Revolution espoused a complex ideology made up of different, 

and at times, contradictory precepts.2 This ideology was an ambiguous conflation of Islamic 

Unity (Pan-Islamism), Islamic authenticity, which sought to articulate and realize the 

revolutionary potentials within Shiism; and Traditionalism, which as described, is a mystical 

movement with cultic characteristics that sought a return to the origins of sacred, religious 

traditions, all seemingly unified under the aegis of an ideological Islam (Figure 5-2). The 

advocates of Islamism, such as Mir Hossein Mousavi, the past Prime Minister, authenticated 

the ideology with reference to Shiism and on the basis of a cultural agenda, which was 

ostensibly meant to re-instate people’s Shiite identity (see Chapter 2). While appeals to Shiism 

and the Karbala Tradition constituted only part of Islamism, the Karbala identity narrative was 

the prime means of mass identification with the ideology. Shiite religious jargon and 

iconography were its means of mass communication and the Moharram rituals its means of 

organizing popular protests, thus mass expression.3

                                                             
2 For example, Khomeini declared the Guardianship of the Jourist [Velayat-e faqih] as the central tenet of an Islamic 
government authenticated by God, the same government, which was supposed to be a republic in form and 
authenticated through some form of limited popular participation in electoral processes.  

  

3 This is a common observation among different commentators, as well as those who experienced the Revolution 
first hand. For examples see: (Aghaie 2004) and (Dabashi and Chelkowski 1999). 
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The above examples suggest that ideologues use similar processes to authenticate either 

nationalism or Islamism with reference to traditional patterns. Ideologies are actualized by 

their adherents through the inscription of nuanced meanings upon sites, in the process 

constructing new places through a combination of rituals, making and transforming structures, 

and citations. 

The central argument of this thesis – that ideological battles are actualized in the production 

and contestation of places, through inscription – is particularly demonstrated in Chapters 6 

and 7 where official conceptions of an Iranian homeland and its representation though the site 

of the National Museum of Iran are discussed. Comparing different inscriptions of the National 

Museum against the criteria of traditional patterns reveals the inconsistencies and similarities 

between the nationalist and Islamist claims to authenticity and the ideas of homeland the two 

ideologies engender. On one hand, inspired by pre-Islamic precepts, the nationalist idea of 

homeland is mythic, metaphysical, geographical (territorial) and represented under the aegis 

of (Persian) Empire; on the other hand, the Islamist notion of homeland as inspired by the 

Karbala inscription, is  subjective and metaphysical and evades concretization within the limits 

of national borders.  

National Origins, Identity Narratives, Contestation 

Chapters 3 and 4 reinforce the view that in developing contemporary ideologies such as 

nationalism, the state functionaries and members of the elite firstly depend upon pre-existing 

traditional patterns – beliefs, practices, and symbols , and secondly appropriate familiar 

identity narratives from within the existing cultural context in order to communicate and 

attract a popular following. The following two examples are useful. 

The nationalism of Reza Shah (Chapter 2) drew on “recurrent archaization” (Gnoli 1989) a 

tradition of renewals of a myth of descent dating back to mythicised dynasties (the 

Achaemenids) and an idea of an imperial state underpinned by sacred kingship (refer  to 

Chapter 3, the concept is further discussed later in this chapter). Nationalism thus drew 

impetus from the pre-Islamic strand of identity, which is conveyed through a pre-Islamic 

identity narrative, and exemplified in Persepolis and other Achaemenid monuments. This 

identity narrative is articulated in Darius’ inscriptions in Persepolis and Naqsh-e Rostam where, 

through text and image, he attributes his rule and the superiority of Persians to Ahuramazda 

(God), inscribes a basic moral-political code and outlines the extent of the Persian Empire by 
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referring to the number of peoples’ living within its bounds. This identity narrative binds 

Persians as a poly-ethnic group, distinguishing them from others because of their imagined 

common origins and sacred destiny. The Pahlavis were only the latest dynasty who invoked the 

pre-Islamic strand of identity and its identity narrative to legitimate their rule and their 

political ideology (as discussed later in this chapter). However, invocation of pre-Islamic 

identity was not just an authenticating device for the ruling elite. Pre-Islamic identity was also 

invoked by other social actors, as a means of protest against a given socio-political status quo. 

For example, it was invoked by the majority of the modernizing elite of the nineteenth century 

against the dreadful conditions of the country in which the Qajar establishment was seen to be 

complicit or even culpable. Pre-Islamic identity is also invoked, in a much different manner in 

recent years, against the Islamism of the Islamic Republic, by proponents of the preservation 

of cultural heritage in Iran (Figures 5-3 to 5-5).  

Islamists such as Khomeini, on the other hand, invoked the Karbala Tradition and its rituals to 

contest the nationalist ideology of the Pahlavi dynasty. They appropriated the myth of Karbala, 

which originates from textual references, while it is actualized through highly symbolic 

performances as rituals. The Moharram rituals and their textual/literary sources were 

consolidated at the dawn of the Safavid period, when Iran was once again established as a 

unified empire. The rituals were popular (as opposed to official/state) events fostered and 

endorsed by the court. Later, the Qajars and the clerical hierocracy of their time actively 

promoted the rituals. On a popular level, there were a significant number of hosseiniyehs and 

takyehs in Tehran in the latter part of the nineteenth century and many privately held rituals.4

                                                             
4 Aghaie notes (Aghaie 2004, 31) that “in 1852 there were 54 registered takyehs in 1852 and 43 in 1899.” Within the 
same period, the number of mosques and religious schools (Madrasa) fell from 121 to 85. There was a 20% 
reduction in the number of Takyehs, and a 30% fall in mosques toward the end of the century, which could be 
interpreted as anecdotal evidence in the decline of the official sponsorship of Karbala Tradition and the rise of the 
nationalist ideology. In 1886, there was an average of 50 rituals a night recorded during Moharram in Tehran. In the 
nineteenth century, bazaar had a larger share of the city’s Takyehs and mosques (Aghaie 2004, 32). 

 

The Moharram rituals and the Karbala Tradition are highly adaptable and foster a sense of 

community and shared meanings, however ambiguous those meanings may be. Shiism serves 

as another origin with the myth of Karbala as the identity narrative that distinguishes Iranians 

as Shiites from others (initially being Sunni Muslims). Thus, the Karbala Tradition has been a 

core constituent of ‘national’ identity since before the Qajar period. Both the Karbala Tradition 

and its identity narrative are embedded in the context of pre-existing Iranian traditions and 

have elements of the pre-Islamic identity narrative. The plot of the myth is relatively simple: it 

concerns the battle of good and evil and the ultimate triumph of the good, which in this 

respect closely resembles the plot of the pre-Islamic identity narrative exemplified in the 
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Achaemenid inscriptions. Furthermore, the Karbala Tradition is imbued with mysticism, which 

is a longstanding traditional outlook among Persians (Iranians),5 as discussed later in this 

chapter, and also resonates with the idea of sacred kingship as it elevates Hossein above 

ordinary people and as directly authenticated by God (refer to Chapter 4).6

In the nineteenth century, the ritually perpetuated Karbala Tradition enjoyed broader popular 

base than the pre-Islamic strand of identity. This is perhaps due to the fact that the Karbala 

Tradition constituted a significant reality in daily lives of ordinary people, while it also 

constituted the pillar of legitimation for the ruling class. Comparatively, the pre-Islamic identity 

was more the prerogative of the educated elite, and they had to incorporate it into the daily 

reality of people in order for it to have a popular base.  

  

Textual References, Inscription and Homeland 

From previous chapter it is possible to make observations regarding the relationship between 

textual references and inscription on one hand, and their significance in sustaining a notion of 

a homeland on the other.7

The pre-Islamic identity, its metaphysical implications notwithstanding, is predicated upon an 

actual notion of a geographical homeland as the indispensible component of a Persian Empire. 

This homeland is sustained firstly through textual references, as evidenced in the list of 

people’s under Persian rule in Persepolis, and secondly by inscriptions, for which Persepolis is 

the best example. In Chapter 3, it was argued that after the extinction of the Achaemenids, the 

connotations of Persepolis, an archaic (pre-Islamic) identity narrative, which included the 

notion of a Persian homeland, were cited and carried forward through a literary tradition, a 

tradition which probably preceded Persepolis. Without those connotations, the site was 

transformed into a different inscription by other discourses of identity, as the example of the 

Sassanid inscription in the ruins of Sad Sotun (the Throne Hall in Chapter 3) demonstrates. The 

atopicity of Persepolis persisted until the seventeenth century, when its Achaemenid origins 

were re-discovered. Until that time, both the notion of an independent pre-Islamic Persian 

(Iranian) homeland and a Persian identity narrative were preserved in textual references, 

  

                                                             
5 I am using Persians and Iranians interchangeably in this thesis. Historically, the official name of the country was 
transformed from Persia to Iran in 1938, during the reign of Reza Shah. 
6 The presence of a longstanding mystical or metaphysical outlook is also emphasised by Nasr in many of his 
writings including: (Nasr 1975, 101-21). 
7  Here as anywhere else in this thesis, textual references is used in the broad sense of containing both written and 
oral sources. 
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which constituted a body of oral and written mythical stories. Such texts were most readily 

accessible to the literate, most of whom members of Court elite. This preservation is 

exemplified in poetic epic form in Shahnameh (Book of Kings) of Ferdausi and in prose in works 

of chroniclers such as Tabari.  

The Shahnameh in particular became the affirmation of an archaic identity narrative 

promulgated by nationalists of the nineteenth and twentieth century. Since its inception in the 

eleventh century, the Shahnameh has inspired heads of dynasties, particularly those, such as 

Aqa Mohammad Kahn Qajar (assassinated 1797), the founder of Qajar dynasty who came to 

power following a period of social, religious and political turmoil and the real threat of 

territorial disintegration (Moaddel 1986, 522-3). In the nineteenth century, following the 

Russo-Persian wars (refer to Chapter 2); the Shahnameh crystallised the elite nostalgia for 

Iranian greatness in the past, a greatness that was manifest in political power, cultural 

prowess, and territorial expanse. Although texts such as the Shahnameh were primarily 

accessible to the educated, recitation of epic poetry was, nonetheless, a popular form of 

entertainment (Tavakoli-Targhi 2001, 99). Epic poetry in general and the Shahnameh in 

particular would come to find a receptive public (Cottam 1964, 27) once incorporated into the 

broad reform agenda of the Qajar modernizing elite, and then the Pahlavi nationalists. In the 

twentieth century, the text was itself presented as evidence of the purity, endurance, and 

therefore authenticity of the Persian identity espoused by the nationalist state. The success of 

the nationalist ideology depended on the popular acceptance of its identity narrative, its 

interpretation of national identity, and relevant practices supporting the two. In short, as 

already mentioned, it was dependent upon the identity narrative being experienced as part of 

the reality of daily life by the populace, just as the Karbala Tradition had been. This was done, 

or aspired to, through state cultural and educational policies, which ranged from public 

education and propaganda programs to modern dress code and also reinforced notions of 

homeland, an Imperial past, and the significance of cultural heritage as exemplified in places 

like Persepolis. The nationalist ideology was exemplified in inscriptions and representational 

sites, particularly museums. Thus, the state elite once again inscribed sites such as Persepolis, 

this time as evidence of its glorious past and a tangible confirmation of the nation’s cultural 

authenticity, under the auspices of the nationalist ideology. Further to that, as discussed in 

Chapter 6, they conceived of the National Museum as an inscription for the homeland and a 

representational site. 

Nationalism, on the basis of a modern incarnation of pre-Islamic Iranian identity, did not 

replace the Shiite identity and the Karbala identity narrative. As is noted in Chapter 2, with the 
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exception of the first Pahlavi period (1925-1941), the two strands of identity coexisted and 

were officially acknowledged from the nineteenth century till 1979. Toward the end of the 

Qajars, a nationalist discourse was consolidated mainly upon three factors: the cultural import 

and influence of the Persian language; the Shiite religion (approximately 90 percent of the 

population); and the perception of racial advantage as a result of the Persian language 

belonging to the Indo-European family (Kashani-Sabet 2002, 163). 

Compared to the pre-Islamic identity narrative, the Karbala identity narrative results in a more 

metaphysical inscription mediated through the imagination of the subject. Created through 

ritual, this inscription has a complex relationship to territory and homeland. It is worth 

recalling that the participants in Moharram rituals actualize the boundaries of their 

community. Through ritual, the limits of an existing socio-political structure and its inherent 

hierarchies are actualized and authenticated.8 Such boundaries are not necessarily 

geographically fixed. The Karbala identity narrative is at once highly localized since it concerns 

communities of Shiites, and universal, as its plot is about a universal and relatively 

straightforward battle of good and evil.9

Both strands of identity have in common an idea of an empire with a strong metaphysical 

component. In their ideological appearance as nationalism and Islamism, the pre-Islamic and 

Islamic notions of homeland reach beyond the current borders of the nation to claim a depth 

and breadth of influence for their ‘authentic’ cultures (Chapter 6). However, a homeland under 

the aegis of Islamism is even more problematic as a result of ambiguities intrinsic to the 

ideology; an ideology that renounces nationhood for Pan-Islamism and yet relies on the very 

idea of the nation for its realpolitik.

 On a national level, the Karbala inscription is at once 

local and transnational. As suggested in Chapter 4, this tension means that while capable of 

differentiating Shiites from non-Shiites, the Karbala Tradition on its own is incapable of 

‘national’ territorial demarcation.  

10

                                                             
8 Thus, through the processions people acknowledge hierarchies and connect with local authorities, clerical powers 
and traditional elders. The rituals involve as much the authentication of the community and its social structure as 
they suggest its elevation above others. 

  

9 The Karbala inscription, similarly vacillates between universality and local particularity as it is the temporal 
superimposition of a metaphysical place upon physical sites. 
10 For a discussion on the nature of the Islamic Republic in relation to the idea of the nation-state refer to (Zubaida 
2004, 415-6) and (Zubaida 1988). Also refer to Chapters 7-8. 
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Inscription and Ideological Contestation 

Finally, previous chapters demonstrated that sites are subject to multiple inscriptions. In other 

words, the same site may produce many places, some of which may contest others. Contesting 

a place is likely to have actual consequences for the site. Thus, sites may be physically 

transformed, or even razed, to accommodate ideological demands, to emplace a new identity 

narrative and obliterate the previous one with which it was associated through inscription. This 

was suggested in Chapter 3, through the example of Persepolis. 

In the second part of the twentieth century, historic sites were increasingly inscribed for a 

national identity espoused by state ideology; a Westernizing, modernizing nationalism, which 

emphasised Aryanism and the greatness of the Achaemenids. That official national identity 

was based on an incarnation of the existing strand of archaic identity, emplaced in sites such as 

Persepolis. The ideological significance of Persepolis for state nationalism became fully 

apparent when, during the 2500 Years Celebrations, the site hosted a royal parade and, in its 

vicinity, a tent city to house dignitaries from around the world (refer to Chapter 3).  

Throughout the twentieth century, and concurrent with that official identity, the Karbala 

Tradition and its rituals were practiced by many traditionally oriented sectors of the society, 

prominently, in cities by the bazaar merchants and the clergy. These sectors resisted the 

official identity and the changes introduced by the Shah’s nationalist ideology. For example, 

the clergy, who had lost their traditional influence, and the bazaar merchants, who, their 

general cultural conservatism aside, felt threatened by economic policies pursued by the state. 

These social classes gathered around the Shiite identity, which was conveyed through a 

familiar tradition and benefited from Shiism being an oppositional religion. While the Pahlavi 

establishment had mass media at its disposal, the opposition relied on the larger number of 

individual propagators, lay preachers or clerics and word of mouth, small media such as tape 

recordings, photocopies (Mowlana 1979, 109-11) and a general sense of discontent to 

disseminate their opposing views. Thus, the tradition and its rituals were colligated into 

political ideology of Islamism, which was led by the lay religious revolutionaries and their 

counterparts from among the clergy.11

In inscription, the opposition was ultimately directed against official inscriptions such as 

Persepolis and state symbols, representational sites such as the National Museum. This battle 

 

                                                             
11 For those who witnessed or participated in the Revolution in 1979, the use of Shiite symbols and traditional 
places for the movement is a given fact. For tracing this in academic writings refer to the following examples: 
(Milani 1988) and (Dabashi and Chelkowski 1999). 
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of ideologies turned Persepolis into a contested site, which at one stage, after the Revolution 

of 1979, brought it close to destruction (see Chapter 3). As is argued in Chapters 2 and 7, the 

Revolutionary establishment was convinced that culture had to be purified from the Pahlavi 

policies and that the community, the nation, had to be redefined anew, around the pure 

symbols of religion. This ultimately meant that homeland had to be re-inscribed. The result of 

this ideological inscription was to be represented in part of the National Museum dedicated to 

Islamic collections: the Islamic Period Museum, discussed in Chapter 7.   

It has to be noted, however, that such ideological battles and transformations of homeland 

and place were, are, the continuation of a nation-state project, which began in the nineteenth 

century. This was the time when a world of nation-states, its values, systems of material and 

cultural exchange and modes of legitimation exerted pressure on Iran an Imperial state system 

and society to transform. Such a transformation could not have occurred completely outside 

existing modes of conceiving and perceiving the world, divorced from existing and 

longstanding traditional patterns that determined the collective outlook as well as modes of 

identification and Collective Imagination. 

 

Figure  5-1  A simplified diagram of the two strands of Iranian identity and their political colligation for 
contemporary ideologies. It is noteworthy that although each ideology preferences one of the two 
strands, the other strand is not completely absent from the ideological make up.  
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Figure  5-2  The ideological components of Islamism. 

 

 

 

Figure  5-3  Naurooz (New Year) celebrations at Cyrus the Great mausoleum in Pasargadae, 21 March 
2009. People throw flowers at the mausoleum. The series of photos (this and the two following), 
taken by Farzad Arian, were circulating through e-mails, and appeared on different blogs and 
websites. Photo from International Committee to Save the Archeological Sites of Pasargad (http://www.savepasargad.com).  

http://www.savepasargad.com/�
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Figure  5-4  Celebrants of Naurooz gather around haft-sin (Iranian setting for New Year) and recite 
poetery and sing an unofficial version of the national anthem (below). 

 

 

Figure  5-5  Naurooz celebrants chanting the unofficial version of the national anthem (ai-Iran) at 
Pasargadae. According to eyewitnesses, the event was peaceful; however, at the end of this 
celebration, the participants were confronted and attacked by a platoon of specially trained anti-riot 
forces.   
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Inscription and Longstanding Traditional Patterns  

As the above summary, nationalism and Islamism are selective processes of authenticating a 

collective identity with reference to traditional patterns and practices (Calhoun 1997, 83), 

which were broadly stated at the beginning of this chapter.12 Such authenticating processes 

are, therefore, at once novel and grounded in traditional patterns.13

To explain contemporary inscriptions in Iran, particularly the National Museum, which is 

discussed in the following chapters, it is useful to outline longstanding traditional patterns.

 For example, Islamism 

would be authenticated, based on a claim of return to or renewal of Shiite identity. The same 

traditional patterns that authenticate nationalism and Islamism, also ground their identity 

narratives and their inscriptions such that people may identify with official places as consistent 

with their traditions. In other words, new inscriptions may appear consistent with, or more 

importantly, the continuation of old ones, thus giving the impression of continuity and 

permanence in place. Since authenticating processes occur in place, inscription is central to 

both nationalist and Islamist discourses. 

14

                                                             
12 Any movement for authenticity would seek to articulate the uniqueness of its constituents. Thus, it contains a 
rendition of the ‘true’ (often equated with autonomous) individual and collective identity, which are in turn attained 
through historical processes and forces of locality (both seen as unique). Hence, authentic movements emphasise 
their constituents’ place (their homeland), their unique historical context and collective (national) culture (Lee 1997, 
2, 15, 19-20). Authenticity (which in its Islamic sense is dealt with in Chapter 7) is the common concern of cultural 
and political movements of Iran at least since the advent of the ethno-nationalist discourse in the nineteenth 
century. Robert Lee (Lee 1997, 1) argues that the notion of Islamic authenticity (Chapter 7) dates back to the 1970s, 
however, authenticity is the bedrock of nationalism too, and as Lee (Lee 1997, 2-3) points out, dates back to 
Rousseau. Nationalism is an ideology that divides the world into unique, autonomous nations as the ultimate source 
of socio-political power (Smith 1991, 74). Nationalism is by definition a movement for authenticity. Autonomy is 
itself conditioned upon the authenticity of the community and its self-experience (Smith 1991, 77), which is, in turn, 
measured against collective cultural identity (cultural identity), where cultural identity implies an inter-generational 
continuity, which does not preclude change in the content of cultural patterns. Authenticity suggests the 
regeneration of ‘pure’ origins of a tradition, the latter seen as basis for collective cultural identity. This shows that 
authenticity itself is a fluid notion that is nonetheless reinterpreted in different political movements such as 
nationalism and Islamism. 

 

13 Therefore, dichotomous approaches proposed by constructionism, positing that ethnicity, traditions and 
ultimately nationalism are mere inventions; and primordialism, suggesting a ‘primordial’ and unchanging notion of 
ethnicity and tradition, are reductionist explanations for otherwise complex historical processes (Calhoun 1997, 30-
6). Both ethnic renewal and nationalism invoke cultural identity, which is also the means for transition from one to 
the other. Constructionism reduces the nation and its collective traditions to a purely class-based ideology and false 
consciousness without roots in history or ‘real’ traditions (custom) and in so doing, it ignores the realities of social 
change on the ground (Calhoun 1997, 30-1). On the other hand, the primordialist assumption of unchanging 
ethnicity and, by extension, cultural tradition, risks ignoring both the historicity of traditions and ethnicities, and the 
people’s (and the elite’s) agency in their construction (Calhoun 1997, 32). This amounts to historical back-
projection, itself a novel (modern) interpretation of an otherwise different past. The main point is not so much, 
whether or not traditions and nations were invented but rather that the notion of nationhood found broad 
acceptance and following and experienced as a ‘reality.’ What makes this possible is a sense of cultural identity. 
For a Critique of constructivist school, see (Motyl c1999). For a critique of Hobsbawm and Ranger’s work on 
invented traditions see: (Hanson 1989), and for reviews of their book see (Nye 1985), (Bunker 1984), (Lavers 1985) 
(and many others). 
14 It is through these patterns that people recognize and own places (as continuums, despite their mutability) and 
authenticate sites as consistent with their cultural identity, affirmative of their identity narratives, and embedded in 
tradition. Such longstanding patterns also explain what Gnoli calls re-archaization (Chapter 3 and later in this 
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Although there might be an air of essentialism about a search for such continuities, and noting 

that even the assumption of such continuities is seen as problematic by some,15 they 

nonetheless provide a useful frame for discussion. Relevant cultural patterns may be identified 

by drawing on the observations of Orientalists and comparing them against the consistent 

traits that may be discerned from the previous chapters.16

There seems to be a consensus in Orientalist or Iranologist texts regarding certain longstanding 

patterns of tradition in Iran. To search for such longstanding patterns is not to assume that the 

content of those patterns is immutable, a view which is espoused by Traditionalists and is 

critiqued in Chapter 4. Rather, such patterns, as bases for identity, imply a perceivable 

similarity in (traditional) cultural practices, such as the New Year ceremonies known as 

Naurooz. The following examples, the authors of which use their own terminology to describe 

the same idea, are useful in this regard.

  

17

Donald Wilber describes Iranian cultural continuity in terms of consistent patterns in culture 

and society. In enumerating the ingredients or aspects of Iranian identity, Wilber identifies the 

following aspects of Iranian identity: “pride in the past; type of social structure; character of 

artistic expression; the search for meaning and purpose of life; the Iranian outlook and attitude 

toward the surrounding world” (Wilber 1981, 77). His view on the causes for the preservation 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                   
chapter): they are returns to presumed origins as means of ethnic self-renewal. Those cultural patterns, as 
mentioned above, are also appropriated by ideologies as bases for (competing) notions of cultural heritage (a 
subset of which is historic monuments and sites), notions that are then exemplified and propagated in places such 
as the National Museum of Iran. 
15 Vaziri rejects the possibility of cultural and traditional continuity in Iran as an "Orientalist" construct. He offers a 
list of authors whose writings influenced national and racial thinking about Iran. The core of their argument, he 
asserts (Vaziri 1993, 106), was that the Iranian civilization had maintained national and racial continuity. 
16 There are, however, two potential problems in taking this approach: The first is that Orientalist observations may 
be biased, and therefore, misleading – this not applicable as Orientalist observations are considered in light of the 
empirical observations of the previous chapters. The second problem, from the perspective of an ‘Oriental’ who 
seeks to critically deconstruct such cultural patterns is that one may be labelled a ‘self-orientalizer’ a label, which is 
once again inapplicable to this context. Orientalism as formulated by Said is widely used by scholars, including some 
in the field of Iranian studies. However, Orientalism has its critics, for example, (Halliday 1993), (Burke 1998) and 
(Ahmad 1992). In short, dismissing all Orientalist observations, out of hand, as ideological instrument of colonialism 
is a gross oversimplification and therefore erroneous.  
17 Different commentators seem to emphasise more or less similar issues, however, their observations are nuanced 
and emphasize slightly different aspects. For example, Banaee (Banaie 2002-3 [1381]) contends that three main 
ingredients of Iranian identity up until the end of the Safavid period were: Shiism; Historical-mythological-heroic 
nostalgia; and the Persian language. Banaee considers the concept of divine effulgence (the marker of the sacred 
king and thus a sign of legitimacy) and ethnicity (blessed by divine effulgence) central to Iranian political culture and 
identity. Thus, he suggests that the Safavid attempts to represent themselves as the heir to the Sassanids was in 
fact their attempt to legitimize their rule in relation to a tradition of sacred kingship and divine effulgence. On the 
other hand, their attempt to make a connection between Hossein (the Shiite martyr saint) and the Sassanids 
through his wife Bibi Shahrbanoo, was an attempt to legitimize Shiism on the basis of ethnic connections (Banaie 
2002-3 [1381], 47) hence, the centrality of divine effulgence. Frye on the other hand, considers culture and 
language as the most influential factors in Iranian identity, woven above territorial conceptions of Iran (Frye 1993, 
146). Cottam in Nationalism in Iran discusses among other things the role of cultural consciousness, historical 
consciousness, language, and racial consciousness in developing a cohesive base for Iranian modern nationalism 
(Cottam 1964, 26-32). Also, along the same lines, see: (Keddie 1999, 1-2). Similar patterns are identified in (Arasteh 
and Arasteh 1964). 
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of Iranian identity may be summarized as: a specific definition of the institution of monarchy; a 

particular historical imagination; certain cultural and artistic traditions; and a certain social 

structure along with its internal dynamics.  

Limbert also argues for the distinctiveness of the Iranian “national character” formed of and 

informed by “cultural patterns,” which he attempts to discern from cultural traditions and 

mores,18

This thesis broadly accords with the above perspectives in identifying longstanding patterns of 

Iranian traditions: a world view coloured by metaphysics, where as  some argue, mysticism 

influences much of the outlook, the capacity to assimilate and absorb other cultures, a 

conspicuous and often nostalgic imagination of history, a traditionally hierarchical social 

structure, a political culture exemplified by sacred kingship over and above a poly-ethnic 

people, and finally a territorial conception of Iran (changing as it may be) interwoven with the 

above patterns.  

 noting permanent or enduring “historical patterns” namely, “charismatic leadership 

(political culture); a deep religious impulse; concern with justice; and acceptance of foreign 

ways adapted to Iranian tastes” from which a sense of “national identity” has emanated 

(Limbert 1987, 47). What Limbert identifies as cultural patterns are embedded in the political 

culture, the people’s orientations towards its political institutions, conventions and traditions 

(The Blackwell Dictionary of Political Science 1999), which is embedded in the cultural 

traditions of the people and thus grounded in their collective experiences. For Limbert, 

historical and cultural patterns are inevitably interconnected. Both Wilber and Limbert identify 

longstanding characteristics that are also bases for ethnic self-renewal and modern 

nationalism and Islamism.  

Myth of Ethnic Election: Metaphysicality as a constituent of collective identity 

The pre-Islamic and Shiite strands of identity both contain a metaphysical slant.19

                                                             
18 Limbert writes (Limbert 1987, 35):  

 The many 

incarnations of Persepolis as place, which were described in Chapter 3, reaffirm an evolving 

Iranians do have a distinct cultural tradition, which is special if not unique among nations, but the 
relationship of this tradition to whatever political system prevails at a certain time is not certain. Political 
systems change quickly; cultural traditions change slowly if at all. [...] In the case of Iran, political culture 
could include, for example, the necessity of having a strong and visible leadership.  

Limbert’s observation that political systems change quickly is correct in the sense that politics in Iran is volatile and 
recent history attests that there are lots of changes in dynasties and ruling parties. However, these changes are not 
necessarily a deep cultural change, thus as he himself acknowledges, it is possible to discern more longstanding 
patterns of political culture.  
19 There is a Traditionalist position, discussed in Chapter 4 and further examined in Chapter 7, which asserts an 
uninterrupted continuity in religious and spiritual culture of Iran. Similar enunciations are made Gustav Corbin, the 
French orientalist who sought to show an essential continuity in the spiritual culture of Iran through the 
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and yet persistent pre-Islamic identity narrative. That identity narrative contains a promise of 

salvation conditioned upon the return of a collective to its origins, which in Iranian mythology 

is a return to the Good, exemplified in the righteous path set forth by Ahuramazda. This story 

of a perpetual movement away from Evil (Darkness exemplified in Ahriman) to the Good 

(exemplified in Ahuramazda), which recalls Suhrawardi’s Illuminationism, is a story of 

redemption, what Smith calls “myth of ethnic election” (Smith 1991, 37).20 Notions of 

salvation, a return to (authentic) origins, and redemption are also explicitly present in the 

Karbala Tradition (Chapter 4). Shiism renders Shiites as a sanctified collective, a chosen group. 

Thus, both pre-Islamic and Shiite strands of collective identity are imbued with 

metaphysicality. Furthermore, a metaphysical outlook is also present in the practice of 

everyday life (Chapter 4) where, cause and effect are customarily explicated and justified 

metaphysically, in relation to the ultimate notions of Good and Evil, Light and Darkness. Such 

justifications, concerned “life and action, time and matter” and were thus at the foundation of 

all earthly matters such as kingship, government, and state, which is why the Achaemenid 

kings emphasise their relationship to Ahuramazda in their Royal inscriptions (see Introduction 

and Chapter 3 for example). Such transcendental notions of Good and Evil suggest the physical 

world, the world of “appearances,” contains hidden archetypes waiting to be realized through 

acts of renewal (Filippani-Ronconi 1978, 54-55), movements toward origins.21

To the extent that modern Iranian nationalism of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century draws on existing traditional patterns, it is metaphysical, and elevates Iranians above 

other people largely on such grounds. Such notions of metaphysicality and chosenness (ethnic 

election) figure in Iranian nationalism through the prism of the Shahnameh, which 

characterizes Iran as a sacred people (Tavakoli-Targhi 2001, 99).

     

22

                                                                                                                                                                                   
examination of its spiritual and Sufi aspects. Others, such as Vaziri (Vaziri 1993, 143), charge Corbin and others like 
him (such as Nasr) with promoting a false idea of continuity in Iranian-ness – also see Chapter 7.  

  

20  Smith identifies this as ‘myth of ethnic election.’  He points out that, variations of the myth of ethnic election are 
also present in modern nationalism  (Smith 1991, 84). 
21 Similarly, the place of religion is considered in the same vein: Zoroastrian concepts have influenced the Islamic 
faith especially Shiism, and the latter has assumed “nationalistic connotations.” Shiite traits had in turn influenced 
patterns of behaviour in Iranian culture. For example, the Shiite act of dissimulation (taqiyyah) and “the advisability 
of not attracting the attention of authority” (Wilber 1981, 87,82,122), which was a necessity for survival when 
Shiites constituted a persecuted minority under the Islamic Caliphate, later became a distinctive cultural behaviour 
in Iran. It is a prevalent practice in contemporary Iran under the Islamic Republic, where a good many people had 
had to adopt certain manners in congruence with the dominant Islamist ideology, and another, totally different set 
of behaviours in their private spheres. An obvious example would be the pretence to fasting during the month of 
Ramadan, while seeking to find a secure and secluded place to quickly eat lunch or drink a sip of water. Also, refer 
to Chapter 2 where the schism between public and private personae is discussed.  
22 To see oneself as potentially “an holy nation” is to link chosenness indissolubly with collective sanctification. 
Salvation is accessible only through redemption, which in turn requires a return to former ways and beliefs, which 
are the means of sanctification. Hence, the recurrent note of 'return' in many ethno-religious traditions that inspire 
movements of both religious reform and cultural restoration (Smith 1991, 37). In this light, it is possible to offer an 



276 Implications of Pre-Islamic and Shiite Strands of Identity 

 

 

Similar characteristics of metaphysicality and collective sanctification through a return to 

sacred origins are at the core of Islamism (Chapter 7). Arguably, metaphysicality and the idea 

of return to origins, or renewal, are traditional patterns incorporated in both the pre-Islamic 

and Shiite strands of identity and their incarnations in modern ideologies of nationalism and 

Islamism. In Garthwaite’s words “Persia and the Persians are as much metaphysical notions as 

a place or a people” (Garthwaite 2005, 1).23

Cultural borrowing or the power of assimilation and absorption as Means for the 
preservation of identity 

 Similarly, inscriptions and representations of those 

ideologies would incorporate metaphysical aspects, as evident in Persepolis and Karbala 

inscriptions (previous chapters), and discussed in relation to ideological representations in the 

National Museum in Chapters 6-8. Renewal was a mechanism for the preservation of collective 

identity but drew impetus from encounters, exchange, and assimilation with other cultures.  

Iranians have suffered many large-scale invasions. Alexander’s conquest was perhaps the first 

all-out annihilation of a Persian kingdom, repeated by many others, including the Arab-Islamic 

conquest. In each one of these instances, the continuation of a Persian identity, and therefore 

a sense of Presian (Iranian)-ness, depended upon the existing culture’s ability to survive by 

absorbing and assimilating certain aspects of the invading culture, while maintaining a sense of 

continuity within itself. This was a two-way process: the foreign culture too was influenced and 

changed (the example of Mongols invaders becoming Shiites and patrons of art and science is 

telling). In this process of borrowing and assimilation, existing traditions were renewed and 

transformed. Observers of Iranian culture have described this means of renewal in different 

terms. For example, Wilber contends that Iranians have maintained a continuous cultural 

identity in their history. This, he argues, is because of the power of cultural regeneration and 

self-renewal, a kind of cultural vitality. Idealizing the Persians, Wilber says that after each 

invasion, the foreign invading culture was absorbed into the Iranian culture because of the 

latter’s vitality and relative superiority (Wilber 1981, 76-77). To him, this cultural borrowing 

and continuous identity is evident in the preservation of ancient festivals along with their 

rituals, and particularly exemplified in literature and poetry.24

                                                                                                                                                                                   
explanation for what Gnoli has called re-archaization in the Iranian context (see Chapter 3), which is but a 
mechanism for renewal. Re-archaization, as mentioned, is the manifestation of a process of ethno-religious 
renewal: It is the myth of ethnic election, embedded in ancient Iranian mythologies and reinforced, with a different 
content, through Shiism and the Karbala Tradition, which results in collective self-sanctification. 

 Wilber’s assertion on the 

23 The broader conclusion to draw, perhaps, is that any ideology with a strong traditionalist component, such as a 
nationalism, which relies heavily on ideas of the renewal of the past, is inevitably and inherently metaphysical.  
24 Wilber characterizes Iranians as poets by temperament (Wilber 1981, 87). It is possible to dismiss his observation 
as the product of an Orientalist tradition. However, his assertions contain some tangible measure of truth when he 
speaks of literature and the role of poetry in preserving cultural traditions. In Chapter 3 the place of literary 
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cultural superiority of Iranians has to be taken with some caution. It may be valid with regard 

to invading Mongols or even the early Islamic army, but cannot be generalized and extended 

as a timeless proposition as it would seem completely biased in favour of Iranians. For 

example, there is ample evidence in literature, alphabet, script, and popular traditions to 

suggest that similar to all other living cultures, the Iranian culture, has evolved and borrowed 

from others. Thus, avoiding arguments over cultural superiority, it is possible to highlight 

syncretism and cultural borrowing as a longstanding traditional pattern. 

As an example, in the latter part of the nineteenth century, proponents of modernizing 

reforms, thought and sought to combine tenets of religion with Western Enlightenment ideals. 

As discussed in the following chapters, they legitimated reform and modernization with 

reference to Islam and vice-versa. In the twentieth century, Islamism is particularly syncretistic 

ideology that combines contradictory beliefs such as Islamic authenticity and Pan-Islamism, 

which are discussed in Chapter 7 (Figure 5-2). Such contradictory aspects become evident in 

the inscription and representation of homeland in the Islamic Period Museum. 

The capacity for cultural preservation and assimilation was reinforced by a conspicuous 

conception of time, which proliferated through different aspects of culture, most importantly 

mythology and literature, and by which people rendered their historical imagination in 

fragments made of extraordinary (often metaphysical) events and characters.  

Historical imagination 

Through poiesis, textual references preserve and transmit an historical imagination fashioned 

in terms of ethnic epics (such as in Ferdausi in Shahnameh). Textual references perpetuate and 

popularize a tradition of mythic history; an historical narrative largely consisting of “golden 

ages”, which while idealising epochs of greatness, often falls short of a clear explanation of 

historical change, explaining it, instead, in terms of mythic and or metaphysical events. This 

imagination is dominated by a metaphysical concept of truth in time, a truth whose meaning 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
traditions (textual references) was demonstrated in both inscription and preservation of cultural identity. The 
potential of poetry as a powerful aspect of culture pertinent to nationalism is also observed by others (Cottam 
1964, 27). Further, as was demonstrated in Chapter 4, textual references are central to the Shiite identity and the 
continuation of the Karbala Tradition. A case could therefore be made for the literary tradition (textual references) 
beyond a form of artistic expression of mores, custom and individual sentiments of the poet, and as a mode of 
transmitting culture; including historical imagination and ethnic epics (such as in Firdausi), certain transcendental 
and metaphysical outlook (recalling poetic expression as the mode of expressing the experience of Illumination – 
Chapter 4), and even certain aspects of tangible historical events(for a fresh interpretation of the Shahnama as 
historical document see: (Pourshariati 2008)). Arguably then, literature is a major source of identity narratives and 
its contents are invoked to advance ideological positions. 
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transcends the world of “becoming.”25

While the Persians take pride in the achievements of Shah Abbas, and Nadir Shah, 
their real admiration is reserved for the Achaemenid and the Sassanian periods. 
Viewed, as it were, without the perspective of time, they may have occurred just 
yesterday.

 In other words, history contains a timeless 

metaphysical truth. That truth is hidden in a series of epic-heroic episodes that are juxtaposed 

side by side in a kind of temporal imbrication. Observing this particular historical imagination, 

Wilber notes (Wilber 1981, 75):  

26

It would seem that such a view of history would have been common between the elite and the 

general populace. The difference was, therefore, more in depth than in kind: the educated 

elite had better access to richer sources and thus possessed a more intricately detailed myth-

historical narrative. This ‘telescopic’ historical imagination has instilled an awareness and pride 

in an “historical greatness,” which at least on the part of the country’s leading elite, was the 

source of vitality and strength for self-renewals and nationalism of the nineteenth and 

twentieth century (Cottam 1964, 26-7).

  

27

The ‘telescopic’ historical imagination, and the place of literature in its perpetuation, has led 

Vaziri to suggest a confluence between literary and historiographical traditions in Iran, and 

then, on the basis of that confluence, argue against the possibility of an historical 

consciousness and, by extension, nationhood among Iranians (Vaziri 1993, 152).

  

28

                                                             
25 In Fillipani-Ronconi’s words  (Filippani-Ronconi 1978, 53), time is both “eternity that transcends ... the stream of 
events,” and when understood as duration or cycle, conveys the meaning and significance of historical periods.  

 Vaziri’s 

argument, however, is inadequate since, in relation to nationalism and nationhood, historical 

consciousness is not so much predicated upon ‘real’ historical continuity, but rather on the 

individual experiencing it as such. The ‘telescopic’ historical imagination is perfectly capable of 

inducing an experience of continuity since, through it, individuals identify the present with 

events and epochs in the past. This is what counts in collective identity and nationhood.  

26 This imbricated historical imagination resonates with the Greek origins of the term historia. The heroes, the kings, 
cut through time and are ever-present, and this reflects the Herodotian concern for saving great "human deeds 
form futility that comes from oblivion”. Refer to (Arendt 1961, 41). 
27 My use of the terms such as telescopic and golden ages is indebted to Smith’s application of the terms in (Smith 
1991).  
28 Vaziri argues against “nationalistic categorization” of Iranians on the basis that real historical continuity in Iran 
due to the transformation of cultures and peoples in the region could not have been possible. However, he fails to 
demonstrate what does constitute real historical continuity, or indeed, whether such continuity is possible at all. 
Further, as concerns historical continuity, contrary to the likes of Vaziri, Hegel asserts that continuous history was 
born with the Persian Empire, which was characterized by “developments and revolutions, which alone manifest a 
historical [as opposed to “natural”] condition” (Hegel 2001, 191).  
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If in other contexts, the elite or intelligentsia had to construct a “cult of golden ages” from 

history to map out their collective path to nationhood, in the case of Iran it was already there, 

exemplified in Ferdausi’s Shahnameh.  

Together with ethnic election, historical imagination is the other basis of political 

authentication in Iranian history and part of the traditional political culture. Keddie notes  

(Keddie 1999, 2) that in this sense history “is not a dead past but one seen by different groups 

as holding different political and cultural meanings.” In other words, history is not only 

perceived synchronously, but it is likely to be contested as such. Through ethnic election, the 

ruling class and their ideologies (nationalism, Islamism) tell people of their great destiny, which 

they, the people, have to fulfil by a return to their origins through a path set forth in ideology 

for which great epochs in history (the Achaemenids, nascent Islam) serve as alibis. Therefore, 

nationalists, particularly those in Reza Shah establishment, advocated a resurrection of Persian 

greatness as exemplified in the Achaemenids and the Sassanids. This was a journey apparently 

secured through nationalism and Reza shah’s rule. The National Museum, known in its first 

manifestation as the Ancient Iran Museum, was to validate this journey through the provision 

of tangible historical examples (refer to Chapter 6). History, as narrated through the Ancient 

Iran Museum, concurs with the traditional pattern of historical imagination and resonates with 

popular imaginations. In Chapter 6 it will be demonstrated how the Ancient Iran Museum 

reflected the existing tradition and was intended to outline a certain overarching historical 

narrative and its associated eschatological meanings. Under the Islamist ideology, the same 

idea, however more metaphysically inclined, appeared in the Islamic Period Museum (Chapter 

7) as a challenge to the nationalist representation of history. In a large part of that museum, as 

will be discussed, the idea of history is altogether suspended.  

Popular support and the following of the tenets of a ruling ideology were not always attained 

through brute force, which was of course dispensed as and when required. More importantly, 

popular support was attained when members of the elite were seen to articulate popular 

aspirations and a sense of collective destiny through the tenets of their ideology. This 

mediating role of members of the elite, between ideology and popular aspirations, was 

legitimated and reinforced by an existing social structure, as below.  

Social structure 

The social structure in Iranian cultural tradition is hierarchical and “graded” (Wilber 1981, 121). 

There is both a horizontal gradation between different patterns of life, such as nomadic-
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sedentary and village-city, and an internal hierarchical structure within these lifestyles. This 

suggests a traditional pattern of chequered and often conflicting social identities (Wilber 1981, 

118,120). Prior to the advent of a concept of nationhood in the nineteenth century, and before 

the twentieth century Pahlavi modernization efforts, the traditional social structure and the 

identities it engendered were fragmented. There was a fragile co-existence between the idea 

and supposition of a continuous, integrated, and inclusive cultural identity – of the kind 

enunciated in pre-Islamic mythology and later amplified by the elite in the nationalist ideology 

– and imbrications of exclusive social micro-identities (Akbari 2005, 36-7). Nevertheless, 

different enunciations of the two were often based on the same ingredients: religion, 

ethnicity, and locality. Commonly held ideas and ideals thus existed concurrent with, and as a 

background to, fragmented and competing identities engendered by peculiarities of the social 

structure. In other words, while there were common metaphysical aspects for a cohesive social 

base in Iran, the actual realization of those aspects was fraught with contestation and 

fragmentation, resulting from the prevalent ethnic, tribal, and kinship structures.29

Such an imbricated pattern of multiple, and at times, competing identities is not specific to 

Iran. It is found in many ethnic communities and in poly-ethnic nations.

  

30 What is of 

significance, however, is a persistent hierarchical social structure in the Iranian cultural 

tradition; a structure that would come to be reproduced in both nationalism and Islamism.31

                                                             
29 The Iranian society of the Qajar period resembled a set of "miniature" communities whose relationships were 
characterized by constant conflict and disagreements (Akbari 2005, 27-32).On the other hand, Gnoli asserts (Gnoli 
1989, 83) “What was not lost, though, was a sort of unity in a broad cultural, and largely linguistic, sense, which the 
Sassanian Empire had favoured, consolidated and handed on.” Qajar reformists and nationalists drew on these 
existing socio-cultural factors. 

 

Firstly, the hierarchical social structure perpetuates, and is in turn supported by a tradition of a 

30 Calhoun describes how ethnicity is a notion constituted on the basis of its own internal and external dynamics, in 
“a world of plural ethnic identities” as opposed to a fixed, categorical identity (Calhoun 1997, 40-2). Nationality, he 
notes (Calhoun 1997, 39), is a “large categorical identity that encompasses many smaller categories ('tribes', ethnic 
groups) each of which may be organized internally on the basis of further categories and complex networks of 
interpersonal relationships.” Modern nationality constitutes a categorical identity, that is, denoting the abstract 
similarity of individuals rather than their concrete web of connections (Calhoun 1997, 42-3). This stems from the 
Western Enlightenment view of individual as the locus of authenticity and “indissoluble identity” (Calhoun 1997, 
46), and which encompasses ethno-religious, cultural identities.  
31 This may appear irreconcilable with universal interpretations of modern nationalism as a flat and horizontal form 
of political ideology (Kapferer 1993, 3). In this sense, nationhood suggests a community of equal citizens (Smith 
1991, 64), in which individuals are directly a member (Calhoun 1997, 5, 39), a membership that is apparently 
independent of ethnicity and kinship. However, the apparent irreconcilability disappears once the idea of a 
universal nationalism is replaced with multiple nationalisms. For example, as Bruce Kapferer argues  in relation to 
Sinhalese Buddhist nationalism (Kapferer 1993, 18), it is possible to have “hierarchical and holistic nationalism,” 
which is “not premised on notions of independent, integral, individual” as prescribed by the Enlightenment 
conception of the autonomous individual. In the Sinhalese context, Kapferer argues, the individual is defined 
differently and in relation to and within the society as a totality. This is a definition rooted in traditional practices of 
religious belief and its associated rituals. It is on the basis of this existing cultural outlook that the individual 
experience, particularly the experience of the past in the present (the basic emotive drive of nationalism), is 
interpreted and meaningfully grasped (Kapferer 1993, 29). In light of Kapferer’s argument, it would be possible to 
attempt to explicate the particular meaning of Iranian nationalism in the context of the evolving meaning of the 
individual and his or her relation to society. That, however, is beyond the scope of this thesis. 
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powerful, albeit shifting, social elite, whose agency could drive change for better or worse.32

The hierarchical social structure is ultimately manifested in the tradition of charismatic rule 

(below) based on the idea of divine effulgence (God’s Grace), legitimation in relation to god, an 

idea that has been a leitmotif of Iranian political culture – orientations of a population towards 

its political institutions, conventions and traditions.   

 

Secondly, members of the elite can, and to a certain extent are expected to, lead and induce 

social transformations. This realization nuances the role of members of the elite in ideological 

developments such as nationalism and Islamism. It also exposes the ideological bias in 

dismissive descriptions of national identity and nationhood as unidirectional, elite-imposed 

inventions forced upon the members of the collective.  

Political culture 

All the previous aspects of cultural identity are present and exemplified in political culture, 

which as a traditional pattern, is closely related to other aspects of cultural identity, described 

above. As royal inscriptions on Persepolis demonstrate, the king is ultimately endorsed by god. 

In later periods, since the time of the Sassanids, political culture has been characterized by the 

coexistence of two poles of kingship and priesthood in the society. The two were initially 

separate, however through time, kingship “evolved into a religious institution” that was 

independent of any religion (Filippani-Ronconi 1978, 56-57).33 Thus kingship, in the form of the 

institution of monarchy, has (or rather had until 1979) become the central ingredient of the 

political culture, a linchpin that at least in theory connects faith, propagated by the monarch, 

with the deliverance of a conception of Justice to the subjects. The position of the monarch 

who mediates the sacred and the profane was, according to the ancient tradition, defined and 

legitimated by God's Grace, or divine effulgence (Garthwaite 2005, 12). The legitimate ruler 

thus reigned as the “ideal king” and an “absolute monarch” (Wilber 1981, 74-75, 117).34

                                                             
32 In the field of business management, Javadian and Dastmalchi have conducted a research, which shows that this 
tradition ascribes a prominent role to the social élite, encourages high achieving individuals in power positions 
(Javidan and Dastmalchian 2003). 

 The 

position of the king suggests a metaphysical role in parallel to the earthly role of government 

(Filippani-Ronconi 1978, 60,62,64). It is thus both above and extraneous to his subjects, or in 

33 As such, the king became "the column of light" connecting the world of archetypes to that of empirical 
appearances. He was the "Perfect Man" [a concept developed by the Illuminationist school and adopted by Corbin 
and other Traditionalists] whose fulfilment of duties assured happiness among his people and whose virtues were 
confirmed by harmony and regularity in cosmic matters (Filippani-Ronconi 1978, 58-59).  
34 Wilber contends (Wilber 1981, 117) that the social structure of Iran "was built around the rule of an absolute 
monarch supported by feudal lords" who governed provinces. This, however, is imprecise as it not only casts the 
peculiar situation of Iran in terms of Western socio-political jargon that are not exactly applicable to the Iranian 
context, but the contention is, as Katouzian has argued (Katouzian 2003, 6-10), based on a misconception of the 
Iranian social structure in the first place.  
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other words, beyond their reach.35 This independent and quasi-religious concept of kingship 

withstood the onslaught of Islam, and its influence could be traced in the kingship of the 

Safavids, the Shiite concept of charismatic rule of the infallible Imam, and later in the Islamic 

Republic’s Guardianship of the Jurist (Velayat-e Faqih) as proposed by Khomeini.36 One 

description of this historical survival is that the ideal concept of sacral kingship perhaps could, 

and did, “decay”37 into “arbitrary rule” by which power was legitimated through itself 

(Katouzian 2003, 17,31).38 This resulted in a history whose very logic of change was based 

upon a vicious circle: “arbitrary rule-chaos-arbitrary rule” (Katouzian 2003, 25, 102-3).39

A significant part of the elite’s reform and modernizing movements of the nineteenth century 

and the modernizing nationalism of the twentieth century drew its impetus from the necessity 

to change the existing political culture. The dire circumstances of the country in the nineteenth 

century required, as a matter of urgency, revision and renewal of that political culture (refer to 

Chapters 2 and 6). At least initially, this was not an outright revolution, but a process of 

selective cultural assimilation through which the educated elite, who were often at the service 

of the court, attempted to borrow and appropriate elements of Western enlightenment and 

modernity into the local culture. However, in the latter part of the century their 

disappointment with the possibility of internal reform and popular discontent lead to a social 

upheaval, ultimately realized as the Constitutional Revolution (1905-11, see Chapter 2). 

Despite many modernizing intentions, the Constitutional Revolution ultimately ended up 

reproducing many of the abovementioned cultural patterns.

  

40

The traditional political culture was underpinned by a mechanism of identification between 

three elements: the monarch, his subjects, and their territory (Frye 1993, 145). Arguably, since 

power was self-legitimating, subjects identified with the king through his power. Kingly power 

 As the following chapters 

demonstrate, aspects of this traditional political culture are represented in and underpin the 

curatorial narratives of both the Ancient Iran Museum and the Islamic Period Museum.  

                                                             
35 For example see (Akbari 2005, 43-4), (Katouzian 2004), and (Katouzian 2003, 79) 
36 Keddie says (Keddie 1999, 5) that Islamic theory of government was influenced by Iranian traditions since Arabs 
had little by way of experience in the administration of Empires.  
37 I am referring here to the writings of Tabatabaee, who identifies the waning away of the wisdom of the tradition 
of Iranian kingship as a major cause of historical and philosophical decadence of Iran. For example refer to: 
(Tabatabaie 2001). 
38 The concept of arbitrary rule has been legitimised in Iran via the ancient notion of farrah-e-Izadi (meaning God’s 
Grace or divine effulgence) bestowed upon the person of the ruler and this continues through to the post-Islamic 
Iran although at times with a different name. Such a ruler is completely independent of the society therefore, he, 
“as the personification of the state,” becomes the origin of privileges (and not rights) bestowed upon people 
(Katouzian 2003, 79). 
39 For discussions on this topic, see (Katouzian 2003, 5-6, 10, 93). 
40 For an assessment of the Constitutional Revolution see different writings of Katouzian including: (Katouzian 2003, 
26-31, 54, 101-114), (M. Bayat 1983) and (M. Bayat 1991, 261-267). 
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was in turn manifest in the monarch’s ability to consolidate or expand his kingdom. On the 

other hand, subjects identified with and were connected to their places of birth and residence, 

their “homeland.” In other words, the monarch was legitimated through a power, which was, 

in significant part, manifest in his ability to preserve and control a territory that his subjects 

identified with as their homeland (Figure 5-6). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  5-6  The traditional relationship between the Monarch, the kingdom, the subjects and their 
homelands. The subject is constituted on one hand by local traditions, and on the other hand, through 
the means of monarchic power. Imbricate homelands co-exist with a broader notion of a territorial 
kingdom. The relationship between the two is fragile and largely dependent on the power of the 
monarch.  
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The notion of a homeland, its origins and evolution 

The notion of a sacred homeland has a history of figuration in mythology, literature, religious 

and Gnostic texts, which is summarized below in order to then discuss the importance of 

political culture in making places and ultimately, a homeland. 

Homeland is based upon the relationship between a conception of a geographical or mythical 

landscape,41

As discussed in Chapter 3, this last notion of homeland is exemplified in the more concrete 

concept of Iranshahr (the homeland of Iranians), which Gnoli dates back to the Sassanids 

(Gnoli 1989, 129-174, c.f. 129-130). 

 and an individual or a collective. Homeland could pertain to the individual and 

remain contingent upon his or her place of birth: “I am born in Bangkok.” It could also suggest 

the intended place of residence on the part of the individual (although it may remain 

unrealized). In either case, it could have material connotations, thus relating the homeland to 

natural features or climate of a place, or metaphysical connotations suggesting the person’s 

spiritual place of origin  (Tavakoli-Targhi 2001, 114-115). For a collective, such as ‘Iranians’, 

homeland could suggest an ethnic group within a geographical territory, territories belonging 

to the people of the same faith – the land of Islam or the Islamic territories (Akbari 2005, 47) – 

or both: the territory of a race or ethnic group who practice a certain religion.  

42 Iranshahr connoted a political entity of a certain people 

(Aryans) with a certain religion (Zoroastrianism) upon a certain territorial boundary (Iran). In 

connecting a religiously bound collective with geographical and political entities (Alamdari 

2005, 36), Iranshahr connotes a kind of proto-nationalism.43

According to Gnoli, this “invention” was within a Sassanid “traditionalist revival” of part of the 

religious and cultural values of the Achaemenid era, intended as a legitimating measure.

 This broad connotation of 

homeland as a ‘place’, with or without the title Iranshahr, and the proto-nationalism it 

connotes survived through mythology and literature. This idea of Iran would be resurrected as 

an ideological motif by the nationalists of the Qajar and Pahlavi periods. 

44

                                                             
41 On mythic and “imaginative geography" of Iran refer to: (Alamdari 2005, 46). 

 

42 However, Frye (Frye 1993) challenges Gnoli, asserting that the relationship between politics and territory was 
fluid and flexible.  
43 Proto-nationalism as defined by Hobsbawm (Hobsbawm 1990, 46) connotes those “feelings of collective 
belonging which already exist and which could operate … potentially on the macro-political scale which could fit in 
with modern states and nations.” 
44 Gnulli traces the history of the appearance of the name Iran and the evolution of its connotations. While Iran 
(Iranshahr) had religious connotation as evidenced in Zoroastrian literature, it later became part of the official 
jargon of the Sassanid documents, thus assuming a concurrent political connotation. Thus, the idea of Iran was 
“invented” as “the product of a specific kind of political and religious propaganda which derived from the 
agreement between the Sassanian court and the priests from Fars” (Gnoli 1989, 151-152). Part of the political and 
cultural process upheld by the Sassanids was “The appeal to Achaemenian origins, the identification with the 
Kayanids, the setting up of a traditional heritage that met the requirements of the new dynasty and the social forces 
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Although the Sassanid Iranshahr was inspired by ideas of religious revival and restoration, it 

was also, in the profane sense, the expression of “cultural reality” and “political necessity.” The 

idea of Iran survived the Arab-Islamic onslaught through the class of “petty [and landed] 

nobility” known as dehqan (= landed farmers), who were the backbone of the Sassanid empire 

and converted to Islam en-masse (Gnoli 1989, 131,157,171-174).  

During the Qajar era, the modern conception of Iran as a consolidated homeland with a 

bordered territorial entity was necessitated by international politico-economic 

transformations – the advent of the nations-state – and made possible by developments in the 

fields of geography and cartography, which led to more precise delineations of Iran’s borders 

(Kashani-Sabet 1999, 15).45

Nevertheless, concretizing the Iranian territories into borders would have been a necessary 

measure to survive, not just the imperial ambitions of world powers as evidenced in the Russo-

 ‘Concretization’ of territorial homelands and their representation 

on increasingly precise maps had begun in late seventeenth century Europe  (Calhoun 1997, 

13). Through the prism of nationalism, the world was perceived, and represented in holistic 

maps, as discrete political entities of nation-states with centralized bureaucracies. This was a 

transformed perception of the world induced by growing European power, burgeoning 

international trade and commerce, which entailed clearer transportation routes and 

infrastructure, European colonialism, and the Industrial Revolution, resulting in technological 

advancements that made the pursuit of precision possible. It was, in other words, the direct 

outcome of the rise of capitalism as a global system. Prior to the advent of nationalism, the 

world was perceived and depicted in maps that looked outward from centres of power 

(Calhoun 1997, 13). The result of the nationalist conception and representation of the world 

was that cultures were conceived of as coterminous with national boundaries on maps. 

However, particularly in the context of Iran, where the Iranic culture is bound neither by geo-

political nor by ethnic boundaries, the idea of a discrete ethno-cultural and national boundary 

would prove problematic in producing a national self-imagination. Hence, the following part of 

the thesis demonstrates with regard to the National Museum of Iran, that representations of 

national culture, for different reasons, often transcend and thus undermine geopolitical 

boundaries. In short, the National Museum is not bound by national boundaries. 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
that were its mainstay.” They invented continuity with the Achaemenids, a continuity that Alexander managed to 
break and which they, the Sassanids, sought to restore and were validated and authenticated by it (Gnoli 1989, 
178).  
45 Expanding on Kashani-Sabet’s arguments and approaching the question of the homeland from an 
historiographical perspective, Tavakoli-Targhi notes (Tavakoli-Targhi 2001, 114): “The relative fixity of borders 
provided the ground upon which Iran could be conceived as a unified homeland (vatan) with a distinct character, 
identity, history, and culture.”  
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Iranian wars (1804-1826) but a new world order based on nation-states.46

The romantic incarnation of the idea of Iran, as the fusion of the physical and the metaphysical 

began with the court elite who cultivated a passion for both the contemporary history of Iran 

and its ancient counterpart (Alamdari 2005, 47, Kashani-Sabet 1999, 41, 46).

 Throughout the 

nineteenth century, this heightened awareness of Iran as possessing bordered territories was 

also imbued with a romantic interpretation, which helped preserve the pre-existing 

metaphysical slant. Thus, gradually, homeland was to suggest the fusion of physical and 

metaphysical connotations of Iran (Akbari 2005, 63-64). Such romanticisation is part of the 

more general discourse of producing a homeland, as discussed below.  

47 Among the 

people, however, the dominant mode of cultural identification was encapsulated in the 

Karbala identity narrative, implying the prevalence of parochial and religious, therefore 

metaphysical, connotations for homeland (Akbari 2005, 48), rather than the grand 

metaphysical percept of Iranshahr. In the Safavid period, the two identity narratives existed 

concurrently on an official level, and a geopolitical idea of a territorial homeland, Iran, was 

reinforced through official jargon and internal, international political communications, and a 

number of literary works (Goodarzi 2006, 27). During the Qajar period, the relationship 

between the two identity narratives continued, but was further nuanced: the Karbala 

inscription was inspired by religion and defined the community in terms of religious and local 

associations, and the pre-Islamic identity narrative was espoused by a nascent nationalism of 

the educated elite and necessitated transcending localized divisions. The Karbala inscription 

was steeped in metaphysics, while the nationalist homeland represented the struggle to 

reconcile metaphysical and non-metaphysical aspects and increasingly dominated by the 

latter.48

                                                             
46 The official Jargon of newspapers, which only began in the Qajar period, attests to this: they show a heightened 
awareness of the transformation of the connotation of the term homeland. Terms such as compatriots, sons of the 
homeland, the sacred homeland, began to appear which indicate the birth of a new political imagination (Tavakoli-
Targhi 2001, 119-20). 

  

47 Given the majority of people were illiterate; romanticisation and idealizations of Iran would naturally have begun 
with the educated élite. Furthermore, this in conjunction with the traditional social structure of Iran  which 
articulates between the chosen elite (Khavas) who had to cultivate and the general mass (avam) who had to be 
cultivated and led by the former. As Gheissari notes:  

One group of the elite that at that time [early nineteenth century] became associated with the established 
political authority sought to emulate the traditions of the Persian court and court literature. [...] 
Intellectuals idealized certain Iranian institutions in and around the royal court and fostered the idea of 
national consciousness. [...] The current [at the time of Fath-Ali shah] nationalist discourse of such circles 
[of the literati and courtiers] had as its reference point, or paradigm, earlier periods and the tradition of 
high literature in Iran  (Gheissari 1998, 7).  

48 Historically there was a shifting power dynamic between the church and state during the Sassanid period. 
However, by the time of the Qajars, the codified power of the king over religion clergy (Gnoli 1989, 167-170) was 
lost and the Shiite clergy were very much independent of the state.   
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To the nationalists, Iranshahr was a useful idea as it was “imaginary and fluid,” and had 

continued to exist in tradition through re-archaization. Gnoli emphasises (Gnoli 1989, 179), 

“the idea of Iran tends to assert itself, even in the official language of the political propaganda, 

first with the Safavids and then with the Pahlavis.”49

The nationalist homeland would have to be an inclusive place encompassing a clearly 

delineated territorial entity, land, and a history of collective inhabitation of that entity (Smith 

1991, 70). It would be represented through weaving a number of tangible sites into a broader 

identity narrative. This, as Smith points out, involves a transformed perception; the 

romanticisation of the native landscape espoused and proliferated by the nationalist elite 

(Smith 1991, 70). On one hand, it involves the particularization of natural landscape, 

emphasising its difference from any other landscape, which then actively assumes its role in 

identity narratives. On the other hand, it involves naturalization of historic monuments as the 

expressions of the specificity of the historic landscape (Smith 1991, 64-5). Chapter 3 examined 

the making of such a place, a naturalized monument, through the prism of Persepolis. It is in 

the context of this transformation that cultural heritage – not limited to the site of historic 

monument – is of crucial importance. In this context, proponents of Islamism would encounter 

an already charged landscape of places which they had to then contest, transform, or even 

destroy to promote their own ideological ends. The examples of Persepolis in Chapter 3 and 

the detailed analysis of the Islamic Period Museum in Chapter 7 elaborate this point.  

 In other words, as an idea shared 

between the ruling classes and the rest of the people, Iranshahr has been a useful legitimating 

vehicle, which also grounds the nationalist ideology in tradition and popularizes it as such. 

Bounding Iranshahr, a more metaphysical imagination of Iran as homeland, to a more concrete 

reality of a site (territorial homeland) with borders was a difficult and slow transition, which 

the elite intended to lead through the nationalist ideology. This would be part of a general 

process of the transformation of Iranian people from an ethno-religious community to modern 

nation and involved the elite constructing “maps” and “moralities” out of the ethno-religious 

past (Shiite Persians) to facilitate the transition to nationhood (Smith 1991, 65).  

Conclusion 

From the second part of this thesis, the following three interrelated observations may be 

summarized. Firstly, throughout Iranian history and culture, there are two major discernible 
                                                             
49 Perhaps the potency of the idea of Iran is evident in that the most enduring theme of nationalism in Iran was 
manifest in the nineteenth century nationalist (its various interpretations notwithstanding) desires for territorial 
integrity (Kashani-Sabet 1999, 162). 
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national origins that exist concurrently and upon which modern identity narratives are based. 

They are the pre-Islamic origin, which is usually taken to coincide with the Achaemenids, and 

Islamic, or more precisely, Shiite origin, whose concrete manifestation in Iran is often equated 

with the advent of the Safavids. Adherents to contemporary ideologies of nationalism and 

Islamism usually identify with these two origins, emphasising pre-Islamic and Shiite strands of 

identity respectively. Secondly, the pre-Islamic and Shiite strands of identity have inspired 

different modes of inscription and thus nuanced conceptions of homeland. While both contain 

a powerful metaphysical slant, the extent of territorial domain for each is validated with 

separate sets of relations: homeland to the former is validated through a relationship between 

ethnicity, historical memory and territory, while the latter is validated through a relationship 

between community of religion and commemorative ritual, which ultimately transcends 

geographical boundaries. Thirdly, the tangible consequences of ideological conflicts between 

nationalism and Islamism, as recent ideological discourses, are apparent in their contestations 

of inscriptions and, ultimately, the notion of homeland that they espouse.  

The above suggests that inscription – place making – is a central concern of nationalism and 

Islamism. The two ideologies incorporate different slants of tradition and produce different, 

even competing places. The two pre-Islamic and Shiite identities feed off the collective 

identity. Throughout history, the two have been intertwined in practice, and the basis for that 

has been a political culture that brought religion and ethnicity together as one. Through the 

mixture of the two, a notion of a homeland was created. However, the challenge posed by 

global geo-political and economic developments in the nineteenth century – the advent of the 

nation-state, colonialism, trade rivalries and the quest for cultural influence in the world – 

transformed the existing ideas of Iranian homeland and  traditional notions of cultural identity. 

This translated into a challenge to the pillars of the traditional political culture and could only 

be addressed through ideologically charged acts of renewal. This could explain the advent and 

periodic successes of nationalism and Islamism and the importance of inscription in attracting 

popular following.  

The following chapter will demonstrate that in the process of transforming the Iranian 

communities into a nation, a process that would seem yet incomplete, religion and ethnicity 

had to become disentangled, as the former had to function within the limits of the nation-

state. The result was in the twentieth century, different versions of Pahlavi nationalism and 

Islamism of the Islamic Republic as their contending ideology. 



Implications of Pre-Islamic and Shiite Strands of Identity 289 

 

 
 

A question thus arises as to how these competing ideologies figure in inscription? From the 

above, it is apparent that nationalism requires coherent symbols, rituals and sites to 

communicate and practically engender and perpetuate its creeds among the body politic. 

However, the Islamism of the Islamic Republic is not as much in need of new inventions; or at 

least it wasn’t in its initial revolutionary stage (refer to Chapter 2), when as a popular 

movement and ideology it was not institutionalized and was thus not bound by the limits the 

state apparatus. Instead, its proponents – mainly clerics and religiously oriented sectors of 

society – nuance and appropriate a living tradition, the Karbala Tradition, with its pre-existing 

repertoire of rituals, sites, traditional practices and religious symbolism and vocabulary to their 

own ends. Islamism inherits the ambiguities of rituals and polysemic religious symbols, which 

constitute its vocabulary and practice of communication. This ambiguity also figures in their 

inscriptions, as demonstrated in Chapters 7-8. Grounded in the Karbala Tradition and drawing 

on Shiism, as an oppositional and metaphysical doctrine, Islamism does not require its own 

production of sites (permanent monuments, or even geographical homeland). In order to 

contest a site and produce a new place, it is often enough for the existing site to be 

appropriated by Islamists and the Shiite Collective Imagination needs only to be overlaid upon 

it. This may be manifest in writing, imagery, graffiti, or additions and subtraction to an existing 

site as evidenced in the case of the National Museum of Iran discussed in Chapter 7.  

For example, as others have shown (Marefat 1988), in the twentieth century, the modernizing 

intentions of nationalists were also manifest in structural changes to cities, particularly in 

Tehran.50

                                                             
50 This, however, is not to suggest that all transformations in cities were due to ideological inclinations of 
nationalists. Some changes, especially those introduced in the nineteenth century were the result of pandemics and 
epidemics that made cities such as Tehran uninhabitable and thus in Naser od-Din Shah’s reign there was an 
attempt to restructure Tehran both as a modernized place and as a response to the then new hygienic discoveries. 

 Following an almost universal pattern, urban transformation and new building types 

were introduced by the king and the educated elite to fulfil the new rational functions of state 

bureaucracy while at the same time representing state power and its ideology of nationalism. 

Many such buildings and developments were new and in style and function. By comparison, 

the religious ideology of the Islamic Republic – Islamism – occupied and appropriated those 

state symbols already constructed by the nationalist discourse. The new state symbols of the 

Islamic Republic were, generally, religious sites, which meant that the state continued an 

established tradition of construction of such sites. Hence, the construction of many mosques 

and religious foundations, institutions that doubled up as state symbols. It is only recently, in 

the past decade, that the Islamic ideology has been constructing its own state architecture – a 

matter for further studies.  
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Islamist and nationalist ideologies are, in the Iranian context, continuations, or invocations of 

the two strands of identity, pre-Islamic and Shiite, and are also represented through concrete 

sites and symbols. The National Museum of Iran, which is the focus of the next part of this 

thesis, is at once representation of and the inscription for those contending ideologies. This is a 

museum which has been subject to historical transformations since its inception in 1937. The 

National Museum of Iran is an archaeological museum that represents through its collections, 

a two-tiered conception of Iranian history, namely the pre and post-Islamic periods. At 

present, the collections of this museum are housed in two separate buildings located upon the 

same site, the Iran-e Bastan or Ancient Iran Museum (established 1937), and the Museum of 

the Islamic Period (established October 1996). As their examination demonstrates, changes in 

sites are indexical of ideological contests and competing identity narratives, which produce 

multiple places.  
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Muslims recognise but one Absolute Principle and that is their religion. Islam is unlike 

Christianity, which separates the material and worldly society from spiritual society and civic 

life from religious life. Islam recognizes but one unique Principle, and that is religion ... As far as 

a Muslim is concerned, there is no Truth but God. The world of creation is subject to God's will...  

What is the purpose of this creation? The duty of the believing Muslim is to worship God and 

exact Jihad [holy war] against those who in his opinion have renounced the praise of the 

Singular God. They seek not railway and telegraph nor founding great empires, although they 

are not against them per se. Their main goal is the worship of God ...Jihad [against the infidels] 

... and to die for this cause and go to Paradise. That is the only principle that dominates 

completely the mind of Muslims.  

Mirza Malkom Khan, Iranian Civility, London, 1891 

 

 

 

 

In Iran insight into the necessity for educational reform and the first hesitating measures to 

prepare for it date no farther back than the turn of the century. At that time the face of the 

West had changed. Now science and material progress ruled the West, and the adoption by 

Iran of Western civilization was purely a matter of self-preservation. No inner and emotional 

affinity and sympathy was possible. The moral and intellectual aspects of the modernization of 

education under these conditions were somewhat easier because Iran had chosen France as its 

guide and model, a country where the philosophical and literary aspect of a humanistic culture 

had best been preserved. (Haas 1946, 174) 

Professor Hass, Adviser to the Ministry of Education in Tehran   
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Introduction  

The Ancient Iran Museum (hereafter the AIM or Museum),1  was the first National Museum of 

the country and, until 1996, housed both pre-Islamic and Islamic-era archaeological 

collections. It was established in 1937, in the reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi (1925-1941), a period 

when modernization was implemented as a comprehensive top-down project and nationalism 

was promoted as the state ideology. The AIM was designed and first directed by André Godard 

(1881-1965),2 the French architect and archaeologist. Today, the AIM only contains the pre-

Islamic collection, which since its establishment has remained largely intact in its content, 

presentation, and curatorial narrative – the over-arching story of the museum being conveyed 

through the arrangement of the exhibits. In this chapter, the history of the AIM and its 

inscription will be examined. It will be demonstrated that this Museum represents an 

inscription of place and homeland, under the aegis of the nationalist ideology. However, in its 

utopic character, metaphysicality, meta-historicality and reliance on longstanding, albeit 

regenerated, traditional patterns, that inscription is analogous to the Karbala inscription.3

                                                             
1 The transformation from the AIM to the NMI is discussed in Chapter 8. 

 For 

example, through political culture, which is traditionally characterized by identification with 

the person of the ruler or his dynasty or clan (Frye 1993, 145), dominant or at least officially 

sanctioned discourses of identity come to the fore. And yet the twentieth-century political 

culture of Iran was mostly consistent with a longstanding tradition, and intertwined with 

Shiism. Another example is the conception of homeland, which suggests a place, usually with 

territorial implications, upon which those discourses unfold. They were both significant bases 

for the curatorial narrative of the AIM. 

2 Godard was a French-educated architect and archaeologist with intimate knowledge of Persian traditional 
architecture, both inside and beyond the geo-political borders of twentieth-century Iran, but also extensive field 
experience of the region (stretching from Egypt to Afghanistan. Along with his wife Yedda (art historian and 
Orientalist), they were prolific writers on Islamic and Iranian art and architecture. For a brief account of his life and 
works, refer to (Aymerich and Marefat 2005). 
3 As argued in the Interlude, Iran is an historic nation and the idea of Iranian identity existed since the ancient times 
and the ingredients were not, strictly speaking, born out of romantic impulses of Europe. In this sense perhaps, 
there was a parallel between Iran and Greece (Avgouli 1996, 247-249) An instance of regeneration was the creation 
of a Kiani Crown by Agha-Mohammad Khan Qajar with reference to his favourite text, the Shahnamah (Amanat 
2001, 21-23). An instance of re-invention is the rituals of Reza Shah’s Coronation, which is also related in Eimen’s 
thesis (Eimen 2006, 22-43). 
Here a caveat is necessary. To consider the AIM in an historical context characterized by the crisis of the Karbala 
Tradition is not to cast it simply as the emblem of antagonism to the Islamic tradition on the part of a Westernizing 
and despotic monarch (Pahlavi I). To do so, as some have implied post 1979 Revolution (see Chapter 7), is only part 
of the explanation. The AIM emplaced the modernizing government of the Pahlavi state that was characterized by 
Westernization and historic archaism, but even those were issued from within a tradition whose indispensable 
feature was the Karbala identity narrative. Thus, the “reclaiming” of sites such as the national museum, which 
supposedly occurred after the Islamic Revolution, is simply, ideological rhetoric. 
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Furthermore, it will be argued that the history of the museum, as a modern institution 

emplacing a nationalist identity narrative, demonstrates an ambivalent attitude within the 

Iranian establishment of the time with regard to the mystical aspects of the Karbala Tradition, 

and by extension, to the idea of a secular nationalism.4

The AIM, through its representations, inscribed the nationalist ambition to revive the glory of 

ancient Iran and regenerate its people’s collective identity while transforming the country 

from and Empire (albeit a tired one) to a nation-state as a distinctive historico-cultural group, 

under a territorial political unit.

 The following interrogation of the AIM 

reveals an intrinsic tension within the Museum as an inscription between physical and 

metaphysical aspects of its inscription. This tension, also reflected in the building, and 

compounded by its conspicuous institutional and architectural form, is at the heart of the 

AIM’s problematic. Thus, the AIM is a perpetually ambiguous, if not contested, place.   

5 This chapter will refer to that ambition as the Imperial Dream, 

which is effectively the continuation of an historical evolution that began with the 

acknowledgement of pre-Islamic Iranian dynasties, and therefore a pre-Islamic identity, by the 

Safavids (1502-1732). The Imperial Dream was integrated into the process of transforming Iran 

into a nation-state, a process that began in the nineteenth century.6

This chapter builds on the Interlude’s argument that inscription is underpinned by longstanding 

traditional patterns and is conditioned by historical events.

 

7

                                                             
4 For example the dialectic of self-idealization and counter-imagining others, which was characteristic of the Karbala 
inscription, was also the paradigm of operation for the AIM. Furthermore, Just as Hossein was seen in connection 
with charismatic rule, Reza Shah was at the time portrayed as a charismatic saviour and exercised his will as such. 

 In other words, places are neither 

created in a vacuum nor through complete rupture, but from within the context of evolving 

traditions, which condition habits and identities on individual and collective levels. It is only 

through this perception of continuity in place that a sense of belonging to a community and an 

enduring sense of collective-identity is preserved. Working with this premise, the chapter 

demonstrates that the AIM is at once an utopic place, akin to the Karbala inscription, and 

paradoxically, an official attempt to inscribe a tangible idea of the nation-state by representing 

concretised and delimited notion of the homeland and emplacing the national community 

within it. The paradox stems from the characteristics of Iranian history as a former empire 

consisting of multiple ethnicities on a vast territorial expanse on one hand; and the historical 

5 Nation-state is understood here as (World of Sociology, Gale 2001),  
a political unit with clear geographical boundaries and populated by a predominantly homogenous 
people... Nation-state refers to a centrally organized political unity that operates independently from 
other governmental powers. In general, the people within the geographical borders share a common 
language, religion, and history... most nation-states are not, however, ethnically homogenous...  

6 The identification with archaic Iran truly began in the Sassanid period, but it was only the Safavids who combined 
that identification with the Karbala Tradition and largely succeeded in fulfilling their territorial ambitions. 
7 Culture in this context connotes (Johnson 2000): "the accumulated store of symbols, ideas, and material products 
associated with a social system, whether it is an entire society or a family."  
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objects present in the museum and their relationship with the limited geopolitical reality of 

contemporary Iran, on the other. It is the problem of a tension between the idea of Iranshahr 

as homeland and the reality of a nation-state.  

In order to unravel this tension and the conflicted nature of the AIM, the focus of this chapter 

will analyse different aspects of the Collective Imagination behind the Museum’s inscription. 

As the place for a modernized and nationalist identity narrative, it arguably suggests an 

alternative to the Karbala inscription, an alternative that was more tangible or embodied. 

From this perspective, the AIM represents the outcome of remedial actions taken to address 

perceived shortcomings, and ultimately the crisis of the Karbala Tradition in its encounters 

with a modern world (refer to Chapter 2 and Interlude).8

The Karbala Tradition and inscription as bases for political culture, means for monarch-subject 

identification, and construction of homeland were increasingly out of place in a world that was 

dominated by nation-states – entities with clear borders and centralized bureaucracies that 

mutually recognized one another as such. The need to transform from an empire (kingdom) to 

a nation-state became paramount during the Qajar period (1794-1925) when there were 

predominantly violent encounters with other nation-states. This could, be conceptualized in 

terms of the challenge levelled by the world of nation-states in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries to the world of old, poly-ethnic Empires. 

  

During that period, external threats to the empire translated into internal crises, which 

ultimately required the position of the Karbala Tradition to be revised. Domestic demands for 

change were, in turn, influenced from outside, by revolutions, wars, and constitutional 

movements (Akbari 2005, 57, 60-61, Behnam 1997, 50). As mentioned in chapter 2, 

encounters with other nation-states (the West or Europe) undermined the Shiite inscription of 

homeland, the Qajar “Guarded Domains,” and threatened to debase Collective Imaginations, 

resulting in dislodging the Shiite strand of identity. The consequence, for the Qajar court, was 

destabilization and ultimately, the perception of a lack of legitimacy. Additionally, in the 

nineteenth century world of nation-states, the Karbala Tradition, which was predicated upon a 

mystical idea of knowledge, was also inadequate in addressing immediate social and material 

problems of the people.  

                                                             
8 The West or the Western world in this context does not connote an essentialist notion. Rather, it is meant to 
designate powerful Western countries along with their diverse cultures and modes of politics that were nonetheless 
rivals to one another and pursued their own colonizing agenda in the rest of the world.  
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The Imperial Dream rose against such a backdrop of crises. It marked the gradual shift of 

emphasis in dominant modes of identification from Shiism to nationalism with a broader focus 

on nationhood, and with it, an adjustment in the Collective Imagination and official 

inscriptions. This shift was foreshadowed by gradual but steadily growing demands for 

adjusting Iranian cultural traditions, particularly with regard to political culture. In light of the 

Imperial Dream, the AIM is, in this chapter, interpreted as an emblem for another utopic 

inscription, namely the mythic-historic Persian Empire(s).9

At this point, it is useful to note that the AIM is a representative example of national museums 

which, following an Enlightenment trajectory, were conceived in a milieu of nationalism 

coloured by romantic ideals. From this perspective, it followed a generic formula for national 

museums of its time.

 The nostalgia felt toward those 

empires inscribed the AIM as a site of loss, which on one hand performed a cathartic function, 

while representing the impetus for a powerful modern nation, and on the other hand, 

addressed and redressed the relationship between the Imperial and Shiite Collective 

Imaginations. Through the use of historical references, the focus of this chapter will illustrate 

the construction of a Collective Imagination of an Imperial homeland, Iranshahr, from the 

transformation and regeneration of longstanding traditional patterns: the same aspects that 

were incorporated in the Karbala Tradition and continue to exist after its crisis.  

10

                                                             
9 Firouzeh Kashani-Sabet formulates a trade-off or exchange relationship in the mind of the intelligentsia between 
Ancient Iran and its nineteenth and twentieth centuries’ geographically compact condition in terms of the creation 
of the nation bound to geography whose power and civility, rather than geographical expanse, could lead it to the 
restoration of the ancient glories (Kashani-Sabet 1999, 46).  

 Accordingly, a national museum marked the foundation of a nation-

state. It was, and continues to be, located in the capital city, thus consolidating its relationship 

with the state. It was accessible to the public, the citizenry, who were construed as members 

of the universal entity of the nation and, through its objects and displays, it was meant to 

instruct and educate the citizens about their origins and history, their national specificity, and 

thus, their place in the world. In short, the national museum was the quintessential site of 

representation for the idealized nation. Its representational function, however, was often 

reinforced by its participation in emblematic development projects, which endeavoured to 

renew, restructure, or even start from scratch, the building of capital cities or parts thereof, to 

stimulate new Collective Imaginations. The AIM had these characteristics in common with 

national museums in other countries: it was built in a transformed urban context, among a 

repertoire of modern state structures, and its architecture and curatorial narrative performed 

functions similar to its sister institutions elsewhere in the West.  

10 For a comparative example refer to the Greek national museum in (Avgouli 1996, 261). 
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In this chapter, the Museum as a site upon which the Imperial Dream is inscribed, is situated in 

an historical context of the transformation from empire to nation-state. This leads to the 

description of the political, ideological and intellectual impetuses for the Museum, which is 

seen as part of a broader urban transformation of Tehran. The AIM’s architecture and its 

curatorial narrative are then interpreted in this light. 

Historical Events, the Unravelling of the Karbala Tradition and the re-

inscription of Homeland 

To understand the logic of the AIM, it is useful to dwell on the historical challenge levelled at 

the Karbala Tradition and its consequences for the inscription of homeland (Iran) from within 

the Qajar establishment. Military confrontation with, and defeat at the hands of, other nation-

states exacerbated, particularly in the mind of members of establishment elite, patterns of 

historical imagination in which the Imperial past and pre-Islamic identity were more 

amplified.11 This shift in historical imagination may also be interpreted as the attempt for 

legitimation and authentication of a new Iranian identity and the idea of the nation-state as 

later discussed. Furthermore, the world of nation-states was, and continues to be, 

underpinned by notions of history and progress, which were rendered tangible through 

material evidence. This would lead, later on, to an Iranian discourse of heritage focusing on 

material culture, to which historic sites such as Persepolis were of prime importance.12

In such a context, the Karbala Tradition was, on one hand, the basis for a general religious 

identity around which people rallied at times of crisis. On the other hand, it produced localized 

and fragmented communities, and was therefore potentially divisive and incapable of 

sustaining a lasting national unity and territorial integrity.

  

13

                                                             
11 The loss of territory to the Russians (during the Russo-Iranian Wars) and the British, in the war of Herat (1856), 
Ahmadi notes (Ahmadi 2005, 70-71), exacerbated nostalgic and romantic perceptions of ancient Iranian glory and 
led at the same time, to a kind of identity crisis. A “literature of lament” was the immediate cultural outcome of 
that identity crisis. With that, came the notion of condemnation of those who were seen to be responsible for the 
decadent situation of Iran (Arabs and Turks, and Mongols etc.)  

 Its scope was not limited to 

religious affairs, but included economic, political, and social structures of the community and 

indeed the country. These worldly affairs of Shiite communities were organized in accordance 

12 The discourse of heritage also drew impetus from developments in archaeology, international art market, and the 
Western competition over prestige, all of which is outside the focus of this chapter. 
13 For a vivid discretion of the perils of a fragmented national community and parochial inscriptions of homeland 
from the perspective of an early twentieth century intellectual, see: (Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr, Nationality and 
Religion 1924, 37-44). 
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with the metaphysical, mystical and parochial characteristics of that tradition.14

The court and its elite were the first to recognize the repercussions of that crisis for their 

claims to authentication and legitimation. Congruent with the traditional social structure of 

Iran, demands for change began with the elite closest to the court. This was the beginning of 

the project of transforming the Persian Empire into a nation-state. It involved constructing the 

state, its bureaucracy and its symbols and moulding the people, the imbrication of local 

communities, into a nation. The first practical step toward the construction of a state was to 

transform traditional institutions into state bureaucracy. Thus, the reform oriented members 

of the Court elite embarked upon a modernization project to create or reform – as required – 

the economic, administrative and military institutions of Iran.

 However, in a 

world that was being conquered by nationalism, where borders of countries were being drawn 

and groups of people and cultures coalesced into often-imposed homogenous nation-states, 

the Karbala Tradition was in crisis. The European, nation-state, challenge was manifested both 

territorially and economically, as exemplified by the Russo-Persian wars (see Chapter 2), 

precipitating financial and administrative crises. The ensuing crises threatened to unravel three 

important and intertwined aspects of Iranian traditions: firstly its political culture, exemplified 

in kingship, secondly, its Shiite identity, exemplified in the Karbala Tradition and according to 

which the Iranian territories were defined as the domains of Shiite Islam, and finally, the 

metaphysical utopic inscription of the homeland (Iranshahr).  

15

The new state institutions had to achieve material progress on the basis of modern sciences, 

which were neither compatible with the Karbala Tradition’s mystical outlook, and nor with a 

prevalent religious dogma that sought to subsume all knowledge under religion. There was, 

rather, a broad consensus among all intellectuals (even religious ones such as Asadabadi) that 

religious dogma, which proliferated under the unimpeded influence of the clergy, and the old 

religiously inspired habits, were a barrier to regeneration and the much desired social and 

political progress. Accordingly, this could be resolved if the public were educated and 

 

                                                             
14 The fundamental function of the Karbala identity narrative is perhaps valid for the Shiite population. Iran has a 
minority Sunni and other religions but the majority, approximately 90%, is Shiites. Thus, in speaking of this Shiite 
identity narrative the objective is not to disregard or omit minorities from the equation, but to speak of the 
“establishment religion” that influenced the affairs of the state as it did the quotidian lives of its populace. For the 
advent of Shiism under the Safavids in Iran see: (Savory 1980, 27-34). 
15 Countering the efforts of Court reformists, were a dominant section of the courtiers and clergy who, feeling 
threatened by the prospect of change, discouraged the Qajar kings’ consistent support for reforms. Attempts to 
fully reform the Iranian institutions were, according to Alavi, "frustrated by the opposition of the clergy, by the 
greed of those in power and by foreign intervention” (Alavi 1983, 248). On Qajar reforms, also see (Behnam 1997, 
21). 
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cultivated under the aegis of modern “secular” sciences (Behnam 1997, 79-82, M. Bayat 1983, 

66).16

Secularized knowledge and scientific outlook, it was hoped, would contribute to the making of 

the nation, as well as its emancipation from foreign forces: they held the promise to displace 

and delimit the Karbala Tradition by no longer premising worldly affairs on soteriology and 

mysticism. This would mean that the Karbala identity narrative would no longer be the 

dominant and totalizing narrative arc; rather, it would become incorporated in a larger, 

national identity narrative, which was to be substantiated by a national history and evidenced 

through material culture. Thus, potentially a lasting Collective Imagination of homeland could 

be constructed on bases not limited by the Karbala Tradition, the Moharram rituals and 

religious myths, and this had the potential to unify the otherwise disparate and imbricated 

communities and their homelands.  

  

By the second half of the nineteenth century, some intellectuals began articulating 

comprehensive roadmaps toward becoming a nation-state. For example, Mirza Fath-Ali 

Akhundzadeh (1812-1878), whose nationalist thoughts still reverberate in the Iranian society 

and could be traced in the AIM, sought to regenerate Iranian traditions in light of his 

contemporary European ideas of nationalism on the basis of the following tenets:  

the Land of Iran as a political and geographical unit, the concept of the Aryan ethnicity, 
racial pride (or even supremacy), common language, religion and customs, a particular 
Iranian perspective of thought, and above all historical consciousness and an 
imagination of a united sovereignty (Adamiyat 1970, 113-4). 

The intellectuals were instrumental in crystallizing the notion of nationhood and shared 

national territory and communicating it to the broader public (Vaziri 1993, 175) through 

education and cultivation. Nevertheless, Shiism under the aegis of the Karbala Tradition was 

the popular mode of identification (Keddie 1999, 8-9, Bakhash 1978, 357-358). The homeland 

was not inscribed as a shared and concrete territorial entity by the people in their practice of 

daily lives; not at least until the beginning of the twentieth century (Gheissari 1998, 20-21, 

Vaziri 1993, 170,175). Instead, Collective Imaginations were concerned primarily with the 

utopian, and yet localized, inscription of Karbala.  

                                                             
16 European science here denotes those branches of enquiry, such as natural and human sciences, that are not 
dominated by prejudices of religious dogma. In Chapter 4, it was argued that Iran was dominated by the 
Illuminationist mode of thought, which emphasised the sacred aspect of knowledge and its truth component. It 
explained that knowledge was seen as attainable through direct inspiration. Unlike Europe, where there was a 
scientific Revolution, there was not, in Iran at the time, a dominant Scientific Outlook in the European sense of the 
term. Secularization here connotes the “shrinking of ecclesiastical authority in temporal realms.” Daniel Bell, quoted 
in (M. Bayat 1983, 65). 
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By the end of the nineteenth century, ideas of a modern, secularized nation-state freed from 

religious despotism, informed the activists of the Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911). 

However, an ambivalence, or even confusion, on the part of the Constitutionalists between 

radical secularization and the sustenance of a socio-political sphere dominated by Shiite 

traditions and modes of discourse remained. Although this was partly in response to 

conditions on the ground, consisting of a largely illiterate and religious populace that had to be 

drawn into the elite’s agenda of modernisation and nation-building, this confusion was never 

totally dispelled (M. Bayat 1983, 72-74). Both the secular ideals of the Constitutionalists, and 

their apparent confusion in terms used in formulating and communicating those ideals to a 

wider public would become apparent in the AIM, as is demonstrated later in this chapter.   

The dilemma that began with the apparent impossibility of reconciling intangible inscriptions, 

such as Iranshahr and Karbala, with demands for a tangible homeland with exact delineated 

borders as required by the modern paradigm of nation-states, ultimately resulted in a 

bifurcated conception of homeland and its emblems. Once again, this would become visible in 

the AIM, which was meant to inscribe and emblematize Iran as a nation-state, but exudes 

metaphysical connotations of Iranshahr that transcend the borders of Iran proper.   

This tension between the metaphysical and the material contributed to the Romantic 

Nationalism of the Pahlavi dynasty, the seeds of which are evident in Akhundzadeh’s remarks, 

cited above. Even as late as the 1920s, Iran’s ethnic communities were yet to transform into a 

nation and Iran into a nation-state. In 1924, Kazemzadeh Iranshahr, one of the intellectual 

heirs to Akhundzadeh, would still implore Iranians from Berlin (Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr 1924, 

43-4): 

Before familiarizing the Iranian nation with other members of humankind [under the 
guise of Islamic unity], we should, through a love of nationality and Iranian-ness, bring 
them close together, make them friends to each other, and place a sense of empathy 
and fraternity in their hearts. And we should deliver the following words and message 
into their attentive ears: 
O' people of Iran you are all brothers and equal before God. You are all born in the 
same land ... of the same mother and father ... your religion and language shalt not 
make enemies of you and the colour of your [skin] and the appearance of your outfits 
and headgears must not startle your hearts from one another ... until you ... unite and 
work hard and [attain] wisdom and unless you adorn your bodies and souls with the 
ornament of knowledge [danesh=science] and arts [honar=techniques] and make 
yourselves powerful and able, [you] will remain weak and helpless and in the mercy of 
the powerful and the knowledgeable.  
[...] This is our message to the newborn Iranian race and this is the [only] way to [its] 
salvation. 
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When Reza Shah founded the Pahlavi dynasty in 1925, he carried forward the nation-state 

project with a nationalist ideology at its base. The intellectuals behind his nationalist agenda 

were influenced by German and French Romantic thought, and endeavoured to define and 

reinforce the “Aryan intelligence” found in the “newborn Iranian race,” which would allow the 

dormant “national spirit” to emerge (Moazzampoor 2004, 137-139). The king himself was 

projected as the heir to the Achaemenids and Sassanids. Under the aegis of the nationalist 

ideology, the secular elite sacralised the Iranian territory and this configured the country’s 

cultural policies, as well as heritage policies espoused; policies that sacralised historic sites and 

relics (see comments by Mostafavi in Chapter 3) and concurrently attempted to transform the 

ethnic communities of Iran into a unified nation. 

As the above demonstrated, the Imperial Dream, and indeed the AIM, were conceived in an 

historical context characterized by, firstly, the Attempt to construct a nation-state based on a 

nationalist ideology and the desire for progress by adopting European ways; and, secondly, a 

desire for the revision and regeneration of longstanding cultural traditions. This complex 

project, the intellectuals and the establishment hoped, would regenerate the authentic Iranian 

identity. The locus of this authentic identity would be the “newborn” Iranian race with mythic 

attributes: “physically strong, well proportioned, active, brave, and pure.”17

Thus, that mythic national persona constructed through the AIM inhabited the Imperial 

Dream, an ideal that transcended the actual conditions of the country as evidenced in 

Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr’s comment above. The AIM emblematized the political process of self-

assertion and national sovereignty, a process that began in the nineteenth century. To 

elaborate, two things have to be examined: firstly, the historic-political context of heritage and 

museums in the nineteenth century Iran and specifically the position of the French who 

 Archaeology 

supplied the material evidence, which authenticated the “newborn” race; evidence that were 

narrated in the AIM to validate her historical progress and verify her origins. On the other 

hand, the multitude of ethnic communities as different manifestations of the same race, were 

rendered as “folk.” They were cultural elements that had once come together to produce the 

past Persian Empires, and were again to be re-united under the aegis of the nation-state. This 

rendition of the nation was represented in museums such as the Ethnography Museum (the 

EM), which is discussed later in this chapter, and was geographically adjacent and conceptually 

complementary to the AIM.  

                                                             
17 Iranshahr, Year 2, issue,1, The Ruins of Madaen by Reza Towfiq, Quoted in (Moazzampoor 2004, 160). Grigor 
argues through her research that the same approach of constructing mythic role-models was applied to the 
characters of Iranian cultural history such as Ibn Sina (Avi- Senna) and Hafiz, the famous Iranian poet-mystic.  
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planned the Museum; secondly, the evolution of the AIM’s site within Tehran’s urban context 

to show that independent of the Museum, the locale was itself inscribed as a modern place 

even before the urban-scale spatial interventions of the twentieth century. The addition of the 

AIM was mutually reinforcing with that pre-existing inscription. 

The AIM’s political, ideological and intellectual Contexts 

The inception of a National Museum has to be seen as part of the process of establishing a 

nation-state. The AIM’s mandate is one of the consequences of legal reform, establishing 

modern legal institutions and Law, which began in the Qajar period and was formalized in the 

Constitutional period. The Museum as a politico-legal entity reflected Iran’s transformative 

and transitional phase, from empire to nation-state. As a state symbol, it was implicated in 

international discourses on nationalism, architecture, and archaeology, which profoundly 

determined the nuance as well as the problematic of its inscription.18

Archaeology and the Discourse of Heritage 

 

The AIM was part of the new discourse of heritage in Iran; a discourse that was at the time 

exemplified in archaeology and historic monuments. Similar to that discourse, the institution 

of the AIM has to be seen on one hand in the context of cultural and political exchanges 

between Iran and the European powers, and on the other hand the rivalries among those 

powers (Grigor (a) 2005, 59). Those rivalries related to Iran’s geopolitical significance were also 

manifested in competition in cultural areas, and in particular in the field of Iranian 

archaeology. This occurred directly through intergovernmental agreements and through their 

scientific and cultural institutions and their representatives in Iran. Foreign concessions in the 

form of agreements with individuals, institutions, corporations and governments, granted in 

the Qajar period and the subsequent Iranian laws that followed those concessions, constitute 

a legislative context for the AIM. Since the Museum was designed and directed by Godard, the 

historical role of the French in the establishment of the discourse of heritage and archaeology 

in Iran is of particular relevance to this chapter. 

                                                             
18 A detailed historiography of the discourse of heritage and the advent of museums is outside the scope of this 
chapter and the following discussion is intended to provide a context by highlighting important aspects of the 
history of heritage, as conjoined with archaeology, leading up to the establishment of the AIM. For further reading 
on these topics see: (Mousavi 2002) on the evolution of archaeology in relation to Persepolis, (Abdi 2001) for overall 
developments of archaeology in Iran and (Karimloo 2002) , (Yazdani 2001), (The Presidential office Secreteriat for 
Sevices, Management and information 2001) on commentary and official archival records. 
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The French began their archaeological expeditions in Iran as rivals to the British, whose 

military officer, William Kenneth Loftus, had started a mission to Susa 19 in 1849 (-53)  

(Karimloo 1999, twenty-two, Yazdani 2001, 15). 20 This was perhaps the official beginning of a 

cultural rivalry among foreign countries, not only to “dominate Iran” but more so to reaffirm 

speculations on their own “superior” historic-cultural origins, and therefore, authenticate their 

geopolitical claims against one another.21 The French influence on the Qajar court was rising as 

the king’s personal physician was French and intervened on behalf of the French mission, 

France posed no direct territorial threat to Iranians and was, instead, rival to Russia and 

Britain, countries that harboured territorial ambitions against Iran. The French were also 

involved in the modernization of education and the military, among other things.22 In 1885, 

they were granted Concession for Monopoly in Excavation of Historic Relics in All Parts of Iran. 

Prior to this concession, a school of Iranian studies focussing on the art and civilization of the 

Achaemenids had been established within the research department of the Louvre (Karimloo 

1999, forty-seven). Under that agreement (Yazdani 2001, nineteen-twenty), in 1886, a French 

mission directed by Dieulafoy arrived in Susa for archaeological excavations and their 

subsequent finds, which were displayed in the Louvre caused a sensation in France.23

On his second royal tour to France (1889), Naser od-Din Shah (r. 1848-1896) revisited the 

Louvre (his first visit was on a 1872 tour) where he was impressed by a collection of Dieulafoy’s 

finds. This became the pretext for the renewal of the 1885 agreement in 1895 (Yazdani 2001, 

twenty, Karimloo 1999, twenty-two, 3-4). The other archaeological mission was that of Jacque 

De Morgan (operated in Iran 1897-1911). The results of his excavations, five thousand items of 

relics, were sent to Paris for the 1900 Grand Palais Exposition (Karimloo 1999, fifty-four). The 

1895 concession and the invitation of the Persian king Mozaffar od-Din Shah (r. 1896-1907), 

Naser od-Din’s successor, to the Grand Palais provided the pretext for a much more 

  

                                                             
19 Susa, one of the original centres of Iranian civilization, was the Elamite, and later Achaemenid, capital in the 
south-west region of what is present-day Iran. 
20 After Loftus, it was Andreas, the German Orientalist who visited and excavated Persepolis in 1875 (Hodjat 1995, 
Appendix iii: vi).  
21 For example refer to comments by Sir Percy Sykes (Sykes 1931) quoted in Chapter 3.  
22 Another reason for the prominence of the French in cultural affairs of Iran could be that following the Ottomans 
and Russians, Iranians saw the French language and culture as a repository of aristocratic traditions and enlightened 
and progressive thoughts (Behnam 1997, 44). The Iranian intellectuals, who were  influenced by the French 
Revolution particularly during the Constitutional period, while concerned with the purification of Farsi from Arabic 
terms, supplemented the latter with French terminology (more than other  European languages) (Gheissari 1998, 
15,24,26). 
23 Girshman and some others assert that the French were indeed the first to establish a scientific program of 
excavations in Iran (Yazdani 2001, Seventeen). 
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comprehensive monopoly on Iranian archaeological excavations, the concession of 11 August 

1900.24

Foreign interest in Iranian antiquities, particularly in the Achaemenids, in turn instigated the 

interest of Iranian officials and intellectuals. This heightened interest was, in the latter part of 

the nineteenth century, on one hand combined with an existing practice of lament for the loss 

of Iranian grandeur rooted in territorial losses from the Russo-Persian and Anglo-Persian 

(1856-7) Wars. On the other hand, it was informed by the increased awareness (albeit partial) 

of European discourses of modernity and nationalism. The cultural implications of those 

discourses followed on from this awareness. For example, the conspicuous historical 

consciousness, which rendered history in terms of golden periods (refer to Interlude), was then 

reinforced and confirmed by tangible, material evidence unearthed through archaeology.  

  

The formalization and legislation of the discourse of heritage during and after the 

Constitutional period (1906-1911) was largely the domestic consequence of such foreign 

concessions.25 The first serious reaction against the Franco-Persian Concession of 1900 was in 

1911 toward the end of the Constitutional period.26

                                                             
24 Part of the text reads (Karimloo 1999, 79),  

 The Constitutional Revolution was 

characterized by aspirations for the assertion of national sovereignty and independence from 

foreign powers, as well as domestic political modernization. The ethos of that revolution was 

Considering the old relations and friendship between the ... governments of Iran and France and 
considering previous agreement of 12 May 1895 ... the ... government of Iran has conceded the search for 
antiques in all its [Domains] to the government of the Republic of France so that it is the special and 
private and indefinite right of that government. 

According to the articles of this agreement, the equivalent price of precious metals that were discovered was to be 
tendered to the Iranian treasury and all other finds were to be divided equally between the two governments. Susa 
(Achaemenid region) was excluded from this article (Article 2). Furthermore, any parcels or boxes dispatched form 
French missions were exempted from customs inspections within Iran and this would have been done only upon 
departure from the country's borders (Article: 8). The agreement clarifies that only Muslim sacred sites and places 
were out of bound for archaeological expeditions (Articles 1 and 4). The French laid claim over the first Achaemenid 
site in the region and that at by attempting to reduce the number of customs check points, they virtually ensured 
the “safe” passage of their finds through Iranian border. (Bribing officials was not unheard of in Iran). Furthermore, 
it shows that the Qajar establishment did not have a clear notion of historic monument as proposed by Choay and 
others. Rather, it would seem the Qajars were more interested in cultural heritage (most exemplified in sites of 
religious significance) understood in terms of a living tradition rather than historic monuments (a modern concept) 
and national heritage (an equally modern and ideologically loaded concept). 
25 With the advent of the Constitutionalism (decree issue on 6 August 1906, and constitutional period generally 
known to be 1906-1911), Iran for the first time in its history had a legislative council which resembled a modern 
parliament. Taqizadeh, a staunch constitutionalist and later a member of the SNH notes: That it was only after the 
assassination of Naser ad-Din Shah (1896) that “a latent national movement found a possibility of expanding and 
strengthening” and that "[t]he history of modern Iran begins in many respects with the foundation of the Iranian 
Constitutional Regime in 1906” (Taqizadeh 1979, 206, 203).  
26 The Constitutional Period ended partly because the ousted king, Mohammad-Ali Shah, who had attempted 
unsuccessfully in 1908 to topple the Constitutional regime and was forced to flee to Russia (1909), was returned to 
power with the full backing of the Russians. Finally, in 1911, Iran was invaded by the Russians, the parliament was 
dissolved and, with the advent of the First World War, the country fell into further chaos (Taqizadeh 1979, 220-
221). The Russian invasion was under the pretext of the 1907 Anglo-Russian double entente according to which they 
had divided Iran among themselves into northern and southern zones of power.  
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opposed to concessions to any foreign power. From this perspective, the assertion of national 

sovereignty over historic monuments would have been the extension of the dominant 

Constitutionalist-nationalist mood, since heritage, as exemplified in historic monuments, was 

seen to be the direct symbol of independence and nationalism (Karimloo 1999, 42).27 In this 

vein, in 1911, the French concession was discussed in the legislative assembly and its 

annulment was proposed (Yazdani 2001, twenty-five - twenty-six).28 By that time, the 

Constitutionalists had already enshrined in Law, the establishment of museums, the 

preservation of historic artifacts and the creation of literary and scientific societies (Samadi 

2003, 15, 28), which would later become the legal context for the SNH.29 However, the goals of 

the Constitutional Revolution were not achieved and the country was in turmoil until Reza 

Khan’s coup in 1921 brought some political stability to the country.30

Nonetheless, the Constitutionalist drive for independence combined with the machinations of 

rival powers (Germans, the British and Americans) would ultimately lead to the annulment of 

the French Concession.

  

31

                                                             
27 The relationship between progress, heritage, and nationalism is discussed by Hobsbawm (Hobsbawm 1990, 105). 
I have also discussed this in relation to the formation of the AIM (Mozaffari, NMA 2007, 91). 

 Historical documents show that in the early 1920s there were 

negotiations between Iranian officials and their French counterparts to abolish the Franco-

28 The domestic will for the assertion of sovereignty, which was last expressed in the legislative council in 1911, was 
helped by the intense rivalry between foreign countries, their institutions and their agents and representatives in 
the pursuit of their archaeological interests in Iran (Mousavi 2002, 222, 224, Karimloo, Plunder of National Heritage 
2002, 156-7). Also, as Grigor argues (Grigor (a) 2005), the Iranian awareness of the importance of monuments and 
artistic relics of their past was indeed heightened by a number of exhibition of Persian art and the proliferation of 
international articles, congresses and speeches within Iran and abroad by prominent Orientalists such as Pope and 
Herzfeld.  
29 In 1907, for the first time a Ministry for Erudition and Fine Arts was created and in 14 September 1909 its 
administrative system was enshrined in law (The Administrative system of the Ministry for Erudition, Endowments, 
and fine Arts Act) (Samadi 2003, 15, 28).Article 5 of that law stipulated the responsibilities of the Bureau of 
Erudition which included (author’s emphases):   

Clause 2- The formation of libraries and scientific and historical collections.  
Clause 3- The establishment of historical, scientific, and technological (industrial) museums. 
Clause 4- The acquisition of antiques and supervision over [archaeological] excavations. 
Clause 5- The preservation of historical artefacts/effects [including sites, monuments, and relics] and 
protecting them from [becoming] jaded and [from] destruction. 
Clause 6- The Preservation of precious relics and other goods of sacred [religious] and other locations 
wherein national patrimony (vadaya-e melli) are located. 
Clause 7- The establishment of reading room and library and scientific and literary societies in the centre 
[Tehran] and provinces and counties.  

30 After the end of the Constitutional Period and dissolution of the Parliament in 1911, there was no legislative 
assembly in Iran until 1914. The reconvened legislative assembly lasted only for a year December 6th, 1914 – 
December 14th, 1915. This situation persisted until the outbreak of the First World War (1914-1918), which also 
entangled Iran. Again, there was no legislative assembly until after the War on 21 June 1921. The result was a 
period of complete turmoil, unrest, and even further threat of territorial disintegration as foreign forces were 
already on Iranian soil. 
31 The exact machinations leading to the abolition of the Franco-Persian agreement is beyond the scope of this 
chapter. The official discontent with foreign concessions in this area, which is but the continuation of the 
Constitutionalist mood is seen in Document 9 of a series of historical documents compiled by Karimlou  (Karimloo 
2002, 69 ) demonstrate the  discontent on the part of the Iranian officials with regard to foreign concessions. For 
other narrations of events leading up to the abolition are given my multiple sources including (Yazdani 2001, 
twenty-six - thirty-one) who provides perspective grounded in legislative context of the abolition. 
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Persian agreement of 1900 (Karimloo 2002, 103).32

The government of Iran will entrust the administration of all antiquities and library and 
museum to a French expert introduced by the French government, [who will] report to 
the Iranian minister whose jurisdiction includes this (Karimloo 2002, 117).  

 Subsequently, an agreement to dissolve the 

1900 Concession, formulated in four articles, was reached on 20 October 1927 signed by the 

two countries. The first article, which is significant for the AIM, states:  

That French expert was Godard, who would later design and direct the AIM and transform the 

field of archaeology for the next 20 years.33 Despite the annulment of the French monopoly, 

lack of domestic expertise in the field (Yazdani 2001, twenty nine) meant that heritage as a 

discourse, which included archaeology, museums and collections, remained a joint Iranian-

foreign project.34

Museum as By-Product of the Nation-State Reform 

  

Embedded in the discourse of heritage, the institution of museum was also implicated in the 

Constitutionalist drive for national sovereignty, lack of Iranian expertise in the field of heritage 

and international rivalries. Iranians came to know of this institution following the Russo-

Persian wars and initial modernization efforts that ensued. One of the earliest Persian 

references to museums is found in the travelogue of Mirza Saleh Shirazi, a student sent to 

                                                             
32 Then the Iranian side intended to hire Herzfeld to run a museum, unless the French proposed (following their 
own verbal suggestions) a French archaeologist. Herzfeld, who was from the start a foreign member of the Society 
for National Heritage (discussed later in this chapter) since the early days of the society, “participated ... 
energetically in the drafting of an antiquities law for the Iranian government.” He also drafted the first excavation 
Law of Iran “and presented it to the minister" in 1929 (Mousavi 2002, 223). What prompted Herzfeld's active 
participation was his interest in excavating Persepolis (Mousavi 2002, 223, The Presidential office Secreteriat for 
Sevices, Management and information 2001, 24-30). The intensity of competition and rivalry is also manifest in 
Arthur Upham Pope’s (Orientalist) letters and his foundation in 1928 of The American Institute for Art and 
Archaeology. This institute was intended to take advantage of the opportunities following the Franco-Persian 
agreement and in the new Antiquities Law (Bahrami and Abdi 2001, 36-37). Pope’s animosity toward Godard is also 
documented (Grigor (a) 2005, 72). 
33 The initial term of services was five years, however, as a sign of good will the Iranian side would promise another 
three consecutive appointments. Thus in total, the French would head the archaeology, museum, and library for 20 
years, that is until 1947. In practice, Godard ran the post for 24 years (Karimloo 2002, 43). 
34 Foreigners were also useful in helping Iran compete with the countries in its surrounding region to find its “place” 
in the world of nation-states. Thus, Iranian officials and missions were watchful of the developments in the 
neighbouring countries as shown in the following example (Bahrami and Abdi 2001, 39).  
In December 1930, the Iranian Consul in Basra (city in south of Iraq) reported on an article in Iraq Times (1 
December 1930) in which the activities of foreign archaeological missions were listed. The Consul (Mohammad 
Hassan Badi') observed,   

Six American missions and five British and German and French missions under whom two American 
missions participate are busy with excavations in Iraq and aside from moral benefits [,] this has material 
benefits for Iraq and becomes a means to attracting foreign travellers [tourists]. It would be useful if the 
honourable wardens/Custodians of [the Iranian] government also pay attention to the issue of 
excavations and extracting of antique which are abundant in most parts of Iran and take action to arrange 
and found a national museum.  
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Europe (1815-1819), following the first Russo-Persian Wars, as part of educational and 

modernization initiatives by the Crown Prince, Abbs Mirza. Mirza Saleh provided a descriptive 

account of the Hermitage in St. Petersburg, the British Museum, and Oxford and Cambridge 

University museums (the latter in some considerable detail). His accounts, however, seem not 

to have contributed to the establishment of the institution of museum (Shirazi 1997). Rather, 

archaeological expeditions and museums in Iran began concurrently with the rise of 

nationalism in the reign of Naser od-Din Shah of Qajar (Abdi 2001, 53). The idea of having a 

collection designated as a museum was perhaps conceived as a royal whim during the first 

European tour of Naser ad-Din Shah Qajar (in 1872) in the course of which he visited places 

such as the Royal Albert Hall and the Louvre.35 Inspired by that European tour, he established 

under his royal patronage the first collection designated as the Museum Hall (talar-e musee) in 

1873.36

Aside from Naser od-Din Shah’s Museum Hall, and other possible private collections, the 

institution of museum was formulated in 1907, in Article 5, Clauses 1 and 3 of The 

Administrative system of the Ministry for Erudition, Endowments, and fine Arts Act   (Samadi 

2003, 15 , 28).

 This museum, also known as the Royal Arg Museum, was in fact the Royal Treasury 

(Takmil-Homayoun 2002 [1999], 25).  

37 This was the first instance that a modern concept of heritage and historic 

monument – a concept based on historic and artistic perspectives intent on conservation 

(Choay 2001, 39) – was consciously introduced.38 Furthermore, this article in particular in 

Clause 7, foreshadowed the creation of the Society for National Heritage (discussed below), a 

coalition of intellectuals that played a pivotal role in the Pahlavi discourse of heritage and was 

directly linked with the inception of the AIM.39

Between 1909 and 1921, the international and domestic turmoil was hardly favourable to the 

pursuit of the cultural ideals of Constitutionalists as enunciated in legislature. Nevertheless, in 

  

                                                             
35 There were collections of different natures (religious or otherwise), which were not identified as museum and 
were not meant for public displays.  
36 Naser ad-Din Shah’s museum, although designated as such was still a private collection. Abdi reports that this 
private collection was established by 1875 (Abdi 2001, 54). After these tours, he also established the Royal Takyeh 
(Takyeh Dowlat) in Tehran, apparently inspired by the architecture of the Albert Hall. 
37 The Ministry was created and in 14 September 1909. 
38 The notion of historic monument, as defined by Choay (Choay 2001, 37, 107), is a modern notion conceived of 
after the Industrial Revolution; “an historically determined object, susceptible to rational analysis, and only 
secondarily an art object,” which is subject to preservation and restoration. 
39 Grigor attributes the establishment of the AIM and the National Library in Tehran to the course of cultural revival 
as set out by the SNH (Grigor (a) 2005, 137). Notwithstanding the pivotal role of the SNH members, efforts for the 
establishment of these institutions were foreshadowed in the Laws passed during the constitutional period of Iran. 
This suggests that the SNH and its goals – given that its founding members were both constitutionalists and active in 
legislature, and as Yazdani points out – represented the continuation of constitutional ideas of 1906-1911. 
Therefore, strictly speaking, the Museum is not purely an SNH agenda, but more importantly, a Constitutionalist 
agenda. 



310 The AIM and the Rise of the Imperial Dream 1937 – 1979 

 

 

the midst of this tumult, in 1916-17 a museum was established by the Minister for Erudition 

(Public Instruction), Morteza Momtaz al-Mamalek, at one of the rooms of the building of the 

Ministry for Eruditions at Dar al-Fonun, under the name of the Museum of Iran.40 The 

collection of this museum, also known as the National Museum or the Museum of Erudition 

(ma`aref), comprised 270 objects, which subsequently constituted the core of the AIM’s 

collections (Samadi 2003, 81, Mostafavi Kashani 2002, 104).41 That collection would, after the 

construction of the AIM, be transferred into the new building in 1935-36 (Mostafavi Kashani 

2002, 103-6).42

The Elite/ Intellectual Drive for the AIM: the Society for National Heritage 

  

The other force behind the inception of the Museum was an influential group of Iranian 

intellectuals who aimed at reforming and directing the cultural policies of Iran, with a 

particular focus on heritage, and in 1921, founded the Society for National Heritage (SNH). 

The stability brought by the 1921 coup of Reza Khan provided the first opportunity for the 

further pursuit of cultural matters. This was recognized by a group of the former 

Constitutionalist elite, now mostly members of the Pahlavi ruling class, who established the 

Society for National Heritage (SNH) as well as steering the institutional and legislative context 

of the AIM. This society was a major driving force in the formation of the modern discourse of 

heritage in Iran in general, and the establishment of the AIM in particular. The SNH was 

founded in 1922 in accordance with Clause 7, Article 5 of The Administrative system of the 

Ministry for Erudition, Endowments, and fine Arts Act 43 and through the “personal passion” of 

a minister, Hassan Mostowfi (Grigor (a) 2005, 50-51), who brought together coalition of the 

European-educated intellectuals.44

                                                             
40 A modern school established in 1851 by Amir Kabir, the Grand Vizier of Naser od-Din Shah, to teach modern 
European sciences and technology to Iranian students.  

  

41 Mostafavi suggests that the growth of this collection was impeded due to the Franco-Persian agreements of 1895 
and 1900 (Mostafavi Kashani 2002, 106).  
42 It seems that this was not an isolated move. After the annulment of the Franco-Persian agreement (1900) the 
scope of preservation and excavations expanded (Mostafavi Kashani 2002, 106). Concurrently, the Bureau of 
antiquities was founded in 1918 and headed by Iraj Mirza (Mostafavi Kashani 2002, 104) who was a modernist and 
critical of certain Iranian traditions and particularly scathing toward the more religious practices of Shiism such as 
the Karbala processions and rituals. Thus, the discourse of heritage was then assuming its institutional forms. 
43 Refer to footnote 29, this chapter. 
44 For a thorough discussion on the SNH, its creation, its players and its role in the discourse of national heritage in 
Iran see (Grigor (a) 2005). Grigor asserts that “the Pahlavi attempt to revive, or indeed to invent and diffuse, Iran's 
cultural heritage as such was one of the most powerful force[s] behind Iran's political will; the SNH, the engine 
behind the holistic project of its modernity” (Grigor (a) 2005, 11). This thesis does not agree with all the assertions 
and conclusions of Grigor's discussion, addressing them in detail, however, would be a matter beyond the scope of 
this writing. She suggests, for example, that prior to 1922 and the creation of the SNH there were no “modern” 
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The creation of non-governmental communities or societies, secret or otherwise, with a 

modernizing agenda, was not new in Iran.45 However, what designated the SNH in particular 

was its focus on national heritage and the practical pursuit of its goals in that regard, which 

also involved the invitation and membership of foreign scholars and experts such as Godard.46

This Society has to be seen as part of the intellectual drive for the transformation of Iran into a 

nation-state. As such, it reflected the ideas and visions of the modernist and revolutionary 

factions of the Constitutionalist era. Its founders were rooted in Qajar culture and actively 

pursued modernization. The realization of their objectives was assisted by their appropriate 

standing as politico-cultural elite in the Iranian society and government.

 

The main goal of the SNH was the “cultivation of public interest in [taste for] historic and 

artistic effects [works] of Iran and attempt to preserve fine arts and crafts and their old style 

and methods” (Article One of the 1922 SNH Constitution). Those goals were to be realized in 

part through the creation of a museum and a library in Tehran (Article Eight) (Samadi 2003, 40-

41).  

47 As such, they 

already had the social merits to appoint themselves custodians of Iranian culture and attempt 

to address “anxiety over collective history, public space,” and culture. They presided over the 

official discourse of heritage in the Pahlavi period (Grigor (a) 2005, 40-1); their ideas about 

heritage were, however, not new: 48

                                                                                                                                                                                   
efforts in registering and identifying or defining heritage in Iran and that during the Qajars, heritage was understood 
in terms of Islamic tradition and patrimony, not cultural heritage and consequently the pre-Islamic heritage was 
neglected (Grigor (a) 2005, 26-27). It is true, broadly speaking, that a modern concept of heritage was not 
commonplace in the Qajar establishment. However, as this chapter shows, its conception in Iran dates back to 1907 
and not, as Grigor suggests to 1922 and the SNH. Also, documented evidence suggests that while preservation in 
the modern sense of the term may not have existed, the Qajars had established laws aimed at preventing the 
export of historic monuments or parts thereof (Karimloo 2003, doco4 onward, in particular doco. 7). Documents 
also prove that collections and museums (the French term) existed before the twentieth century within the land 
(Karimloo 1999, 7). There were also individuals, most notably Forsat Shirazi (1854-1920), a multi-talented surveyor 
of historic ruins and reader of cuneiform script (among other things), who participated in surveying, documentation 
and creation of inventories of ancient monuments for the Iranian government and foreign missions. Forsat  was a 
forerunner of innovation and cultural and social and political reform of Iran “who was concerned with the future of 
Iran as much as its past and sought to “identify the roots of historical backwardness of his society” (Forsat Hosseini 
Shirazi 1998, 66).  

 the origins of those ideas were, as demonstrated in the 

45 For example, one famous Masonic society was founded by Mirza Malkom Kahn in 1859-60 The House of Oblivion 
and Society of Humanity [Faramoush-khaneh va Jame-e Adamiyat]. See: (Nazem od-Dowleh 2002, 315-55 ). The 
Iranian roots of such societies may also be traced to the Sufi secret societies of previous centuries. 
46 The SNH was formed over two periods, from 1922 till 1930 and the second round began from 1944. It seems that 
the interruption in the activities of the SNH was due to the growing pressures of the increasingly arbitrary rule of 
Reza Shah, which resulted in the exile, detention, or even murder of some of its founding members. 
47 Ministers for culture in both periods of the SNH have been members of the society (Mostafavi Kashani 2002, 641-
642), which suggests the mutual influence of the SNH and Government upon cultural policies of the country. 
48 Abdi writes about the creation of the SNH and elaborates on three of its founding characters and their 
contributions to Iranian archaeology and nationalism. The first is, Pirnia, the prolific writer. In 1927, he published 
The History of Ancient Iran and in 1928 The Mythology of Ancient Iran. In 1933 to two were combined in one single 
volume. The second is Foroughi, who in 1917 published The History of Iran. The idea of writing a comprehensive 
history of ancient Iran was conceived in 1927 in a meeting between these two characters the latter was also 
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opening of this chapter, the responses that were being formulated to the crisis in tradition, 

and in particular the Karbala Tradition.  

Before the SNH came to existence, its future members were active participants in, and in some 

instances founders of, the modernizing project of nation-building; a project where the Qajar 

hegemony and the interference of the clergy and their religious precepts in the affairs of the 

state was rejected in favour of secularism. Varieties of secularizing ideas, as well as an interest 

in preferencing pre-Islamic history and identity over and above the purely Islamic identity 

(having a much vaguer territorial connotation), and the aspiration of the Imperial Dream were 

enunciated within that project during the nineteenth century. In the sphere of heritage, it was 

the SNH who would adopt the notion of the historic monument, as described by Choay (see 

Introduction). This may have contributed to the partial secularization of some sites; however, it 

was not meant as desacralization. It created a repertoire of new national “sacred sites,” such 

as Persepolis, which now shared a revered status with Shiites places.49

The SNH was fully supportive of Reza Shah and his policies, and thus represented the 

establishment discourse on history and heritage. It was not a uniform group; however, its 

members had a sense of liberal nationalism in common.

 This was the 

continuation of a nineteenth century trend, where in particular, the Iranian homeland was 

sacralised as a territorial entity, emplacing the nation headed by the king – the head of state 

(Tavakoli-Targhi 2001, 119-20).  

50 The implications of the nationalism 

of the members of the SNH were, similar to other nationalist tendencies at the time, an 

attempt to break with the immediate past as a period of decadence, and designate an origin in 

the historic past by which the present and future could be authenticated.51

                                                                                                                                                                                   
influential in drafting the antiquity laws of 1930. The third character was Firouz who in 1923 encouraged Herzfeld to 
study the ruins of Persepolis (Abdi 2001, 56-57).  

 Following their 

Iranian predecessors, such as Akhundzadeh, they were inspired by Western racial theories 

49 Those sites were not entirely secular since we know, for example, that Persepolis was treated as a venerated 
place (refer to Mostafavi’s comments in Chapter 3). It is also unclear, as this chapter suggests, to what extent the 
intelligentsia in general (including the SNH) were unanimously “hell-bent” on thorough secularism (which also 
involves secularizing Kingship), despite the assertions of Taqizadeh. Furthermore, as Chapter 4 demonstrated, it was 
impossible to “shift” the Shi’a mental map, as it was not, strictly speaking, site-dependant. Also, see the following 
footnote. 
50 Grigor speaks of two factions within the SNH one, which maintained that the revival of Iran's ancient past 
provided the path to modernization and “catching up” with the civilized Western world, and another one, which 
considered even the ancient past no match for the modern West and prescribed a total adoption of the Western 
culture into Iran (Grigor (a) 2005, 127-128). This internal division precisely highlights the fact the SNH was not a 
uniform ideological group, like a political party. An example of a total assimilationist was Taqizadeh, who famously 
said that Iranians have to become Western from the crown of their heads to the tip of their toes, a position he later 
renounced. Among the advocates of a hybrid culture is Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr (editor of the journal Iranshahr). 
51 For reading on this aspect of nationalism refer to (Hobsbawm 1990)  
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proposed by Arthur J. de Gobineau (1816-1882), which designated Iranians as a branch of 

Aryans, the supreme race (Gobineau 1984 [1856], 457).52

The SNH’s espousal of a modern discourse of heritage with a focus on material culture had a 

lasting effect on the re-inscription of Iranian monuments and the production of public and 

state architecture (Grigor (a) 2005, 43-4), and this is evident in the AIM. As Vice Chairman, 

Godard was a central figure of the SNH during the period of the Museum’s inception in which 

he was the designer and curator, and later, director of the AIM.

  

53

The AIM’s Urban Context

 Thus the establishment of 

the Museum was, similar to that of the broader discourse of heritage, a joint Iranian-European 

project.  

54

The site of the AIM is grounded in the history of the surrounding urban context, which was, by 

the middle of the nineteenth century, already associated with the West and modernity as 

distinct from the traditional core of the city located to its south.

 

55 In its own right, the history 

of the inscription of this urban context reflects the process of Iranian modernization and 

transformation to nation-state and, as such, resonates with and amplifies the inscription of the 

AIM. This is particularly evident in the immediate vicinity of the AIM, the Cultural Precinct 

(henceforth CP) in Tehran, since the nineteenth century.56

                                                             
52For example, refer to (Akbari 2005), (Tavakoli-Targhi 2001), (Vaziri 1993) and others. In designating the place of 
Iran in relation to the origins of Western arts and culture the SNH followed European theorists, notably Strzygowski 
(1862-1941) (Grigor (a) 2005, 25), who argued that late-antique and medieval European arts were indebted to the 
East. 

 The CP and its larger urban context 

at the north of the old nineteenth-century city walls was the site of modernizing projects, 

where Westernized identity narratives appeared and were inscribed upon sites, in the Qajar 

53 He also presided over the General Office of Archaeology of Iran (GOA), whose task was to oversee  
... excavation, preservation, and restoration of archaeological sites all over the country for more than 
forty years before breaking up into several interacting offices within the Ministry of Culture and Arts 
(Mousavi 2002, 235).  

In fact, the Antiquities Law of Iran (approved on 3 November 1930) was “prepared ultimately under the supervision 
of... Godard” and a fellow German archaeologist, Herzfeld (Mousavi 2002, 223). 
54 I have assimilated the following sources into this summary discussion of the transformation of Tehran:  
(Alemi 1984 ), (Ehlers and Floor 1993), (Ettehadieh 1997-98), (Gurney 1992), (Madanipour 1998), (Marefat 1988), 
(Moghtader 1992), (Noorbakhsh 2001), (Scarce 1992), (Takmil-Homayoun 2002 [1999]). 
Also for a quick description of the transformation of the Cultural Precinct see (Marefat 1988, 88-89)  
55 For a discussion on Tehran as a dual city, a city with two meanings, one traditional and the other Western, 
expressed concurrently within its fabric see: (Alemi 1984 ). 
56 In her doctoral research, Marefat characterizes Tehran as “the laboratory for architectural modernism in Iran … a 
laboratory for the determination and promulgation of cultural values, always in flux” (Marefat 1988, XXVI). She 
contends that physical fabric of the city may be seen as a direct register of cultural change in Iran, therefore 
suggesting that the socio-political agenda of modernisation gave shape to the urban fabric (Marefat 1988, 1, 25). 
However, this thesis has thus far demonstrated that architecture and physical fabrics are only indexical of places by 
being a component of inscription.   
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period.57

The following outline will position the CP and the site of the AIM within it, in relation to a 

broad sketch of the transformation of Tehran in the course of three historical phases.  

 Foreign missions to Iran were located in this zone and their day to day activity spaces, 

such as cafes ‘European style’ shops emerged there. Thus, even before the inception of the 

AIM in the 1930s, the locale had already been inscribed as a site of modernization for over 

seventy years. This historical association later reinforced the modern aspect in the inscription 

of the AIM and through it, the Imperial Dream, which was addressed to the modern Iranian 

citizen. The historical inscription of this context also reflects the inherent syncretism and an 

embedded duality in the AIM’s architecture, curatorial narrative, and inscription: as a 

twentieth century work of architecture, on one hand informed by nineteenth century French 

architectural theory and her colonial policies, and on the other hand, as a representation of 

the aspirations of the Iranian elite of the nineteenth century for a sovereign nation-state. 

The first phase of growth and transformation began in the early decades of the nineteenth 

century, when Tehran was designated as the Qajar Capital, and lasted until 1843. As the new 

Capital, the city attracted more population. However, little consciously modernizing urban 

transformation and growth took place. Thus, there were few if any examples of modern 

architectural aesthetic, modern administrative functions or industrial units, and the same are 

true for housing types as well as the general planning of the city and its residential quarters. 

The main instigator of urban changes during this period was Fath-Ali Shah (1771-1834).58

                                                             
57  For discussions in this regard see, for example, (Alemi 1984 ), (Gurney 1992), (Scarce 1992), (Marefat 1988), 
(Ettehadieh 1997-98).  

 The 

Iranian tradition, which in the political sphere was based upon a mixture of the pre-Islamic and 

Islamic identities and the inscriptions of which were determined by a Shiite Collective 

Imagination, dominated the ethos of the city, and was almost directly reflected in urban 

transformation, as Fath-Ali built the King’s Mosque (Masjid-e Shah), and the royal palace of 

Golestan (Figure 6-1). As Jennifer Scarce notes, apart from these projects, “Fath-Ali Shah's 

work within the boundaries of the city of Tehran was modest” (Scarce 1992, 81). Secular 

buildings (mainly a number of Royal summer residences) were constructed extensively outside 

the city walls (Scarce 1992, 82). The locale of the CP was, in the early part of the nineteenth 

century, an equestrian field outside the city's northern walls (Marefat 1988, 89).  

58 His successor Mohammad Shah was a reformist and modernizer perhaps more so than Fath-Ali but during his 
reign too there was little by way of large urban transformations. The city however, began a slow growth out of its 
walls and northward but there was little room for public space within the confines of the city’s walls. Refer to 
(Moghtader 1992, 42-3). 
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By the late 1840s the results of partial modernizing efforts undertaken by the court elite, were 

becoming manifest in the spheres of government, culture and education, largely due to the 

influx of European educated students and the inevitable growth of foreign relationships in the 

wake of the Russo-Persian wars. This was manifest in “growth of a secular trend” as reflected 

in the number of educational institutions in the city (Ettehadieh 1983, 203).59 Meanwhile, the 

influx of immigrants from other towns had resulted in over-crowding within the confines of the 

old city walls.60 The excess of population had built up immediately outside the walls, and thus 

outside the jurisdiction of the urban authorities.61

As the impact of modernization was felt upon the city fabric, the modern associations of the 

site, which would later become the CP, became manifest as a result of two interrelated factors: 

it was geographically located on the northern boundaries of the city, and it was in the vicinity 

of the developing modern and Western structures (Figure 6-2).

  

62

had become an area where new installations, derived from government initiatives 
[that were inspired by modernization], were situated, including proto-industrial 
projects as well as “modern” or military institutions connected to government (Gurney 
1992, 57).  

 As early as 1850 the area 

along the northern wall of the city: 

By the 1860s, the area around the site of the Precinct was “the most favoured place in which 

to site modern or foreign institutions” (Gurney 1992, 57).  

Profound changes in the city fabric, which marked the second phase of urban transformation 

began in 1867 with the implementation of a new development plan and lasted until 1896. In 

December 1867, Nasser od-Din Shah Qajar (1848-1896), began an ambitious project for 

Tehran's enlargement and modernization. The central feature of that project was the 

development of Tehran as an open city; a feature that later continued vigorously during the 

                                                             
59 A comparison between two different censuses (Ettehadieh 1997-98, 42, 45, Scarce 1992, 85), in 1852 and in 1902, 
reveals a drop in the number of sacred sites (mosques from 112 to 80 and takyehs from 54 to 43) despite the 
evident growth in the general city fabric (residential units from 7874 to 15375, and the area of the city grown by 
almost four times). This may suggest a trend of secularization reflected within the city fabric (Ettehadieh 1983, 38).  
60 This compounded the already difficult situation of the city where there was little infrastructure and hygiene was 
poor and as a result there were recurrent bouts of epidemics, particularly Cholera and malaria (Takmil-Homayoun 
2002 [1999], 88-92). 
61 This was significant since by 1869, eleven percent of the population lived outside the city walls and this had 
resulted in the growth in the price of land in those areas. This provided a financial incentive for expanding the city 
(Ettehadieh 1997-98, 29) . 
62 Although Naser od-Din’s plans for Tehran were ambitious, and inspired by European ideas, the move for 
modernization and change was by no means comprehensive; even those tasked with the execution of the new plan 
were not part of the modernizing elite, but rather conservative members of the court who were “inimical to the 
reformers” (Gurney 1992, 68). The ultimate outcome of the new proposal was, in its vocabulary of forms and 
decorative motifs, Islamic and Qajar. It reflected the existing traditional ethos as opposed to representing a 
departure from it (Marefat 1988, 37-38, 64-65). In this respect, it differed with the Tehran of the 1930s and later. 
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reign of Reza Shah (Scarce 1992, 94). As mentioned, during the 1850s the changes had already 

begun along the northern wall of the city and by the end of the decade, there were “modern 

or military institutions connected to the government” (Gurney 1992, 57). The transformation 

of the city was most apparent along its northern walls, where the CP was to be located.  

It has been suggested that Naser od-Din’s massive urban project may have been influenced 

indirectly by the Exposition Universelle in Paris of the same year, Baron Haussmann's 

transformation of Paris, and the urban reforms in Cairo and Istanbul that happened almost 

contemporaneously, and were witnessed either directly by Qajar officials or indirectly through 

memorabilia such as photographs and postcards (Gurney 1992, 66).63 The plan of the new 

perimeter of the city was based upon Vauban’s seventeenth century layout of Paris. 64 The new 

town proper was four times the previous area (Scarce 1992, 83) and the main directions for 

expansion being north and west as indicated by the city maps (Figure 6-3). 65 Under the new 

plan, the citadel became the geographical centre of the city, and a vast rectangular public 

space, Maydan-e Toopkhaneh or the Artillery Square (Figure 6-4), was constructed at the north 

of the citadel, and became the new city centre (Marefat 1988, 39, 87).66 Juxtaposing the 

traditional city of Tehran with new ideas inspired from the West, the revised street pattern 

somewhat resembled Western cities, with straight avenues lined with trees (Scarce 1992, 

83).67

                                                             
63 During the Qajar period, Istanbul was the focal point for Muslims interested in knowing the West. Another two 
poles of interest for Iranian modernists were Calcutta and Cairo (Behnam 1997, 89, 91). Between 1820 and 1925, 
according to Behnam (Behnam 1997, 131), the relationship between Iran and the West was conducted through 
third countries. Both ideas and goods got into Iran as imports via those countries. During this period political 
development (renewal) was prominent and Sepahsalar (one of Naser od-Din’s Prime Ministers) was influenced by 
what he saw of the Ottoman Tanzimat in 1858 (Behnam 1997, 132). 

 Meanwhile, toward the end of this period, the most significant architectural symbol of 

the Capital within the old city perimeters was Takyeh Dowlat, the official site for Moharram 

rituals, where the king, the people, and sometimes, foreign guests met (refer to previous 

64 While some read from the plan a walled city, others, such as Gurney (Gurney 1992, 54 footnote 12) suggest that 
there may have been banked earth resulting from the new moats and not a wall.  
65 According to Takmil-Homayoun the new city walls, although useless militarily, were useful for extracting taxes 
and controlling the passage of goods and people. The city was expanded from 3 square kilometres to almost 19 
square kilometres (Takmil-Homayoun 2002 [1999], 18-21).  
66 The late nineteenth century developments in Tehran suggest a similarity with the development of circulation and 
ventilation spaces in the European city. The medical analogy which drove the former group of cities to adopt wider 
and easier circulation patterns in their streets and to construct breathing spaces for the public could apply partially 
to Iran. In Iran, epidemics of this period seem to have contributed to modernization discourses by the proliferation 
of the discourses on health and hygiene in the city. On the other hand, while such developments in the West 
prompted changes manifest in urban fabric, in Iran they remained a partially imported notions lacking 
comprehensive plan of action. However, there a case could be made that the mere presence of the effect of 
Western changes and philosophy (that is for example the simple widening of streets and the change of street 
patterns) has further ironic and unforseen implications that may have taken part in the socio-political developments 
of later periods, such as leading to streets capable of housing mass protest.  
67 As others have observed (See Gurney and Ettehadieh, for example), it is highly likely that the proposed and 
realized expansion of Tehran was also meant to bring the already existing developments within the jurisdiction of 
the city as opposed to prompting growth. This would have provided necessary security for the inhabitants of those 
areas and helped government coffers through revenues flowing from an expanded taxation zone.   
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chapters). This demonstrates the prevalence of the Karbala inscription in official modes of 

place-making. By the beginning of Naser od-Din's grand expansion, the northern area of the 

city was well settled and inscribed as a fashionable and modern place for the elite (Gurney 

1992, 57).  

At around this time, the site of the CP, which would include the AIM and was located 

northwest of the Artillery Square and the Citadel, was consolidated by walls and dedicated to 

military exercises as indicated by its name, the Maydan-e Mashq or Champs de Mars. It was 

not only part of the city centre, but also within the transitional zone between the old and new 

Tehran (Figures 6-3 and 6-5). European influence was visible in the city’s new architecture, 

which was becoming more eclectic by incorporating European decorative elements into Iranian 

buildings styles. This mixture of Iran and Europe was visible everywhere in the streets including 

the shop signs, some of which were in foreign languages (Figure 6-6).68

The next important period of the city’s development was after the 1921 Coup of Reza Khan 

and lasted until 1941 when Reza Shah abdicated. During this period, a policy aimed at broad 

urban modernization and homogenization was implemented through planning codes and 

municipal laws. This resulted in lasting changes in the city fabric and its appearance.

  

69

                                                             
68 Lord Curzon, quoted in (Takmil-Homayoun 2002 [1999], 71). 

 The 

policies were ultimately directed at reconstructing the “central and north-western part of the 

old city,” where the AIM was located, and the establishment of buildings deemed expressive of 

the nationalist ideology of the state (Ehlers and Floor 1993, 258). Thus, architecture and city 

planning became conscious means for social change (Marefat 1988, 98-99, Grigor (a) 2005, 

13). Early in the century, Constitutionalism had enshrined in law (the Third Article) the 

centrality of Tehran as the “official Capital” of Iran (Takmil-Homayoun 2002 [1999], 67). It was 

during this period (1921- ) that the fabric of the city and its administrative architecture came 

to symbolize the capital’s place in domestic and international politics, turning it into the visual 

“symbol of political and socioeconomic transformation of Iran” (Ehlers and Floor 1993, 251). 

The new, more homogenous and “rationalized” urban fabric was also useful in overcoming the 

factionalisms and social segregations of urban quarters of the Qajar period (Madanipour 1998, 

39-40, Ehlers and Floor 1993, 267). In this sense, the capital reflected in its fabric the process 

of the country and its people’s transformation into a modern nation-state. The modernized 

city fabric served to alter the representative meaning of the capital, as is evidenced through 

the establishment of a repertoire of new of administrative and official buildings including the 

69 For illustrative examples of transformations through municipal laws see examples for Tehran and other cities 
given in (Kiani 2005); and for more general assessments of the transformation in the city of Tehran, refer to 
(Marefat 1988). 
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AIM. The monumental, historicist and eclectic architectural style of those buildings, some of 

which are discussed below, reflected the urge to modernize by regenerating from pre-existing 

motifs of Persian culture; motifs that were routinely dug up and glorified by archaeologists and 

art historians. 70

Between 1896 and 1921, the year of the coup, military installations had been transferred to 

the outskirts of the city, and Maydan-e Mashq had lost its previous function and was going 

through a number of modern transformations. In 1922 a southern gateway was added by Reza 

Khan, depicting modern weaponry, the Lion and Sun symbol (erased by the Islamic Republic), 

and panthers. Over the central portal, there is a Royal Crown, and beneath that, a bust of Reza 

khan (removed by the Islamic Republic) and a text that compares him to Cyrus, Darius, and 

other powerful kings of Iranian history. This was, perhaps, Reza Khan’s response to the Qajar 

barracks located at the opposite end of the CP (Figure 6-7). Regardless of his intentions, the 

depictions on the gateway are an inevitable reminder of the military origins of modernization, 

as well as a glorification of Irans modern army, and himself as its commander in Chief (Figure 

6-8).

  

71

Less than two years after the 1921 coup, the SNH had emerged and the construction of the 

AIM began in 1936, in the heat of the Capital’s transformation. Maydan-e Mashq, which had 

already acquired a history of inscription as a modern place, was dedicated to cultural and 

administrative functions and became today’s Cultural Precinct. By the early 1940s, the site had 

assumed much of its present urban/architectural appearance (Figure 6-9).  

  

As the above summary suggests, the AIM was conceived in an urban context, which was 

politically charged and in an established relationship with the idea of Iran’s modernization. The 

political colligation of the CP is particularly evident in the iconography of the structures within 

it thus creating a close reverberation between them and the AIM: They reinforced the 

inscription of the AIM since their decorative architectural motifs reflected the original objects 

displayed in the Museum; which, in turn, emplaced the Imperial Dream and brought together 

the heritage and symbols from ancestral monuments of the Iranian nation. The structures 

                                                             
70 Marefat makes a similar point by claiming that “architecture became a convenient instrument for state 
propaganda and archaeology provided its vocabulary of power.” This was reinforced by an international climate of 
interest in Persian art and archaeology. Through the popularized art and architecture of ancient Iran, “the Iranian 
public was educated about its ancient heritage” (Marefat 1988, 96-99).  
71 Thus, the iconography of this structure foreshadowed the Romantic nationalist ideology of the Pahlavi 
establishment. Shortly thereafter, Maydan-e Mashq was transformed into an urban park, known as the National 
Gardens. The gateway was identified with the garden and today, even though the garden is long gone, the gateway 
is still identified as the National Garden Gate (Noorbakhsh 2001, 2214-7). 
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surrounding the AIM maintain an emblematic connection with the idealized historical origins 

of Iran and thus contribute to the larger inscription of a homeland. 

The CP and it structures represent the dual condition of Iran’s nation-state project, which is 

also the condition of its modernity and is best encapsulated in the Imperial Dream: aspiring to 

a future, which is a regenerated image of an imperial past. In the structures in the CP, motifs of 

“golden” periods of Iranian history are juxtaposed to connote Nationalism and legitimate the 

State. For example, the design of the Foreign affairs complex refers to the Kaabe-ye Zartosht 

building in the archaeological site of Naqsh-e Rostam in southern Iran (Figure 6-10, also refer 

to Chapter 3). The Urban Police HQ, on the other hand, is an eclectic melange of quotations 

from pre-Islamic Persepolis, the ceremonial capital of the Achaemenids – the founders of the 

Persian Empire, the arcuated buildings of Safavid architecture, combined with some European 

classical motifs (Figures 6-11 and 6-12). The Central Post Office (now the Museum of Post) is 

another building of neo-Safavid style, comparable to neo-Gothic styles of Europe (Figure 6-13); 

and, as described below, the AIM appropriated, notably, the Sassanid the ruins of Taq-e Kasra,  

the famous Sassanid ruin of the city of Ctesiphon near Baghdad (Figures 6-14 and 6-15). The 

ideological colligation of the AIM was reinforced by a poem inscribed in a band of tile work 

within the Ivan, which commended Reza Shah for his modernizing efforts for Iran, for his 

support of education and in particular his support for the establishment of the Museum 

(Masoumi 1976, 165).  

The sources for those motifs were the archaeological excavations and finds of the time, which 

were to be exhibited in the AIM, a trend that was established internationally at the time. This 

positioned the museum as a focal point through which the relationship between the new 

buildings and by extension the state-bureaucracy they housed and emblematized, and the 

powerful Persian Empires – Achaemenids, Sassanids, and Safavids – was established, 

conducted, and conveyed through the (curatorial) narration of objects on display. By making 

this relationship through time, the Museum also emplaced the Imperial Dream. The 

legitimating function of this for the Pahlavi establishment is self-evident. As an inscription, the 

AIM confirmed and reinforced the pre-Islamic collective identity favoured by the Pahlavis and 

validated by heroic moments of the land’s history, without necessarily rejecting Islam.  
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Figure  6-1  Map of Tehran 1797-1848. Prior to developments by Naser od –Din Shah, the CP (shown in 
grey-blue) fell outside the city proper. Velvet = the Palace compound, Red = bazaar zone, Green = 
Grand Mosque. Base map after Mohammadzadeh, P2: Town Plan of Tehran, Krziz, 1858, 14. 
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Figure  6-2  Map of Tehran, 1891. The map shows the growth of the city between 1848 and 1896 in 
comparison to the previous period. The CP, designated with grey-blue, is now integrated within the 
city walls but is different from the traditional core (bazaar and the palace) and surrounded by 
European style developments (designated by yellow). The new city centre is the Artillery Square, 
marked in solid red. Base maps after Mohammadzadeh, P3: Plan of Tehran – 1891 CE – Rasam Abdolghaffar, 17. 
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Figure  6-3  Northbound and westbound growth of Tehran. The CP is within the transitional zone of the 
city, between the old core and new developments.  
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Figure  6-4  General view of Artillery Square, looking south-west, 1900. Photo courtesy of  Iranian Historical 
Photographs Gallery, http://www.fouman.com.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  6-5  The CP at the beginning of the twentieth century was a Champs de Mars. The only two 
structures on it were the Qajar Army Barracks and opposite that, the Gateway built by Reza Khan. 
Photo adapted from Mohammadzadeh, F30: Maydan Mashq, 25. 
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Figure  6-6  Lalezar Street, located in northeast of Artillery Square was a modern street with European 
style shops and cafes in the late Qajar period. Photo from Naser Najmi, Dar-ol Khalaafeh Tehran.  

Figure  6-7  An example of modern looking structures: the Qajar Barracks (now transformed to 
University of Art) at the northern edge of the CP and opposite the Gate of the National Gardens, built 
by Reza Shah. 
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Figure  6-8  The Gate of the National Gardens. 

 

 

Figure  6-9  Aerial View of CP in its present form (2009). Base Image from Wikimapia. 
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Figure  6-10  The Kaabe-ye Zartosht, Naqsh-e Rostam. 

 

Figure  6-11  Urban Police HQ building with Achaemenid and Safavid (picture below) motifs. 
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Figure  6-12  Urban Police HQ building with Achaemenid and Safavid motifs juxtaposed. 

 

Figure  6-13  Former Central Post Office, now the Museum of Post. 
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Figure  6-14  The facade if the AIM incorporates a small scale reference to the iconic Taq-e Kasra in 
Ctesiphon (Figure 17). 

 

 

 

 

Figure  6-15  A photo of the ruins of Taq-e Kasra taken in 1864. Photo courtesy of: Wikipedia. 
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The AIM, its Architecture and Curatorial Narrative72

The focus of the chapter will now interrogate the architectural program, design, and curatorial 

narrative of the AIM, which together support a Collective Imagination of both the homeland 

and the Museum. The Museum was designed by Godard and his associate, Maxime Siroux. In 

his official capacity as the Museum’s architect and director, Godard came to Iran through an 

agreement to terminate the previously mentioned Franco-Persian concession. Nevertheless, 

he became intimately associated with the SNH and actively participated in discourses of 

heritage and modern architectural education in Iran. As above, the historical associations of 

the CP, which inscribed it as a modern place, and the monumental, official structures 

surrounding the AIM, “colour” one’s experience of the Museum’s architecture.  

  

The Architectural Expression of the AIM 

In harmony with its urban and architectural setting, the AIM is monumental (Figure 6-16). It is 

visually impermeable despite the presence of large windows on the lower levels, which gives 

the building a vault-like character, and nowadays represents an old way of thinking about 

museum design. Architecturally, it combines neo-classical elements such as the proportions 

and planning style, with fragments and motifs spoliated from the pre-Islamic Persian art 

tradition. The museum’s architectural style can be described as historicist. This is seen in the 

strong socles of the building, the continuous horizontal band capping-off the façades; in the 

engaged columns that render the rhythmic façades; and the tall roman-arched windows that 

demarcate levels in the building (Figure 6-17 and 6-18). Despite its large mass and elongated 

plan – 40X100 meters – the AIM appears as a well proportioned structure. 

Although originally designed to be approached along a main north-south axis and through a 

front garden, it is today approached from the side (see Chapter 8 for further analysis on this). 

However, it is possible to imagine its original design intent as having comprised a ceremonial 

entry to the site through a “baroque” garden, as manifested in the maquette of the project 

(Figure 6-19). Historical archives show, however, that the garden did not materialize until the 

conclusion of a fifteen-year long court battle to clear the land of small shops and stalls (refer to 

Appendix III-a). In the original design, the garden performed a dual role: as prelude to the 

museum and as public garden. The proposed layout of the public garden was formed enfilade 

                                                             
72 There are a few other sources that provide a general description of the appearance of the AIM, including (Marefat 
1988, 102-5). 
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and this would have served to reorient the viewer in approaching the building, since it 

emphasized the main façade. It also increased the sense of expectation and hierarchy in the 

mind of the visitor. Such arrangements were rooted in French Baroque planning (Van Zanten 

1980, 118), and were utilized in many Beaux-Arts design schemes. There is also a history of 

formal gardens and forecourt designs within the architectural traditions of Iran (Figures 6-20 

and 6-21). In this respect, the garden would have conveyed dual connotations of being 

concurrently Persian and European, for which there were existing precedents in the 

nineteenth century, including the Shazdeh Garden (1881) near the town of Mahan (Figure 6-

22). However, that garden approach is today totally transformed. Rather than forming the 

prelude to the Museum, the garden now functions as an inconspicuous green public space and 

a place of respite that exists independently of the Museum. It is similar to countless other 

gardens scattered around the city and familiar to the people in the streets (Figure 6-23). The 

garden is (or rather was) the first in a sequence of four axially connected open spaces, which 

organized the programmatic sections of the Museum and the former National Library behind it 

(Figures 6-24 and 6-25).  

The Museum has three recognizable programmatic sections: the public and educational 

spaces, the exhibition spaces, and the administrative spaces. These three sets of functions are 

almost directly translated onto the site plan and the spatial organization of the building. Thus, 

the site may be described as a series of enclosures and courtyards: a forecourt (the baroque 

garden), the monumental museum with two internal patios, and a rather understated rear 

court (Figure 6-26). The public section of the AIM, represented by the front façade of the 

building and marked by the monumental arch, contains a ceremonial flight of steps flanked by 

a library and lecture hall. They constitute the reference and general-purpose spaces of the 

museum. The exhibition section of the museum was originally distributed over three levels. 

The basement level, dedicated to the vault,73

Despite the AIM’s programmatic clarity, its architecture, which is composed of heterogeneous 

elements, contains ambiguous connotations. The ambiguity, which is examined below, is borne 

primarily of a tension between the unfamiliar juxtaposition of familiar iconic elements in the 

architectural style. It is further exacerbated by geographical location of the Museum site in 

 the ground level, dedicated to the Pre-Islamic 

period; and the upper level, which is nowadays closed, used to house the Islamic period 

collection.  

                                                             
73 This space is restricted to public; it falls under the administrative control and is only accessible via the rear 
entrance. 
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Iran. The design and choice of material suggest that the building could belong to the place, 

Iran, but it is not from the place, that is to say, it is not indigenous.  

The Museum is built in red brick to resemble Sassanid building materials. Aside from its 

monumentality, its architecture is historicist in making direct historical references that are 

concretely expressed in the main (front) façade of the building, notably Taq-e Kasra  (the Vault 

of Kasra). Taq-e Kasra also figures in the Museum’s logo (Figure 6-27).74

In the plans outlined, it was proposed that the architectural style of the museum 
building should correspond to themes of the items . . . to be displayed and also be in 
harmony with Persian history, therefore the façade and the entrance doorway of the 
museum were constructed in the style of Tagh-e Kasra . . . the famous [Sassanian] 
palace in Tisfun [Ctesiphon]. 

 A booklet published by 

the AIM after the Islamic Revolution presents a vague justification of its architectural style. It 

reads (Riazi n.d., 1):  

The Persian-Sassanid style the Museum façade is also expressive of its contents: historic relics. 

In addition to the iconic reference of the vault in the main façade – the public face of the 

museum – the design of buttresses and recesses and pilasters (engaged columns) on the 

façades invoke Taq-e Kasra and other Sassanid architecture. To the educated Iranian, the 

appropriation of the iconic façade of Taq-e Kasra conveys significant historical, literary, and 

nationalistic connotations. The original location of this vault in Ctesiphon was the capital of the 

Sassanid Empire in modern day Iraq, a place that was conquered and looted by the Muslim 

army in 637AD, and its fall marked the Sassanid demise.  

In the classical literature of the following centuries, the iwan of the palace (Iwan-e Mada’en), 

symbolized by the vault, Taq-e Kasra, became a poignant allegory of death and destruction 

brought upon the Sassanid Empire by the Arab-Islamic invasion. This is exemplified in a moving 

elegy composed by poet Khaqani-Shirvani (1120-1190), whose work, similar to those of 

Firdausi, imbued with sentiments that could be useful to the nationalist cause. Thus, in 1923, 

in the heat of nationalist sentiments, the Iranshahr journal announced a poetry competition on 

the basis of Khaqani’s elegy for those among the contemporary Iranian poets who “would 

                                                             
74 There are some suggestions that Pope, through his persuading of Reza Shah, has influenced the 
architectural style of the AIM (Silver 2005). However, I have found no evidence of such a connection and 
in fact the personal rivalries between Pope and Godard makes this highly improbable. The fact that the 
logo, the image of Taq-e Kasra, still represents the national museum suggests two things: the 
assumption on the part of officials of the prevalence of its iconic facade in the memory of the people, 
which could in turn, be indicative  of lingering residues of the Imperial Dream in popular and even 
official imagination. 
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want to leave a memory of their name in the history of the awakening of Iran’s national Spirit” 

(Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr 1923, 274).75

To early twentieth century nationalists, who idealized pre-Islamic Iran, Taq-e Kasra was an 

emblem for the last period of Iranian greatness, which reflected the “eternal Iranian spirit,” as 

it had survived deliberate attempts at its destruction by other peoples.

 

76

I “Fahima Gooran”, born in 1994, from Hamadan visited for the first time the Ancient 
Iran Museum and realized the history of my country that what we used to be and what 
has become of us. [I do] Hope that one day we become better than this [what we are 
now].  

 Kazemzadeh-

Iranshahr, one of the many like-minded intellectuals, argued in 1923 that the Iranian spirit was 

the essence of Iranian nation. By virtue of this spirit, he asserted, the Iranian nation retained 

“the same innate qualities which it had two thousand years ago,” by which they once “had a 

brilliant civilization” that resisted under “the chains of dominance of barbaric alien nations” 

(Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr 1923, 194). There is, however, one more clue as to the relationship 

between this museum and the aspirations of the modernizing elite, since the Qajar period. 

That clue, is a round plaque of white marble on which it is written “Powerful is he who has 

knowledge” [tavana bovad hark e dana bovad], a famous line by Firdausi, whom the 

nationalist idolized so much. Inscribed at this particular point, this poem resonates with the 

aspirations of the nationalists who sought to secularize knowledge and establish modern 

institutions for its propagation. The AIM, was the building in which people could gain 

knowledge of themselves as the starting point of knowledge, as evidenced in the following 

quote from the Visitors’ comments Book:  

The AIM is, therefore, a poignant reminder of the once great Persian empire and emblematic 

of the Imperial Dream. Its architecture resembles a relic and an imaginative reconstruction of a 

ruin and this performs two mutually reinforcing roles for its educated visitors. Firstly, through 

the associations in its architecture, the building conveys nostalgia for past greatness and the 

lost mythic homeland. Secondly, through a design that resurrects and allegorizes the historic 

ruin of Taq-e Kasra – a royal site of “ours” that has fallen beyond the now shrunken geo-

political borders of the homeland – it can impress in the mind of the visitor an irreconcilable 

                                                             
75 The series of discussions on the poetry competition and the national significance of Taq-e Kasra, as well as the 
general idea of national awakening continued well into the next year of the Iranshahr journal.  
76 Wilber reports (Wilber 1981, 101)):  

Arabs tried in vain to pull it down, and in Islamic times builders tried to erect structures large enough to 
overshadow it. During the reign of Khosraw the ruler held audience in this hall, seated on a throne behind 
a hanging curtain. On special occasions the curtain was drawn to reveal him on a splendid throne with a 
massive regal crown suspended over his head on a chain hung from the vault above. 
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distance between the past ideal and the present reality (refer to Chapter 8 for evidence), 

transforming the Museum into a site of loss and lament.  

It becomes clear, from the above, that the Sassanid references are significant in the AIM’s 

inscription. However, they explain only part of the sense of familiarity in the architecture, and 

would perhaps only be apparent to the well-educated. The Museum may also seem familiar 

since it is composed of particular forms, materials, and colours, which regardless of their 

historical origins, are embedded in a vernacular architectural tradition and, as such, constitute 

a common-place. The traditional Iranian architecture of the arid regions, consists of mud brick 

or adobe forms and structures that are either traceable to the Sassanid period, directly 

replicate that architecture or continue its construction techniques. Godard points out that he 

saw a newly built peasant residence, barely ten years old, which replicated Taq-e Kasra (Torre 

2006, 152). Therefore, elements such as iwan, the vault and the courtyard are, in a sense, 

commonplace, or in other words, folkloric.77

One could plausibly assume that the above popular and historic associations, especially as 

expressed in the vault, are powerful enough to convey historical references and their 

associated emotional connotations, to a wider public. The façades of the AIM, therefore, 

require little further material and design complications. The architecture is economical in its 

palette of materials, motifs, and decorative elements. The exterior palette of material 

comprises brick, continuous stone socles and steps, and generally limited types of timber-

frames windows – protected with grid-iron panels, the arched-type for exhibition spaces, a 

smaller rectangular one above them to terminate the façade, and regular rectilinear windows 

for administrative and laboratory spaces. The economical palette of materials is composed in 

rhythmic divisions along the façades.  

 By utilizing these elements, Godard designed a 

“high” architecture somewhat familiar to the “folk.” Thus, insofar as the choice of materials 

and commonplace and historic references render the building familiar to Iranians, the 

architecture arguably instigates a nostalgic and romantic feeling, a feeling that reverberates 

with the collections inside, as discussed later.  

Aside from the main façade, other historical references and appropriations are evident in the 

floor plan, adding to the museum’s multitude of meanings. On the one hand, the plan can be 

interpreted as inspired by two different historical/archaeological precedents dating back to the 

Sassanid period. While the front of the building is inspired by Taq-e Kasra, the distribution of 

spaces in the plan broadly resembles the sixth-seventh century AD palace of Firuzabad (Figures 
                                                             
77 This is to suggest that the Museum and its architecture cannot be simply characterized as high-art versus the 
popular culture, or, by extension, a ruling-class conspiracy for the domination of the masses.  
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6-28 and 6-29). On the basis of interpretations offered so far, it is also possible to  suggest that 

the axial and hierarchical site plan of the building and the presence of the forecourt/public 

garden, however superficially, resonate with the Iranian tradition of ceremonial architecture, 

for example the tradition of building elegant, freestanding ceremonial pavilions in Iranian 

garden settings. Yet on the other hand, the general outline of the plan, its programmatic 

arrangement, and rationalist, modern and functional interior are rooted in the European and 

particularly French architectural thinking of its time.   

In Europe, there is a tradition of relating museum typology to that of palaces (Giebelhausen 

2006, 233) or temples, an idea present in Wren’s design for the Ashmolean Museum (1678-

1683).78

The AIM may be inspired by Sassanid palaces and indeed invokes Taq-e Kasra in its main 

façade. But also in its diagrammatic outline, it resembles an Egyptian temple typology in its 

hierarchized arrangement of spaces, axially, from public to private. As a French educated 

architect, Godard would have been aware of preceding comparative methods employed by the 

likes of J. D. Leroy and, later, J. N. L. Durand in their historiographical and pedagogical 

programs, as exemplified in Durand’s method of comparing architectural masterpieces, Greek 

and Egyptian temples in particular.

 Late eighteenth century German romanticist architects, for example, were convinced 

of the notion of museum as temple, which was the ultimate statement of Art as new 

spirituality of religion (Ziolkowski 1987, 373-4). This idea was, Ziolkowski argues, concretely 

expressed in Schinkel’s 1823 neo-classical design for the Altes Museum in Berlin. However, it 

could be argued equally, that Schinkel’s design was based on the palace typology as it 

contained all the basic elements present in the palace typology. Similar typological references 

are also apparent in Alfred Waterhouse’s London Natural History Museum (1881) and its neo-

Romanesque style, the Greek temple in Stack’s Nationalgalerie (1866-1876), and Dean and 

Woodward’s Oxford Natural History Museum (1860).  

79

                                                             
78 On the typology of museums, also refer to: (Searing 1987). 

 If Greek temples or Christian churches could be 

appropriated as temples of art or nature in Europe, then it is equally plausible to adapt the 

Egyptian temple, a Sassanid palace, an Islamic mosque, or a Buddhist temple for the same 

purpose in the “Orient.” This suggestion is reinforced by considering two contemporaneous 

French examples as counterparts to the AIM’s architecture and interior: the Ho Chi Minh 

79 Julien-David Leroy (1724-1803), was a French architect and historian of the academy whose studies of ancient 
Greek buildings contributed to the Neo-Classical Greek revival in architecture of his time. Durand (1760-1834) was a 
French architect and educator who attempted to systematise architectural education and production by assuming 
an analytical approach. He attempted to classify great works of past architecture and then educe from them 
generic, universal principles to be applied to contemporary architecture. For a discussion on his work see: (Madrazo 
1994).  
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(Saigon) City Historical Museum80

Gwendolyn Wright refers to the above examples as having been conceived through an 

associationist framework. Here associationism has both social and architectural connotations. 

Following Patricia Morton (Morton 1998, 359-60), ‘associationism’ is interpreted in terms of 

the relationship between the colonies and the motherland, a relationship that constitutes a 

world “predicated on the precise and subtle differentiation of peoples, societies, and cultures 

into racially based hierarchies.” Associationism, which was informed by social Darwinism, was 

underpinned by the belief that colonials were deeply influenced by their pre-existing social and 

mental structures and, therefore, incapable of completely assimilating the culture and social 

structures of the colonizers. This kind of associationism became the late nineteenth century 

French colonial policy. Under this policy local institutions were retained and the natives elites, 

designated as inferior associates in “the colonial enterprise,” were employed to administer the 

colonies.  

 (established 1927, inaugurated 1929) and the National 

Museum of Hanoi (formerly Luis Finot Museum, 1925-1932, Figures 6-30 and 6-31). Both 

museums were in the former colonies of Indochina – today’s Vietnam – and similar to other 

museums in the region, they “presented characteristic examples” of that region’s architectural 

traditions, also drawing upon the archaeological knowledge of their time. The Hanoi museum 

invokes the Vietnamese tradition of “the village dinh as a temple and gathering place.” Its 

façade is populated with multiple references and spoliations of architectural motifs from 

Chinese and Thai temples to Hindu temples in India, all integrated under a general French 

(Beaux-Arts) architectural composition. A much subtler approach was employed in the Saigon 

museum, which appropriates local motifs in the façades and invokes a Vietnamese pagoda 

structure to become “an architecture of Asiatic Inspiration” (Wright 1996, 129). 

Architectural associationism, a theory that was developed in the nineteenth century, 

submitted that buildings expressed other ideas and meanings. Architecture was predominantly 

interpreted as either a “living creature” or “communication appliance.” Thus, a building was 

seen as a means for expressing suffering, joy, beauty, moral or political values (Hersey 1972, 

xiii, 7-11). Central to the associationist position was a poetic and sensory (sensationalist) 

interpretation of buildings and architecture. In the colonies, architectural associationism was 

reflected in colonial buildings such as the above examples, which express a sense of belonging 

to a place and culture, by spoliating local architectural motifs and relationships in their 

façades. According to Wright (Wright 1996, 129), the French pursued associationism in their 

“colonial aesthetics” as a matter of policy in the early twentieth century. This was intended to 
                                                             
80 Originally the Blanchard de la Brosse Museum but since 1979, renamed Bao Tang Lich Su - Historical Museum. 
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produce a modern architecture inspired by the context. The architecture of the AIM, where 

the front façade in particular, communicates historical nationalist connotations, parallels the 

general French policy and may be characterized by the broader definition of associationism. 81

As noted above, the AIM's symmetrical and eclectic façades appropriate different architectural 

motifs, significantly, for historical reasons, from the period of the Sassanid Empire (241-651 

AD). This eclectic style evades identification with a singular architectural origin but is 

essentially historicist. Similar to the Vietnamese examples cited above, the AIM is also 

Quatremerian, and ultimately Lamarckian, in its geographical determinism.

  

82 Quatremere’s 

contention was that architecture was conditioned by geographical and cultural variables of its 

setting and thus a building type was interpreted as general rule or model governing the 

character of architecture rather than a fixed, universal principle.83

Typologically, Durand’s hypothetical museum (1802-05, itself inspired by the palace) is 

arguably the model for the AIM (Figure 6-32). Durand’s proposal standardized the design for 

museums (Giebelhausen 2006, 225) and was based on arranging an enfilade of galleries within 

a square-and-cross plan and a rotunda at the centre. The AIM follows a similar modular idea 

and resembles to Durand’s concept (Figure 6-33). Here the linear configuration of exhibition 

spaces is suited to displaying objects according to an evolutionary narrative (discussed below). 

It also follows a Durandesque dichotomy between typology, as the compositional pattern 

driven by the functional program, and style, as the architectural envelope “dressing” the 

program and creating the exterior look of the building (Jan van Pelt and William Westfall 1991, 

149). It has a monumental shell that is separate from the apparent neutrality of the modern 

interior (Figure 6-34). In this respect, it bears striking resemblance – down to the display cases 

– with Saigon Museum’s interior (Figures 6-35 and 6-36). The above examples reinforce the 

 Quatremere’s 

understanding of type posits artifacts as the embodiment and product of cultural specificities 

(Jan van Pelt and William Westfall 1991, 149-150). This aspect parallels the spoliation and 

incorporation of Iranian historical motifs into the architecture intended at creating cultural and 

historical specificity. 

                                                             
81 Michaela Giebelhausen refers to the conception of the museum as a civic and educational “instrument,” which 
was also “flexible and adaptable.” She counts Le Corbusier’s design for the Museum of unlimited Growth (1939) and 
New York’s Museum of Modern Arts (MoMa-1939) as examples of this approach to museum architecture 
(Giebelhausen 2006, 232-233). 
82 Antoine-Chrysostome Quatremere de Quincy (1755 – 1849), was a French archaeologist and architectural 
theorist. For more about Quatremere see: (Hvattum 2004, 35-49). 
83 Thus, the romantic-naitonalist component present in the architecture of the AIM, has originated from the milieu 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. For more on this refer to: (Jan van Pelt and William Westfall 
1991, 149).  
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observation that the AIM’s architecture follows on one hand a French tradition of design, 

particularly in their colonies, and on the other, Durand’s theories.84

The reference to historic, archaeological icons is also characteristic of the National Romantic 

tendencies in European art and architecture. There, architecture utilized a vocabulary of motifs 

to communicate nationalist and regionalist intentions and construct an historic origin for the 

nation.

 

85

Following a Durandesque dichotomy and the established tradition of museum design of the 

time, the AIM’s interior is divorced from its exterior architectural style: it is the direct and 

efficient translation of the program suited to the display of objects along an historical 

narrative. The palette of materials and colours is limited to mainly white hues for walls and a 

grey floor. The two patios provide the basis for spatial divisions and structural modules 

(Figures 6-25, 26 and 38). The perimeter walls read as continuous elements distinct from the 

rest of the interior. They stand in contrast with the columnar arrangement of the rest of the 

interior (Figure 6-34). This contrast is also underlined by a continuous cornice, which conceals 

hidden sources of illumination at the perimeter of the exhibition space (Figure 6-39). Natural, 

poor quality interior lighting is provided by windows on the sides of the exhibition space and 

the two patios. Except for one point, a niche at the far end of the Museum where a statue of 

Darius is on show (Figure 6-40), the interior is a neutral, universal and abstract space within 

which objects are distributed.  

 Those motifs were represented in the exterior as much as the interior. However, in 

the AIM, there is only an expressive shell and the interior is deliberately utilitarian and 

economical, following a European and modern logic of planning and architecture (Figure 6-37). 

This distinguishes the AIM from the usual genres of Romantic Nationalist architecture where 

nationalist connotations are woven into even the interior details and motifs of the 

architecture. However, the architectural shell does invoke Romantic Nationalist connotations, 

following Homa Katouzian’s (Katouzian 2000, 324-325, Katouzian 2001, 3-6) understanding of 

the term, as a nationalism intertwined with modernism and propelled by both a rejection of 

the status quo and a deep sense of “self reproach.” From this perspective, the Museum was 

the projection of nationalist hopes and aspirations as exemplified in the Imperial Dream.  

                                                             
84 Arguably, the architecture of the AIM, its external shell, lends itself to multiple projections of meaning. It 
simultaneously accommodates contradictory connotations such as French colonialism and Iranian nationalism, and 
is, strictly in this sense, neo-Baroque. 
85 On the discussion of historical origins and the use of motifs and their role in drawing a public, there is a host of 
sources for National Romanticist architecture, For example refer to (Moravánskzy 1997, 70) and (Miller Lane 2000, 
246).  
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The Museum’s Curatorial Narrative 

Inside the Museum, the visitor was (and is today) instructed through displays arranged in 

accordance with the curatorial narrative.86

The curatorial narrative of the AIM was modernist in that is riled on materiality, as opposed to 

overt expressions of spirituality, which would become the distinctive characteristic of the 

Islamic Period Museum, historical progress and the very idea of the nation. Through the 

physical attributes of the interior and the placement of objects, historical distanciation, and 

with it the idea of progress, are firmly established as the bedrock of the modern nation. The 

following analysis demonstrates that the museum in its totality represented the Imperial 

Dream, which is transcendental and ultimately spiritual; however, this was not done through a 

single exhibit. The emphasis in the curatorial narrative is upon a Darwinian historical 

evolutionism. The objects are arranged such as to convince the visitor of two things. Firstly, 

that Iranians have a distant historical origin, from which they have evolved following a 

continuous and uninterrupted trajectory, and which predates most Europeans’ origins. 

Iranians, as E. G. Browne observed just decades before, were a “people still wonderfully 

homogenous ... and still singularly resembling their ancient forbearers.”

 With regard to the quality and richness of displays, 

Pope, the American Orientalist, characterized the Museum as “[in]contestably superior” to its 

Western counterparts (Pope 1946, 78). Even today, the Museum’s official website claims, the 

AIM is among the world’s most credible institutions owing to the diversity, size and quality of 

its collection. The curatorial narrative relies upon a conspicuous concept of progress based on 

historical evolution and a “scientific” approach to heritage understood in terms of material 

culture and identified under the rubric of archaeology. The curatorial narrative of the museum 

describes a linear progression from early history until the fall of the Sassanids. The second 

level, which was dedicated to the Islamic collection, is today rarely open to the public, and its 

exhibits are now located in a separate building.  

87

The Pre-Islamic Section 

 Secondly, the 

museum presented material evidence that, in accordance with the ‘survival of the fittest,’ 

Iranians had survived long enough to be considered ‘fit’ for and indeed deserve nationhood.  

Historical documents show that the transformation of the pre-Islamic section of the museum, 

at least since 1948, has been negligible. The image of this interior is therefore reconstructed 

                                                             
86 As in other museums, instructing the public was a deliberate policy of the AIM as evidenced in Appendix II-b. 
87 E. G. Browne, quoted in (Nash 2005, 156). 
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with reference to the current condition, historical images of the interior, and a Museum Guide 

written in 1948.  

Upon entry, the visitor encountered the pre-historic section of the Museum with displays 

dating back to BCE 11,000 catching a glimpse of the two patios.88 This was the beginning of a 

looped interior itinerary, which functioned as a timeline chronologically organizing the exhibits 

(Figure 6-41). Through the prehistoric times the visitor ultimately arrived at the Achaemenids 

and, as the loop turned on itself, leading to the Ashkanians (Arsacids or Seleucids 248 BCE - 

227 CE) and Sassanids and ultimately back to the exit point.89

The viewing sequence, which began from pre-historic displays (this has slightly changed at 

present due to the placement of the museum shop) progressed in time from 3500 to 1000 BCE 

(with the exception of some Achaemenid and Sassanid cylindrical seals) with displays collected 

near the region near Persepolis, Luristan, Susa, and Nahavand, dating. Between the two patios 

(Figure 6-42), there was a comparative display case, display no. 5, with a direct connotation for 

nationhood and national unity. Display no. 5, according to the Museum Guide, demonstrated,  

 The looping circulation is of 

course the product of the architectural design; however, in the context of the nationalist 

ideology and the architectural motifs employed in the design of the building, one could 

interpret it as a metaphor for the “nation’s” power of regenerating itself and its cultural 

traditions, and its perpetual connections with its historical origins. This is in association with 

the sequence of displays, as follows.  

clearly and evidently the resemblance among artifacts found at different historical and 
ancient locations of Iran. The resemblance among these objects ... was not accidental 
and suggests that since earliest periods in history there has [sic.] been industrial and 
cultural relations between different areas of the country [note how the Guide projects 
a modern concept of nation-state back into the pre-historic era] (Ancient Iran Museum 
1948, 17). 

In this part, there were smaller comparative display cases against the wall, which “clearly 

demonstrated the harmony within the Iranian civilization despite its [geographical] expanse 

and breadth in the fourth millennium BCE”   

The ideas of nationhood, racial purity and cultural regeneration are further reinforced through 

the curatorial narrative. While the Guide refers to the Ashkanians as being “of Iranian Descent” 

but Helenophile (Ancient Iran Museum 1948, 39), it introduces the Sassanids as the “pure and 

                                                             
88 This manner of entry is now changed and the visitor enters a small and museum shop. 
89 Some objects in the museum vault date back 800,000 years. Access, however, is limited to those with permission 
from the management of the Museum. 
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unsullied Iranian dynasty” who gradually extinguished “the effects of foreign customs that 

Iranians did not like” and reinstated and renewed “Iranian nationality and Iranian customs and 

mores, particularly the old religion of Iran [Zoroastrianism], which Ardeshir [the Sassanid 

emperor] thought to be the basis for monarchy and government” (Ancient Iran Museum 1948, 

43). 

The pre-Islamic section of the Museum also conveyed the idea of the historical continuity of 

Iran and Iranian cultural traditions between the pre-Islamic and Islamic periods. The final 

display in the Sassanid period contained a collection of silver vases of both pre-Islamic and 

Islamic periods illustrating their similarity and resemblance (Ancient Iran Museum 1948, 48, 

51), from which the continuity of Iranian culture, despite the advent of Islam, could be 

inferred.  

In addition to the above ideas, the curatorial narrative reinforced the importance of the 

Achaemenids for contemporary Iran. This was done through the overall visual impression of 

the lower (pre-Islamic) gallery, which has remained largely unaltered to the present, and the 

presence of some temporary exhibits such as the maquette of Persepolis (Figure 6-43). On the 

southern wall of the Museum, there was a comparative timeline map locating displays and 

periods in geographic in the context of world history and hung adjacent to it, a map of 

contemporary Iran (Figures 6-44 and 6-45). The areas depicted cover a much smaller domain 

than those controlled by the Achaemenids. Addressing that map and at the focal point of the 

gallery was the bas-relief of Darius giving audience to Median delegates, taken from the palace 

of Apadana in Persepolis (Figure 6-46 and 6-47). This implied an axial relationship between the 

Achaemenids and the geo-political entity of contemporary Iran. The Achaemenid section was 

emphasized in the Museum, if not dominating it, through visual cues such as the sheer size of 

its exhibits and their strategic placement relative to other periods, at the focal point of the 

gallery (Figures 6-48 and 6-49). At the centre of this part of the exhibition is a towering and 

headless figure of Darius the Great (founder of Persepolis) carved of stone, stylistically 

reminiscent of ancient Egyptian statues and emphasized by a velvet – the Royal colour – 

backdrop and its location inside a niche (Figure 6-40). There was also a plaque found 

embedded within the foundation of buildings by which Darius declared the expanse of his 

empire: “the lands from the Oxus to the Aegean, From the Indus to the Nile, including 27 

distinguishable peoples, the first, and perhaps the most successful United Nations” (Pope 

1946, 81, 84, Ancient Iran Museum 1948, 33).  
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Through the combination of that axial relationship, the location in space and the size and 

content of exhibits, the curatorial narrative implied the progressive evolution of peoples into 

an inevitable destiny, the World Empire of Persia, under the Achaemenids, and regenerated 

under the Sassanids. Furthermore, although the curatorial narrative submitted to a strict 

chronological progression (with minor mistakes), the Achaemenids and then the Sassanids 

were then, and remain now, dominant within its spatial hierarchy. For example, an impressive 

statue of an Ashkani warrior-prince which could possibly diminish the impact of an 

Achaemenid column capital was away from the main axis (Figure 6-50). Thus, a general 

impression of Iranian history was (is) rendered in terms of “golden periods” and emplaced 

within a geographical expanse, which as Darius’ sculpture suggested, stretched beyond the 

geopolitical boundaries of Iran.   

In summary, the pre-Islamic section of the Museum conveyed notions of nationhood, racial 

purity, regeneration and renewal of cultural traditions through historical progress, and even 

irredentism or a vague claim toward parts of the ancient Persian empires now outside Iran 

proper.  

The Islamic Section 

The Islamic section of the Museum was closed in the early 1980s and its contents were later 

transferred into the Ethnography Museum (discussed later here and in the following chapter). 

There is scant documented evidence of the original spatial arrangement and curatorial 

narrative of that section. However, it is possible to reconstruct an accurate picture of the 

Museum in the 1940s, based on Pope’s description and photos of this section in 1946 (Pope 

1946, 85-100), and the Guide produced in 1948. In general, the interior plan replicated the 

lower level, except that, compared to the pre-Islamic section, here the historical periods were 

more clearly partitioned (Figure 6-51). At the southern end of the Islamic section, there were 

two galleries located over the auditorium and the library. They were respectively dedicated to 

temporary exhibitions and to a collection of china-ware from the Shrine of Sheikh Safi od-Din 

Ardebili, the fountainhead of the Safavids.  

In introducing this section, the Guide acknowledges that after the fall of the Sassanids there 

was a rupture in the political system of rule; the “traditional religion was overcome by Islam;” 

and, “as a matter of expediency the Persian language was mixed with Arabic.” However, the 

guide is emphatic that “close examination of Iranian art and crafts reveals little transformation 

in the essence and truth of the Iranian civilization.” Resembling some contemporaneous 



342 The AIM and the Rise of the Imperial Dream 1937 – 1979 

 

 

Orientalist positions, the Guide asserts that the invaders – Arabs, Turks and Mongols – were 

not sophisticated enough to add anything to Iranian culture. Rather, they were influenced by 

Iran (Ancient Iran Museum 1948, 50). This also resonates with the notion of an eternal Iranian 

Spirit, which inspired the nationalist intellectuals of the early twentieth century Iran, people 

such as Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr.   

With regard to Islamic art and architecture, the Guide’s position is clear: “Islamic art” simply 

connotes the “objects produced by the Iranian civilization after the advent of Islam”; 

otherwise, Islam did not change Iranian art and crafts. Similarly, the Guide says, the mosque 

was created after Islam but “in its architectural principles, plans, and construction methods it 

followed olden Iranian traditions.” In short, the Iranian spirit subsumed all other influences 

and Islam was a subsidiary to the Iranian culture and not the other way around. This 

prioritization of the Iranian spirit over other influences, including Islam, would later be alien to 

the cultural position of the Islamic Republic establishment (see following chapter).   

Judging by these references and archival photographs, the Islamic section of the Museum 

replicated the pre-Islamic section (Figures 6-52). Displays were arranged chronologically 

(Ancient Iran Museum 1948, 51) and in accordance with a notion of historical progress. It 

appears firstly, that the Islamic exhibits (dating from the eighth century onward) were of 

comparable quality to those in the pre-Islamic section; and, secondly, that the iconic objects 

that form the core of the current Islamic section were on display within the AIM at the time.90

Exhibits were judged, not as sacred objects, but primarily as art historical objects, and this is 

clearly reflected in the tone of the museum guide. However, this clarity gives way to 

ambivalence or even contradiction in the catalogue of the first Koran Collection, inaugurated 

on the occasion of the Naurooz festival in March 1949 (Figure 6-53). That collection occupied 

the space formerly given to temporary exhibitions and the Safavid Chinaware. This too was 

chronologically arranged; thus, the Korans were seen as art objects and in the context of the 

evolution of the art of calligraphy and other fine arts of their time.

 

Pope declared what he perceived as the public and educational function of the museum, which 

was influencing emerging designs and turning Iranians into collectors proud of “the great 

tradition to which he [was] heir” (Pope 1946, 100).   

91

                                                             
90 This is evident from Popes’s description in comparison to the current exhibits of the Islamic Period Museum. 

 The introduction, written 

by Abdolhamid Zangeneh, the Minister for culture concurs with the general spirit of the AIM, 

which focuses on the Iranian spirit. It reads (M. Bahrami 1949, b-j [be-jeem]),  

91 In the preface to the Guide (by Zangeneh, the Minister for Culture), the Korans were interpreted as a 
manifestation of belief through art (M. Bahrami 1949, G [jeem]).  
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It is only natural that a nation such as Iran, with a few thousand years history of 
civilization, in whose nature arts and crafts have been since the earliest of ancient 
times  ... once converted to the holy religion of Islam would manifest its artistic talents 
in Islamic artifacts and buildings ... and those who are aware of the history of Islamic 
civilization are well aware of the influence of Iranian arts in Islamic artifacts. 

Even the Koran was “a sacred realm for manifesting the Iranian talent and art.” Here, 

Zangeneh invokes the notion of sacred art, something that was so far absent in the exhibition. 

He contends that sacred art – as exhibited in the Korans – is the outcome of total religious 

conviction.  

The rest of the catalogue, written by Mehdi Bahrami (1905-1951),92 is a scholarly work that 

historicises copies of the Koran’s on display by stating the history of their compilation and 

transformation.93

 

 The aim of the exhibition was to clarify the place and contribution of Iran to 

the Islamic edifices, thus acknowledging Islam as part of national identity while reaffirming a 

notion of a distinctive Iranian nation (M. Bahrami 1949, b-j [b-jeem]). The language of the 

catalogue glosses over an important point. On one hand, the AIM clearly suggests that the 

Islamic art of Iran, particularly the artistic renderings of the Koran, are evidence for the 

triumph of the Iranian spirit, which predates Islam. On the other hand, however, the artistic 

talents expressed in the Korans are the product of true Islamic conviction, whose origin 

transcends that national spirit. Thus, the spirit of the Iranian nation is simultaneously 

subordinated to and transcends Islam. This is untenable unless one assumes that both religion 

and the Iranian spirit are coextensive, that is they are of the same essence and issued from the 

same origin. This would be a platonic position akin to that of the Traditionalists discussed in 

Chapter 4. It is the position that Zangeneh assumes by saying that the Korans were meant to 

demonstrate “the connection between religious beliefs and the fine arts as they are both 

based on the world of Meaning [the world of Ideas – note the Platonism] and the secret of 

Creation (M. Bahrami 1949, b-j [b-jeem]).” Another way to interpret this would be to suggest 

that Islam could be the subset of a broader Iranian culture and yet that culture could 

contribute to developments in religion and to other Muslim people. The ambivalence, 

however, remains. This would haunt the Museum after the Islamic Revolution.  

                                                             
92 Dr. Mehdi Bahrami was an Orientalist and expert in Islamic pottery, was the chief curator and later, Director of 
the AIM (Dimand 1951). 
93 In his introduction to the Guide, the Minister for Culture, Zangeneh, invites all Iranians to “develop Iran and 
improve their own lives” through “absolute faith in God's Grace and reliance upon common national sentiments 
[religion being one of them]” (M. Bahrami 1949, a [alef]). 
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Figure  6-16  Central part of the AIM's facade featuring the appropriated Taq-e Kasra, engaged 
columns and arched windows. 
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Figure  6-17  Side facade of the AIM: distribution of windows articulates internal divisions. 

Figure  6-18  Side facade of the AIM is an elongated wall divided into modules of rhythmic vertical 
lines. 
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Figure  6-19  Maquette of the AIM: the original design envisaged an axial relationship between the 
"baroque" garden and the building. 

 

 

Figure  6-20  The Garden of Fin near Kashan. The pavilion sits at the centre of the garden demarcated 
by footpaths and water canals. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 
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Figure  6-21  Jahan Nama Garden in Shiraz follows a generic pattern for Iranian gardens: a pavilion 
surrounded by a geometrically arranged, walled garden. 

 

Figure  6-22  The Shazdeh Garden near Mahan (1881) is another example of a Persian garden also 
inspired by French landscape and architecture concepts. 
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Figure  6-23  The overgrown garden of the AIM, known as the Mo`alem Park, 18 April 2008. 

 

Figure  6-24  Aerial image of the AIM with the library to its north. Basemap after Wikimapia. 
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Figure  6-25  Programmatic organization of the AIM with the Library to its north is around a series of 
axially positioned courtyards. Basemap after Wikimapia 

 

Figure  6-26  AIM’s patios and courtyards. Basemap after Wikimapia 
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Figure  6-27  Logo of the AIM. 

 

 

Figure  6-28  Plan of Taq-e Kasra, third century AD (drawing not to scale). Plan after Encyclopaedia Iranica, 
http://www.iranica.com/articles/palace-architecture, 2008. 

 

 

Figure  6-29  Plan of the palace of Firuzabad, third century AD (not to scale). Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

http://www.iranica.com/articles/palace-architecture�
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Figure  6-30 Ho Chi Minh (Saigon) City Historical Museum, 1927. Photo after Wright (1996, 130). 

 

 

 

Figure  6-31 Luis Finot Museum, Hanoi 1925-32. Photo after Wright (1996,131). 
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Figure  6-32  Durand's hypothetical museum 1802-5. Drawings from Giebelhausen (2006, 226, Figure 14.1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  6-33  Architectural diagram of the AIM reflects the basic relationships set out in Durand's 
model. Base drawings after Giebelhausen. 
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Figure  6-34  The independence of structure and shell in the AIM resonates with Durand's theories. 

 

 

 

 

Figure  6-35 Ho Chi Minh (Saigon) City Historical Museum, 1927. Compare display cases with the AIM’s 
below. Photo after Wright (1996, 132). 
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Figure  6-36  A typical display case in the AIM. 

  

 

Figure  6-37  General view of the AIM's interior. 
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Figure  6-38  The sequence of patios and the space between them (left) from inside the gallery. 

 

 

Figure  6-39  Perimeter walls are articulated as planar architectural elements and distinguished from 
the ceilings through a line of cornices and hidden lights. They are also differentiated from the internal 
structure, which is read as being columnar. 
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Figure  6-40  The Statue of Darius in Egyptian style in a recessed niche. 

 

 

Figure  6-41  The interior movement pattern constitutes a chronological loop, suggesting historical 
continuity.  
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Figure  6-42  The present exhibition space between the two patios. 

 

Figure  6-43  School visit to the AIM: a group of school girl-scouts visit inspect the maquette of 
Persepolis located at the space between patios, 1970. Photo courtesy of the National Library of Iran. 



358 The AIM and the Rise of the Imperial Dream 1937 – 1979 

 

 

Figure  6-44  locations of comparative timeline map and the geopolitical Map of Iran in relation to 
other significant exhibits on display. A relationship is suggested between the Achaemenids and the 
contemporary Iranian entity. 

 

 

Figure  6-45  Contemporary map of the geo-political entity of Iran adjacent to an historical timeline 
inside the gallery. 
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Figure  6-46  Location of bas-relief depiction of Darius giving audience. 

 

Figure  6-47  Bas-relief of Darius giving audience. 
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Figure  6-48  Achaemenid exhibits dominate the museum interior. 

 

Figure  6-49  Achaemenid` column capital is seen from the far end of the gallery. 
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Figure  6-50 The Achaemenid column capital located on the central axis of the gallery. The Ashkani 
(Arsacid) statue of a prince is seen centre-left and in the recess between the two patios. 
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Figure  6-51  The internal layout of the Islamic gallery on the second level of the AIM. Photo reproduced 
from the original museum guide, courtesy of the AIM library. 

 

Figure  6-52  The general atmosphere of the Islamic gallery in the AIM. The interior is clearly 
partitioned but follows the chronological order. Photo courtesy of the National Library of Iran. 
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Figure  6-53  Layout of the Koran exhibition in the AIM, 1948. Photo courtesy of the National Library of Iran.  

 

 

 

Figure  6-54  The 1966 International Congress of Iranologists held at the EM. Photo courtesy of the National 
Library of Iran. 
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Figure  6-55  The Royal entourage on its way to the opening of the Dasht-e Lut gallery of the AIM in the 
EM building, 1972.  Photo courtesy of the National Library of Iran. 

 

Figure  6-56  General view of the EM from the entry point to the National Museum compound. 
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Figure  6-57  M. Piacentini’s, University of Rome: Administrative Building (1932-5) is an example of a 
fascist architecture in Europe with comparable austerity, proportions, and mass to the EM. Photo 
courtesy of Artstor. 

 

Figure  6-58  Tehran, the Palace of Justice by Gabriel Guevrekian (construction completed in 1946). 
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Figure  6-59  The Melli Bank of Iran, Bazaar Branch by Mohsen Foroughi (construction began in 1941). 

 

 

Figure  6-60  Plan of Musée des Colonies, by Laparde (1931) adapted after Morton. The organization of 
spaces around a double-height central core is similar to the EM. Plan drawn after Morton (1998, 370, 16)).  
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The Ethnography Museum 

The AIM displayed the historical origins of the nation through material evidence, which also 

authenticated the claim for a “lofty Iranian (national) spirit” and nationhood, and through this 

inscribed the Imperial Dream. The adjacent Ethnography Museum (EM) on the other hand, 

must have represented the cultural and folkloric origins of the nation attempting to 

authenticate a claim for national unity despite the apparent diversity of ethnicities involved. 

Similar to other Ethnographic museums, the EM was meant to catalogue and historicise 

diverse cultural traditions of the nation, while emphasising national unity. It was at once a 

place of preservation and departure from those traditions. The EM would in 1996 be annexed 

to the AIM to house the collection of the Islamic Period and is discussed in the following 

chapter.  

The idea of ethnographic museums was announced in 1936, and together with the Centre for 

Ethnographic Research, comprised the Iranian Institute of Anthropology.94 Plans for having the 

Centre for Ethnographic Research and an associated museum were hatched in 1935 as part of 

repertoire of cultural reform and modernization implemented by the Reza Shah 

establishment.95

In order to collect accurate information and documents on the various ethnic groups 
and peoples who were resident and/or are living in the country of Iran, and also in 
order to study the different dimensions of their material and spiritual life, the Ministry 
of Sciences will establish an anthropological institute.

 A convention of Iranian and foreign intellectuals, anthropologists and 

archaeologists, proposed the establishment of two institutions: one dedicated to collecting 

folklore (tangible and intangible) and the other, an ethnographic museum. Those plans took 

effect in 1936 by a committee of eight prominent Iranian scholars of history and literature 

(Fazeli 2006, 54-55). Their objective is described in the following article of their Constitution:  

96

Nematollah Fazeli argues that such museums and the Centre for Ethnographic Research were 

officially conceived as ideological instruments to inculcate the public with the Pahlavi creeds of 

  

                                                             
94 Refer to Appendix III-c.  
95 Nematollah Fazeli notes (Fazeli 2006, 59) that in a convention of the Ministry for Science and Education, Rashid 
Yasami, intellectual and man of letters, Professor W. Hass [sic., Haas], a German [American] anthropologist and later 
head of the Ethnography Museum and research centre, and Godard argued for “the importance of folklore and 
archaeological enterprises in Iran.”  
96 Talim va Tarbiyat magazine, 1936, quoted in (Fazeli 2006, 55). 
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romantic nationalism and in accordance with the racial theory that was prevalent at the time  

(Fazeli 2006, 47-52, 60).97

The construction of the Ethnography Museum began in 1941 on a plot of land to the east of 

the AIM. However, the Allied invasion of Iran (1941) during the Second World War interrupted 

the construction works for almost a decade, between 1943 until around 1953 (Riazi n.d., 12-

13). The building was utilized as a museum until 1974, and housed various conventions and 

temporary exhibitions (Figures 6-54 and 6-55). From the scant descriptions of the museum and 

its function, it is possible to speculate that the museum never reached its full potential. By 

1979, it had undergone some transformations to accommodate the Islamic collection of the 

AIM

 The EM has to be seen within a similar context. 

98 and the ethnographic collections, it would appear, moved to the Ethnographic Museum 

in the Golestan Palace complex, which was prepared in 1970, under the curatorship of Soraya 

Tremayne-Sheibani.99

The EM has an abstract, modern architectural expression, which unlike the AIM, lacks motifs 

with iconic, historical or literary associations in its facade (Figure 6-56), although, as discussed 

in the following chapter, the plan seems to have been inspired by Sassanid precedents. It is 

officially interpreted as an invocation of the Sassanid palace of Bishapur (Riazi n.d., 13, Roohfar 

1999, 26). Its design is similar to its monumental pre-War European architecture: the regulated 

rhythms of vertical lines on the façade, its sharp, cubic and solid mass resemble the abstracted 

Classicism and monumentalism of the 1930s (Borsi 1987, 55, 88).

   

100

                                                             
97 The museum was concerned with evidence of the historical evolution of Iranian culture and traditions pointing 
towards unique national identity. As such the Centre and its museum performed a legitimating role for the Pahlavi 
establishment (Fazeli 2006, 47-52, 60). Fazeli summarizes the political functions of the Ethnography Museum as:  

 The entrance somewhat 

resembles the stripped neo-Classicism of Marcello Piacentini’s Administration Building of the 

University of Rome (1932-35, Figure 6-57), “the epitome of the popular notion of Fascist 

architecture (Doordan 1983, 121).” This impression is consonant with other administrative 

first, it was an emblem of a European and contemporary society; second, it could temper the violence of 
the experience of modernization and justify the government's attitude towards the people and their 
culture and third, nationalism required proper attention to people and their language, customs, myths 
and overall culture [which the museum fulfilled] (Fazeli 2006, 60). 

Further to being an instrument of political legitimation, the Ethnography Museum, Fazeli asserts, was a means for 
justifying modernization and the establishment’s intention to “diminish traditional culture and life” (Fazeli 2006, 
60). However, scarce documentation of the original layout of this museum and absence of descriptive and analytical 
literature leaves this as an inconclusive assertion. One could, instead, argue that the museum was well and truly 
circumscribed within the dominant romantic nationalist discourses of its time, which in Iran and Europe, forged a 
connection between identity, ethnology, and folklore.  
98 Information from interviewing Mr. Kaboli, an archaeologist and former Deputy Director of the General Office of 
Archaeology of Iran. Mr. Kaboli disputes the official account of the transformation of the EM, which as, discussed in 
the following chapters, claims credit for the idea of annexing the building to house the Islamic Collection.  
99 For this information, I am indebted to the generosity of Dr. Tremayne-Sheibani, with whom I had an e-mail 
exchange over the origins of the Ethnography Museum in Golestan Palace. 
100 Borsi (Borsi 1987, 55)suggests that sharpness, clarity, and the prevalence of solid masses are indispensible 
factors, absolutely fundamental to modern Classicism in the 1930s." (Borsi: 1986: 55) 
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buildings in the vicinity of the museum, such as the Palace of Justice, the Melli Bank of the 

Bazaar district and the AIM itself (Figures 6-58 and 6-59). 

Similar to the contemporary governmental buildings in its vicinity,101 the EM’s design invokes a 

number of historical associations with the tradition of Iranian architecture in its building 

typology, the general impression of the façades and the interior composition of its spaces. The 

structure is capped with dome, which although invisible from the site, had, in the original 

configuration, a decisive impression upon the interior space.102

The façade is clad in white stone except for the entry, which is a glass incision in a recess 

flanked by panels of black granite (abstracted Egyptian pilons?). The mass of the white façade 

is pierced by relatively small-sized windows on each side. These are cut deep into the façade 

and are covered by a deep shadow. There are, altogether, 56 of them on each level (168 in 

total in the white area) distributed regularly on the façades. Their size and pattern of 

distribution invokes not so much the function of a window, but decorative rectangular 

recesses, apparently abstracted windows, found on structures such as Achaemenid Ka'beh 

Zartosht within the site of Naqsh-e Rostam. A continuous rhythm of vertical reliefs around the 

façade accentuates the verticality of the building and articulates the location of the openings. 

The general composition of the façades, in particular the design of the windows and surface 

reliefs creates a stark impression reinforced by windows and surface reliefs.  

 

The architecture of the EM is comparable to European ethnographic museums of its time, such 

as its French counterpart, Musée des Colonies. The latter was built in 1931 for the Colonial 

Exposition in Paris and in a stripped classical style (Morton 1998).103

                                                             
101 For further reading and analysis, refer to Chapter 7. 

 Similar to the EM, the 

Musée des Colonies was constructed over four levels and around a double-height central 

space: the Salle des Fêtes (Figure 6-60). This was the core of the architecture and curatorial 

narrative of the museum. It was a multipurpose auditorium, which through decorative frescos 

conveyed the contribution of France to her colonies. It was surrounded by galleries, thematic 

on the lower level and loosely chronological on the upper level, which depicted the 

102 This dome is currently sealed off from the interior by a new dome created as part of the refurbishment project. 
103 The mandate of that Museum was very different to that of the Ethnography Museum. However, on the basis of 
Patricia Morton’s description (Morton 1998), it is possible to draw on their commonalities to gain a better 
understanding of the Ethnographic Museum in Iran. The Musée des Colonies was meant to represent the greater 
France, a cultural zone of influence, wherein the inclusion of the colonies ultimately served to demonstrate French 
cultural superiority. The colonies were represented in the margins, through a rigorous, but always clearly 
distinguished from the architecture. Thus an overall European impression, uncontaminated by the colonies, was 
preserved. This superiority of the French culture was based on the conception of the French nation following the 
French Revolution. Accordingly, the nation was unified under the aegis of a centrally administered and 
homogenized French culture, expressed through arts, language, traditions. Within this uneasy framework, the 
curatorial narrative and the architecture of the Musée des Colonies was to reflect the mutual influences of France 
and her colonies while linking French colonialism to a history of conquest beginning from the Crusades.  
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invigorating influence of the colonies upon French culture. The central space was square in 

plan and capped off with a dome. Through this spatial configuration, the architecture of the 

Musée des Colonies reflected the homogenizing cultural agenda of the French administration.  

In its spatial organization, the EM resembled the Musée des Colonies, perhaps because a 

similar centralizing and homogenizing impulse dominated the ethos of the Pahlavis; despite 

the historical differences between the two countries. The core of the building was its central 

exhibition area, a double-height space with a square plan. Presumably, this could have been 

surrounded by galleries, which may have housed collections from different ethnic origins 

within Iran. The convergence of those heterogeneous objects and divergent origins around a 

single central space could be understood as a metaphor for the unity of the Iranian nation 

under the aegis of a homogenized national culture. This would have been comparable to the 

function of the Salle des Fêtes in the Musée des Colonies. It was also congruent with the 

Pahlavi ethos of nationalism under the aegis of an omnipresent state.   

In this context, the official interpretation of the museum typology as a Sassanid palace, evident 

in museum brochures, is significant in two respects. Firstly, the function of the Sassanid 

typology in the Ethnography Museum was analogous to that of the Classism of the Musée des 

Colonies. The architecture implied a connection with pure, distant history and ethnicity, the 

uncontaminated Iranian culture, of which the Sassanids were seen as the last incarnation. 

Secondly, it resonates with the social Darwinism and Aryanism that denominated the ethos of 

the Reza Shah establishment and indeed that of Anthropology as a modern scientific field in 

Iran (Fazeli 2006, 58). However, the Sassanid typology was, and remains, hardly perceivable in 

the appearance of the museum (as above). Rather, as noted, it is a modern architecture 

congruent with Europe’s 1930s monumental period, wherein reference to Aryan and Classical 

origins is made under a modern aesthetic. This resonated with the modernizing-nationalist 

agenda of the Pahlavi establishment.  

The inscription of the Ethnographic Museum would have emplaced a nation, united under an 

official interpretation of the authentic Iranian culture; the site – the architecture with its 

interior – reinforcing this interpretation. The following chapter will demonstrate how the 

spatial interventions and the curatorial narrative inside the EM transformed it into a different 

place. However, in its original form, the EM assisted the AIM in the redefinition of the nation. 
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Conclusion 

This chapter demonstrated that the AIM is inscribed as a complex and even contradictory 

place, reflecting the intricacies of the historical condition and traditional context of its 

inception in Iran. As such, the AIM is imbued with metaphysical aspects, reflects a particular 

historical outlook and sanctions a political culture in congruence with, and regenerating, 

longstanding traditional patterns. It was demonstrated that the Museum, is a representational 

inscription related to the transformation of Iran into a nation-state, a transformation rooted in 

the Iran-West encounters and their impact upon the Iranian traditions. In the city of Tehran, 

the AIM was, and remains, the continuation of the ‘spatial intervention’ that had begun 

through associations and attitudes in the nineteenth century and was exemplified through 

massive construction projects in the twentieth. Above all, the AIM was meant to concretize the 

idea of the homeland through its representations and to emplace the nation within it. It invites 

the visitor to share a Collective Imagination and an identity narrative, through displays that 

narrate the historical evolution of the Iranian spirit. Through that identity narrative, the AIM 

emblematizes the notion of a homeland that is dominated by certain historical epochs and is 

consonant with the Iranian conception of history, which emphasises a sequence of ‘Golden 

Ages’ (refer to Interlude).  

The Museum is indexical of the process through which the Karbala Tradition was revised under 

the nationalist framework, and can thus be understood as a liminal and contested place, as will 

be further discussed in Chapter 8. The Museum adds material culture to a tradition of mythic 

imaginations of the homeland, expressed in literary citations. In other words, the AIM 

reinforces the metaphysical with the physical, the intangible, with tangible displays. Those 

citations constituted the locus of the Imperial Dream. The agenda of the AIM was to 

consolidate a Collective Imagination of homeland from the Imperial Dream and through the 

experience of place. In this relationship, heritage, which should not be construed in a limited 

sense as ‘historic monument’, reinforced the Imperial Dream, providing the ideological 

impetus for the state and its modernizing policies. The Imperial Dream had a complex 

relationship with preceding traditions. It rose out of an intricate historical process, 

underpinned by the urge for the regeneration of collective identity and characterized by the 

crisis of the Karbala Tradition and the attempts for its remedies. It was addressed first to self-

preservation and then, transformation or regeneration. By emphasising territoriality and 

history, the AIM inscribed a homeland that was congruent with the notions of nation-state 

prevalent at the time. It could thus transcend the imbrications and potential divisions of the 
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Karbala Tradition and its rituals. The Imperial Dream was not necessarily a total rejection of 

the Karbala Tradition, but was, rather, an attempt to nuance it. As such, it was as much a break 

with the past as it was the past’s continuation and regeneration through familiar patterns.  

It was only under the Imperial Dream that an equation could be made between progress, 

nationality, and heritage (Mozaffari 2007), an equation that was crucial to transforming the 

Imperial state into nation-state. Concurrent with this transformation, there were massive 

spatial intervention projects, which in turn constructed a place for new national and state 

rituals and texts. In the newly redeveloped urban settings, the modern Iranian had resided in 

his (and later her) new and Western attire. Thus, all aspects of a new identity narrative came 

together under the aegis of the nation-state and all addressed to the regenerated and purified 

Iranian “Character.” 

The AIM is a foreign-derived institution with a foreign architectural language grafted onto the 

Iranian context. Nevertheless, the ‘exotic’ nature of the architecture does not impede its 

communication of the Imperial Dream which, echoing the transcendentalism of the Karbala 

Tradition, largely transcends the site of the Museum and subsumes the grafted site.  

The AIM is a place conceived within a nationalist framework and predicated upon material 

evidence, in an apparent shift away from the Karbala inscription. The Museum’s approach to 

material evidence was, however, nuanced to conjure transcendental ideals and idealizations, 

through the dominant position of the Achaemenids in the curatorial narrative. Closer 

examination reinforces certain similarities between the Karbala inscription and that of the 

AIM. For example, by identifying with “Golden Periods” the museum alludes to a metaphysical 

slant or a transcendent conception of Iran as a mythic/utopic place. Such idealism was also 

present in the Karbala inscription, as was the sense of loss, here the Empire and there, the 

Imam. The Museum’s pre-Islamic section projects a metaphysical outlook and transcendental 

homeland onto the contemporary geo-political entity of Iran. This mythic conception of Iranian 

territories is, as discussed in the Interlude, embedded within the tradition of its people (also 

refer to Chapter 1).  

In summary, the AIM had concurrent metaphysical, thus utopic, and tangible connotations and 

was, addressed towards the reinvented Iranian ‘character’ under the guidance of the ‘Iranian 

spirit’. The Museum conveyed a contemporary conviction on the part of the elite that the spirit 

of the nation was timeless and eternal. That “lofty and ambitious” spirit, they argued had, in 

the past, motivated Iranians to conquer other countries; it produced many prophets, 

philosophies, revolts, uprisings, and renewals and inspired Iranian arts and created a 
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progressive and native rendition of Islam as Shiism (Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr 1923, 202-3). The 

Iranian spirit was “the best manifestation of the Aryan spirit” (Rezazadeh-Shafaq 1924, 499), 

which had to be awakened to rid the nation of its state of decadence and backwardness that 

had resulted from interruptions to its “natural” evolution caused by despotic rulers, corrupt 

clergy, and invading peoples, particularly Arabs and their conquering religion, Islam. In fact, the 

latter point was emphasized in the AIM’s direct reference to the pre-Islamic era in its name 

(Ancient Iran) and to Sassanids in its architecture. The presence of the Sassanid arch, and 

indeed the Museum, allegorize the moment of the Sassanid defeat and the onset of 

degeneration, and through that allegorization, perform a cathartic function, also negatively 

inducing the impetus for the Imperial Dream, by suggesting a place of loss and lament. The 

architectural expression is in this sense agonistic, once again paralleling the Karbala Tradition’s 

rituals and inscription.  

Didier Maleuvre suggests that the modern institution of the museum was introduced to create 

a rupture with the past, rather than to preserve its traditions (Maleuvre 1999, 9-10). But the 

AIM remains ambivalent in this regard – its problematic character derives from its convergence 

of multiple and often conflicting layers of meanings and aspirations. Although the Museum 

marks a shift from the utopic inscription of Karbala, an idealizing, metaphysical slant remains 

present in the Imperial Dream, through which the future is tied to the past in a cycle of 

renewal. Under the Imperial Dream, nation and homeland are, on one hand, conceived of as 

secular concepts, yet on the other hand, the elite were not prepared to completely dispose 

with a tradition of metaphysical outlook that had coloured both concepts of the nation and 

homeland in the past. In fact, as Zangeneh’s text suggested with regard to the Koran 

exhibitions, the modernizing elite was not even sure of assuming a completely secular view 

toward the art of religious objects. Thus, the AIM produces another “shifting” or mutable 

place, one which evades concrete categorization, despite the fact that the place is imagined 

supposedly through concrete objects. 

After the advent of the Islamic Republic, the AIM was once again politically colligated and re-

inscribed; it was contested as an emblem of the anti-Islamism of the Pahlavis and a symbol of 

‘Westoxication’ (see Chapter 1 for definition). The Islamic Republic dealt with the Imperial 

Dream at a number of levels involving metaphysical and material inscriptions and 

interventions in the site of the AIM. Place and site, logos and topos, belong, as discussed 

above, in a mutual relationship. The actions of the Islamic Republic included an attempt to 

transform the meaning of the Imperial Dream and to redefine the modernizing discourse 

through regenerating certain aspects of Iranian traditions, particularly in light of a re-invented 
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Islamic identity. The AIM would, within this new framework, become part of the National 

Museum of Iran, which was meant to counter the nationalism of the Pahlavis through an 

ideological interpretation of Islamic identity. This would entail the transference of the Islamic 

period collection into the adjacent Ethnography Museum as will be analysed in the following 

chapter.  



 

 

Chapter 7  The aftermath of the Imperial Dream: A Spiritual 
Dream in the Islamic Period Museum (1996 – ) 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Under such circumstances [once religion has become a private affair] turning religion 

into a means for oppression and destruction and transforming it into a means for 

intrigue and the axis of a nation's actions and potentials (mehvar-e fa`al) and an 

excuse for anger and aggression towards others is a huge sin and therefore religion 

cannot and should not be the social propeller (ideal) of the nation of Iran. One has to 

find another propeller toward the national ideal to invoke the spirit and hearts of the 

members of the Iranian nation. 

That invocation must be the happiness of mankind ... [but that is only achievable 

once]in my opinion the Iranian nation can only serve humankind once she retains and 

protects (hefz konad) her nationality and Iranian-ness, for Iranians, the first stage 

toward happiness of humankind, is the happiness of Iranians that is to say as the first 

step toward the happiness of humankind because once Iran is saved and retained her 

ethnic independence and political existence then it could be said that she [the Iranian] 

is part of the saved humanity and can render important services toward the happiness 

of humankind. 

... Those who consider the call for nationhood and retaining ethnic independence and 

Iranian-ness contrary to the happiness of humanity and [instead] consider promoting 

the unity of humanity and Islamic unity [Pan-Islamism] in Iran the greatest service to 

humankind and the only remedy for Iran are on the wrong track (be khata miravand). 

The life of the Iranian nation is in most places an example of a primitive life and still 

there is not one literate person in a thousand people and still every day in the name of 

religion, blood is spilt and livelihoods turned to ashes (destroyed). Still the devil of 

ignorance is perched all across our country and the vast majority of our nation 

considers not only other nations but part of their own brethren and compatriots as 

heathen, unclean and deemed to kill. 

... In my mind, more than the unity of humanity and even before Islamic unity [our] 

efforts [have to be directed toward] the unity of Iran. 

(Kazemzadeh-Iranshahr 1924, 36-41)  
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Introduction 

The Imperial Dream was a response to the crisis of the Karbala Tradition, in encountering the 

world of nation-states. Its central tenet was that a purified and regenerated Iranian culture 

could lead Iran toward becoming a modern nation-state while preserving an authentic Iranian 

identity as represented in the AIM. After the 1979 Revolution, the AIM was transformed when 

the adjacent building of the Ethnography Museum (described in Chapter 6) was annexed to 

house the Islamic period collection.1

In this chapter, the aftermath of the Imperial Dream will be examined, through the prism of 

the Islamic Period Museum (henceforth IPM, est. 1996) which was inaugurated following the 

advent of the Islamic Revolution in 1979, a Revolution that rejected nationalism and relied on 

Islamism as its core ideology.

 This was not a “revolutionary” decision to spite the AIM 

or the pre-Islamic history of Iran, but simply an expedient and practical decision reached by 

the Pahlavi officials, that is, the custodians of the AIM and General Office of Archaeology of 

Iran (GOA). From the early days of the museum’s operation, and because of the sheer number 

of archaeological finds, it became clear that the display spaces in the AIM were insufficient. 

Different expansion plans were proposed and, a gradual decision-making process, beginning 

from 1975, eventually resulted in the annexation of the building for Ethnography Museum. The 

refurbishment of its interior for the display of Islamic period collection began in 1989 and the 

museum was inaugurated on October 2, 1996 (Riazi n.d., 10-14). The new National Museum of 

Iran (NMI) consisted of two separate buildings dedicated to the Pre-Islamic period of Iran (the 

AIM) and its Islamic period (the Islamic Period Museum or the IPM). This expedient decision of 

annexing the Ethnography Museum would have profound impact upon the meaning, 

interpretation and experience of the AIM and the IPM individually and together as the NMI, 

which is the subject of the following chapter. 

2

The advent of Islamism is, in this chapter, related to historical developments in the nineteenth 

century when, in the process of Iran’s transformation into a nation-state, Islamic modernists of 

 The focus of the chapter will analyse the relationship between 

Islamism and the IPM.  

                                                             
1 Meanwhile, the AIM too was changing. Its basement was developed into an exhibition space (1984-86) and there 
was also on site the addition of a central treasure reserve between the aim and the Ethnography Museum (1975-8) 
in which period the aim was often closed. (Riazi n.d., 10-11) Around about the same time there were plans for 
expanding the AIM - this time purely dedicated to the pre-Islamic period. Some initial explorations were made by 
Iranian architects (for example architect Esmaeel Talaee's firm made some sketches) but those plans were shelved. 
Later on, a consortium of Iranians and Italians came up with another plan for the expansion of the AIM the results 
of which are now published in: (Karegar and Ago 2006). 
2 Here Islamism denotes the ideology of the Islamic Republic, an ambiguous composition of a number of ideological 
strands brought together under an equally ambiguous and universalized notion of Islam. Also refer to Interlude. 
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the time attempted to reconcile their Shiite identity with European Enlightenment. However, 

during the early decades of the twentieth century, and on an official level, the Imperial Dream 

superseded the Karbala Tradition, the latter nonetheless possessing a strong hold on the 

Collective Imagination of Iranians. With the advent of the Islamic Republic, this ideological 

balance was reversed by the new establishment and its ideology of Islamism. The proponents 

of Islamism had, since the 1950s, revised and politically colligated the Karbala Tradition as an 

alternative to the Imperial Dream (refer to Chapter 2).3

The shift of emphasis, from pre-Islamic to Islamic identity, was reflected in official inscriptions 

that were, at times, produced through spatial interventions – the transformation and 

construction of new representational sites such as the IPM. Thus, the IPM was to be 

transformed and become part of a new site for an ideologically revised and politically 

colligated Karbala Tradition – the Spiritual Dream. The term Spiritual Dream connotes the 

ideals and programs of Islamism; programs that are, in part, a revision and reincarnation of the 

Karbala Tradition in a modern light and as another reaction to the challenge of the world of 

nation-states, set forth in the early nineteenth century. Those programs and ideals are 

multifaceted: concurrently revivalist, particularistic, universalising and concerned with 

authenticity on individual, social, and state levels. Islamism is underpinned by an uneasy 

combination of recurring cultural patterns (refer to Interlude) and is simultaneously 

metaphysical, elitist, utopian and nationalist. Thus, the Spiritual Dream is, rather like Islamism, 

composed of contradictory and ambiguous elements. As this chapter demonstrates with 

regard to the IPM, the Spiritual Dream produces inscriptions that are, on one hand, utopic and 

inherently metaphysical, analogous to the Karbala inscriptions discussed in Chapter 4. On the 

other hand, its inscriptions are ambiguous and contradictory, as is the ideology of Islamism 

itself. It will also be demonstrated that in conflating traditional patterns and modern 

ideologies, the Spiritual Dream is analogous to the Imperial Dream. 

 Their ideological interpretation of 

tradition ultimately entailed a tension between two strands of Iranian identity: the pre-Islamic 

and the Shiite (Islamic) strands; a tension that, with the advent of the Islamic Republic, 

officially elevated the Islamic identity at the expense of the pre-Islamic one.  

The AIM was the site of the Imperial Dream, and constructed a place that conceptually united 

and represented ideas of heritage, nationhood, and progress. However, the function of the 

AIM and its inscription was, from the outset, problematic and ambiguous. There was a tension 

between the objectivity of the material culture on exhibition and the transcendental nature of 

the Imperial Dream. Furthermore, the custodians of the official culture could not reconcile the 
                                                             
3 For example, see (Mousavi 2004, 50-51). 
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relationship between national, cultural, and religious aspects of Iranian identity. This was 

evident in the conflicted curatorial language used in describing religious art objects, such as 

the Korans (M. Bahrami 1949). The tension implicit in the AIM was, in the IPM, amplified, 

exacerbated and made explicit most evidently through the Koran exhibition (discussed later in 

this chapter), where there is the attempt to affix a transcendental, metaphysical notion of 

place onto a physical site.  

As previously mentioned, the current configuration of the National Museum (NMI), is the 

result of spatial transformations brought upon the site of the AIM both architecturally and in 

curatorial narrative. The two adjacent museums were ostensibly complementary as each was 

exclusively dedicated to one of the strands of Iranian identity: the AIM was dedicated to the 

pre-Islamic identity and the IPM to the Islamic. In reality, however, a close analysis of the IPM’s 

architecture and curatorial narrative reveals that it contradicts the AIM, as it supports a 

different identity narrative produced by a competing ideology of Islamism (as opposed to the 

nationalism of the AIM); this indeed problematizes the meaning of the National Museum, and 

the notion(s) of homeland it might represent, as discussed in the following chapter. This 

chapter demonstrates that contradictions and ambiguities within the IPM reveal deeper 

problems with regard to the relationship between the Islamist ideology, conceptions of 

authentic identity and place. Such problems are elucidated through an examination, on one 

hand, of the relationship between the sites, particularly the architecture of the IPM. On the 

other hand, they will be elucidated through a critique of the curatorial narrative of the IPM, 

and an official version of the idea of Islamic heritage enunciated by Mehdi Hodjat, a former 

high-ranking official who was instrumental in drafting the cultural heritage laws and 

articulating the cultural heritage policies of the Islamic Republic.  

One of the announced objectives of Islamist ideologues, exemplified by Hodjat, was to create a 

“balanced” historical narrative; Iranian identity and history was to be authenticated with 

reference to Islam, and represented accordingly. This resulted in ideological adjustments in the 

National Museum which, at times, provoked an unfavourable reception by the public in the 

museum’s Visitors’ Comments Books.4

In this chapter, it will be demonstrated that the Spiritual Dream, which the IPM attempts to 

cultivate as part of its Islamist agenda, undermines both notions of homeland and nation-state 

inscribed under the nationalist ideology and, more importantly, the longstanding and 

traditional idea of Iran (Iranshahr), which is an established traditional cultural pattern in the 

  

                                                             
4 The comments in the Comments books are further discussed in the following chapter. 
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country. This is indexical of a larger problematic within the establishment of the Islamic 

Republic in relation to the conception of a homeland, and the relationship between national 

and religious identity. In the IPM, this problem is at the core of its conflicted curatorial 

narrative and interior design, which represent the very conception of “Islamic heritage,” and 

its relationship to a homeland within the confines of the nation-state.  

To analyse the IPM, revolutionary actions and ideology will be conceptualized within an 

appropriate historical and theoretical context dating back to the nineteenth century 

movements for religious revival. Turning on the ideology of Islamism and following from 

Chapter 5, three discourses are elaborated, which are relevant to the formation of an official 

Islamist Collective Imagination: Islamic unity, Islamic authenticity, and Traditionalism (Figure 7-

1).5

                                                             
5 In constructing this critical context, specific discussions on people and the complete breadth of their ideas, are 
avoided as this falls outside the focus of this thesis. 

 While the Islamic Republic is forced to operate within the confines of a modern nation-

state, in concurrence with the argument of Sami Zubaida (1988 4,6), its Islamist ideology is 

inherently extra-territorial. Relating the IPM to this context, the focus of this chapter will 

demonstrate that the tensions inherent in Islamism are also represented in the IPM and that a 

peculiar and difficult concept of (religious) nationalism, influenced by Pan-Islamism, remains as 

the operative ideology of the Islamic Republic. The paradoxes and ambiguities of Islamism are, 

in the IPM, thinly disguised by a seemingly consistent and universalist discourse as exemplified 

in Traditionalism. The IPM is exemplary of the process of re-inscription of places after the 

Revolution, performed through spatial interventions, textual references, and above all, 

performative actions, that is to say, rituals. 
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Figure  7-1  A general sketch of the ideological components of Islamism. 

 

 

 

 

Figure  7-2  Diagram of the Shah’s Monarchic Ideology. 
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The Politico-Historical Context: Islamism as the Revolutionary Ideology, its 

Background and its Manifestations  

The Pahlavi Background 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, with the formation of the nation-state in the Pahlavi period (1925-

1979), nationalism became the ideological basis for the state, subsuming other contending 

discourses in history, politics, and identity (Burke 1998, 494). Shiism and the Karbala Tradition 

were among those discourses and were, officially at least, subsumed under national identity. 

The Shah, it was mentioned, inherited Reza Shah’s nationalist and modernizing policies and 

devised his own eclectic monarchic ideology (Figure 7-2), which he termed the Great 

Civilization and was developed out of the White Revolution. The Great Civilization was, in 

effect, the continuation of the Imperial Dream, and was underpinned by a pre-Islamic identity. 

It conveyed the aspiration to reproduce the ancient Iranian tradition of divine kingship and 

was therefore, a continuation of the traditional political culture. Through the White Revolution 

as social plan, the Shah intended to establish his own position while undermining the 

traditionally influential and powerful social classes, and significantly, the clergy (Ansari 2001, 

9,8). The Great Civilization, on the other hand, facilitated a more explicit appropriation of 

Shiite identity in the official identity narrative thus transforming the Shah into religious leader 

as well as heir to the ancient kings. The person of the king was the linchpin of that the 

monarchic ideology of the Great Civilization, and monarchy the cause for national and political 

unity, as well as the core constituent of national identity (Asef 2005, 326-27).  

The Pahlavi establishment promoted civic rituals and celebrations as aspects of a modernizing 

cultural policy, which resonated with its ideological objectives. The Celebrations for the 2500th 

Anniversary of Persian Kingship was exemplary of cultural activities with a political intent. The 

Celebrations also involved international exchanges between the AIM and its counterparts such 

as Leningrad Museum, aimed at propagating and disseminating Iranian art and culture.6 

Furthermore, prestigious international publishers, such as Skira, were commissioned to 

produce books concerning pre-Islamic and Islamic Iranian art and culture.7

                                                             
6 (The Ministry of Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents a 1999, 75, 92-3, and other 
pages, The Ministry of Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents 1999, 59)  

 Thus, historic sites, 

particularly the pre-Islamic ones, and museums such as the AIM were politically colligated to 

emplace a sanctioned identity, now incorporated into the narrative of Great Civilization 

7 For example see: (The Ministry of Information's Centre for the Examination of Historic Documents a 1999, 78-9, 
92-3, 199, ) 
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(Figures 7-3 to 7-6). Just as Khalkhali’s reaction to the Celebrations were expressed in violent 

denunciations of Cyrus the Great (refer to Chapter 3), the reaction to the Great Civilization by 

the Revolution of 1979 ultimately resulted in the contestation of its inscriptions and sites, 

including the AIM. The latter, was transformed such that it would reflect that reaction through 

the IPM, as this chapter shows.  

Although the Shah’s, social plan and ideology ultimately limited the influence of the clerical 

class – alienating many among them and their supporters in the traditionally oriented sectors 

of the society, such as the Bazaar merchants, and the traditional and tribal land owners – they 

were not necessarily anti-Islam. They were, nevertheless, portrayed as such by the internal 

opposition, which had been growing since the 1940s. Concurrent with the official ideology, 

there was a thriving Islamist revolutionary discourse, promoted by both clerics and lay people, 

to which the Karbala Tradition was the central identity narrative and its rituals, means of mass 

communication. Khomeini’s dissenting voice was articulated within this revolutionary 

discourse and grew more intense concurrent with the formulation of the Shah’s Great 

Civilization and the consolidation of his power. Within this Islamist discourse and, ultimately, 

under the leadership of Khomeini, a victorious Islamic revolution would depose the Pahlavis 

and install an Islamic republic in its place. Islamism as the ideology of this Republic and its 

alternative inscription of homeland are represented in the IPM. To understand the aspects of 

that Islamist discourse and its alternative inscriptions, it is useful to construct a sketch of its 

historical background. 
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Figure  7-3  Laying a wreath at the tomb of Cyrus the Great, the 2500 Years Anniversary Celebrations 
Pasargadae, 1971. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

 

 

 

Figure  7-4 7  The Shah and Queen Farah at the 2500 Years Anniversary Celebrations parades in 
Persepolis. Photo courtesy of Iran Politics Club © 2000 (http://iranpoliticsclub.net/). 

http://iranpoliticsclub.net/�
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Figure  7-5  Azadi (Shahyad) Tower in Tehran (1971-by H. Amanat) demarcates the western gateway to 
Tehran and was built for the occasion of Celebrations. Underneath this monument is a museum that 
was dedicated to the Pahlavi modernization programs, the White Revolution in particular. Through 
exhibits, the museum connected the past history of the land, represented through such pieces as a 
replica of Cyrus’ Cylinder – a bill of rights for conquered lands – with the Pahlavi monarchy. However, 
after 1979, it has become the Azadi Museum and while relating modern Iran to its past history, put an 
emphasis on Islamic identity and celebrates the Revolution of 1979. 

 

Figure  7-6  one of the galleries under the Azadi (Shahyad) tower dedicated to manuscripts. 
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Ideological background to the Islamism of the Islamic Republic 

The social and cultural programs of the Pahlavi establishment had a strong Westernizing slant, 

which caused reactions among political dissidents concerned with authenticity and native 

identity. There were critics of overt Westernization even back in the inter-War period. 

However, since the 1960s, even among the Western educated elite, there were dissenting 

voices critical of the Shah’s programs, criticisms that intensified concurrent with the 

consolidation of his power (as above).  

Critics, who included both secular intellectuals and groups of Muslim political activists, were 

influenced by the immediate socio-political history of Iran (the War, the occupation, the 1953 

American coup that brought down the democratically elected Dr. Mohammad Mossadeq), and 

also by revolutionary discourses current in the West, particularly in Europe as exemplified in 

the 1968 student riots, movements for independence and anti-colonialism. Muslim political 

activists are of particular relevance to the focus of this chapter and are here broadly identified 

as the adherents of two groups: Islamic Pan-Islamism or Islamic unity and Authenticity. Both 

discourses are responses to the Enlightenment as a result of East-West encounters, and invoke 

the Karbala Tradition and, with some nuance and difference of emphasis, Shiite (Islamic) 

identity. A third discourse, which would come to play a part in the Islamism of the Islamic 

Republic, is Traditionalism (discussed in Chapter 4), which in the Iranian context was expressed 

through a resurgence of the mystical outlook present in Sufism.8 At the heart of all these 

movements is the question of the relevance of native traditions to the contemporary 

conditions of Iran.9

Attempts to formulate a response to that question would inform the Islamist cultural and 

educational policies in the Islamic Republic. They would also inform the definition of heritage 

and heritage policies, as evidenced in the writings of Hodjat discussed later in this chapter, and 

their practical outcomes would become manifest in the curatorial narrative of the IPM. 

  

                                                             
8 Sufism is (The Columbia Encyclopedia 2008) 

An umbrella term for the ascetic and mystical movements within Islam. While Sufism is said to have 
incorporated elements of Christian monasticism, gnosticism, and Indian mysticism, its origins are traced to 
forms of devotion and groups of penitents (zuhhad) in the formative period of Islam. The early pious 
figures, later appropriated by Sufism, include Ali [the first Imam according to Shiite creed], Hasan al-Basri 
(d. 801), and Rabia al-Adawiyya, a woman from Basra (Iraq) who rejected worship motivated by the desire 
for heavenly reward or the fear of punishment and insisted on the love of God as the sole valid form of 
adoration. 

9 This classification is a means for analysing the IPM. In reality, there are even more fractures, ideological divisions, 
and factionalism within the ideology of the Islamic Republic than articulated in this chapter.   

http://www.credoreference.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/entry.do?id=8277479�
http://www.credoreference.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/entry.do?id=8254535�
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Islamic Unity 

Pan-Islamism (Islamic unity) began in the mid-nineteenth century, as a modern political 

discourse concerned with Islamic reformism. Exponents of Islamic reform argued, with their 

secularist counterparts, that aspects of European modernism, such as constitutionalism, the 

rule of law and scientific outlook were “original to Islam” (Zubaida 2004, 408).10 These modern 

virtues, they said, were present in the community of the Prophet and his companions. 

However, they were later lost due to the ignorance of the masses and the corruption of 

reactionary clergy. The advent of Islamic reform and Islamic unity coincided with the formation 

of nation-states, when identification with, and loyalties to, the nation were beginning to 

transcend denominational limits (Enayat 2005, 41). Informed by nationalist ideas, Islamic unity 

considered Muslims as a united nation based in Islamic lands, a territory where Western 

encroachments took place (Keddie 1972, 63-4, 130-1). Thus, similar to nationalism, Islamic 

reform and Islamic unity were consequences of encounters with Western Imperial conquests, 

modernism and the application of the Enlightenment ideal of a universal reason (Enayat 2005, 

42, Keddie 1994, 463, 481).11

Revivalism here denotes the effort to actualize a vision of authentic and original Islam. Nikki 

Keddie (Keddie 1972, 130) argues that Pan-Islamism began in the Ottoman Empire, when their 

reform programs, the Tanzimat, were seen to have failed to empower the Ottoman Empire in 

confronting Europe.

 

12

                                                             
10 In the twentieth century, similar ideas were advanced by Mehdi Bazargan, the first Prime Minister of the Islamic 
Republic (Pedram 2004, 109-14). William Shepard categorizes this as apologetic modernism in Islam (Shepard 1987, 
313-14). 

Recognizing colonialism as common enemy, the Islamic reformists as 

original exponents of Pan-Islamism were concerned with fostering Sunni-Shiite unity to 

overcome foreign domination, and through that, regaining control by the Muslim people over 

their territories (Keddie 1994, 485). In response to Western encroachment on Muslim 

territories, Pan-Islamism called for holy war (Jihad) and “a single Islamic state under a revived 

caliphate.” This would have been a Muslim nation-state and a Muslim homeland. This 

movement prioritized Muslim independence over reform (Keddie 1972, 140). In summary, 

Islamic unity was a modernizing and anti-colonial tendency, characterized by the incorporation 

of Western thought into Islamic outlook, political militancy against foreign domination, and a 

11 Edmund Burke suggests that Islamism and nationalism are both measures for constructing identities in response 
to the Enlightenment (Burke 1998, 495). He points out the connection between Islamism and nationalism as 
products of the Enlightenment’s revolutionary and emancipatory slant (Burke 1998, 505). Nationalism was born of 
the Enlightenment humanism, its redefinition of Human rights and citizenship and the consequent anti-colonialism 
those ideas engendered. Islamism was nationalism’s “excluded other implicit in nationalist discourse (Burke 1998, 
503).” 11 It was equally anti-colonial. However, it looked back into native religious traditions to find an authentic 
remedy for the situation. 
12 Tanzimat was the reform programs of Sultan Abdulaziz, which were directed towards the modernization and 
westernization of the empire. 
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certain measure of Islamic revivalism (Keddie 1994, 484, Keddie 1972, 60). Islamic unity, 

however, remains a potent but unrealized ideal, as in the early decades of the twentieth 

century it “lost out” to other forms of modern ideologies (Keddie 1994, 485), particularly to 

secularist nationalism. 

In the Iranian context, Islamic reformism, as the impetus for Islamic unity, was arguably a 

response to the crisis of the Karbala Tradition (refer to Interlude and Chapter 6).13

Anti-imperialism, Islamic revivalism and a critical response to the Western Enlightenment, 

which initially figured in Islamic unity, were also incorporated in another intellectual discourse 

focussed on authenticity. In this chapter, following Robert Lee, this discourse will be identified 

as Islamic authenticity, a movement that became prominent in the Islamic countries in the 

1970s (Lee 1997, 1) and was a major contributing element to the Islamic Revolution and its 

Islamist ideology.  

 It was an 

attempt to secure an identity and respond to the challenge levelled at the people’s outlook by 

the Enlightenment and its world of nation-states. While its initial formulations were, in the 

nineteenth century Iran, addressed to the elite (Enayat 2005, 93-5), in the post-World War II 

period and particularly from the 1960s, a popularized notion of active and militant Pan-

Islamism came to the fore. Similar to their brethren elsewhere, twentieth century Iranian Pan-

Islamists drew upon and radicalized anti-imperialist and revivalist tendencies of the previous 

century. They sought to cultivate a trans-national reaction borne partly as the result of popular 

disillusionment with Westernized governments of countries with a Muslim population. Its 

proponents, the militant clergy, some lay preachers and Islamic scholars and their followers 

from among the more socially conservative classes such as the bazaaris, rejected the Western 

domination of Islamic societies and sought a complete purification of those societies from 

Western political, ideological, and cultural influence (Keddie 1994, 485-86). Pan-Islamists 

envisaged that this could be achieved through a return to and reinterpretation of the basic 

tenets of religion. They saw the current condition of the Iranian society and its politics as 

‘inauthentic.’ While Iranian pan-Islamists largely borrowed their theoretical and ideological 

formulations from those promulgated in other Islamic countries, particularly in Egypt and 

Pakistan (Enayat 2005, 69-110, Keddie 1994, 485), they constructed their criticism of the 

official cultural identity based upon those of the dissident domestic elites. 

                                                             
13 Islamic Unity was prompted by modern economical relations (rise of capitalism) and colonialism, and their impact 
on countries of the region such as the Ottoman Turkey and Iran (for example see: (Keddie 1994, 471), also on the 
place of science and scientific outlook in the cultural and political discourses of the first half of the twentieth 
century, refer to (Gheissari 1998, 41-60). Some of those impacts, such as modern education, and the critique of the 
Karbala Tradition, were mentioned in the previous chapter.  
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Islamic Authenticity 

Islamic Authenticity is, according to Lee (Lee 1997, 52),  

a body of thought that is radical in its rejection of tradition and universal reason, 
particularistic in its understanding of human beings, categoric in its insistence that 
autonomous human beings shape history, and nonetheless given to the belief in a 
fundamental human bond beyond reason or tradition.  

Islamic authenticity stems from a Western romantic debate on authenticity, which Lee (Lee 

1997, 2-3) traces back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau. It is characterized by a critique, or even 

revolt against both tradition and modernity (Lee 1997, 16). Its proponents sought to restore 

what they considered to be the authentic Islamic tradition. Here, authentic tradition does not 

designate the lived Islamic custom of the society, which the authentics saw as an impediment 

against human will and action (Lee 1997, 36, 37-8). Instead, what they considered then, and 

still consider now, as authentic tradition is indeed a reinvention, supposedly originated and 

practised in some distant past (Lee 1997, 32). The central concern for the advocates of Islamic 

authenticity is to “establish a secure identity” in the aftermath of the Western domination of 

socio-economical and cultural aspects of their lives (Lee 1997, 13). In other words, Islamic 

authenticity is another response to the identity crisis in Islamic countries caused by the 

Enlightenment and its Humanist ideals.  

In the Iranian context, this response was to be fashioned by a return to local cultural traditions, 

and particularly, the Karbala Tradition.14 It came through a reaction to Pahlavi cultural, social 

and government policies. Islamic Authentics were not convinced of the Pahlavi ideology and 

were concerned about the loss of Iranian identity as a result of its espousal of Westernization 

(equated with modernization).15

                                                             
14 The Islamic authenticity discourse was most powerfully manifested in the political colligation of the Karbala 
Tradition (see Chapter 2). 

 The most prominent voices among them often belonged to 

traditionally or religiously oriented provincial intellectuals (Gheissari 1998, 82-3). They sought 

to remedy what they saw as superficial in the Pahlavi ambition for progress and 

modernization; a superficiality that resulted from uncritical and excessive Westernization. To 

them, Pahlavi progress was at the expense of the loss of the national identity, the people’s 

collective alienation from their indigenous cultural identity, and subjugation to the West, and 

15 The intellectuals’ critique of the West and modernity had begun in the early decades of the twentieth century, 
however, perhaps one of the more significant post-World War II voices in this respect was Shadman who 
increasingly criticised the chauvinistic methods of the Pahlavis and in his questioning the moral superiority of the 
West increasingly used militaristic and confrontational terminology among them the idea of “cultural invasion” 
which was later became part of the official jargon of the Islamic Republic. For analyses of Shadman see: (Gheissari 
1998, 83-88, Boroujerdi 1996, 54-63)   
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therefore part of the problem and not the solution to social ills. They sought the definition of 

authentic Iranian identity, firstly in the country’s cultural traditions and then in developing a 

scientific and rational understanding of the Western civilization. Rather than following the 

Pahlavi archaism and its identity narratives, which they considered escapist and irrational 

(Gheissari 1998, 85-107), they emphasised a return to and the reinvigoration of native identity 

narratives, underpinned by the Karbala Tradition.  

Islamic Authenticity’s most renowned expositor in Iran was Ali Shari’ati who, as an “ideologue 

of the Revolution” (Abrahamian 1982, 25), sought to restore people’s lost identity with 

reference to the Karbala Tradition. His ideas, which are beyond the scope of this chapter, were 

based on the political colligation of that tradition (see Chapter 4) and the reactivation of its 

symbolic and ritual components.16

Islamic authenticity shares the characteristics and paradoxes of other types of authentic 

thought.

 

17 As such, it is characteristically revolutionary as it advocates radicalism and 

individual action. Its proponents consider individual authenticity as the prerequisite for 

collective authenticity. They advocate the particularity of the individual, yet emphasise a 

fundamental unity of being at an authentic level, a level beyond rational definition.18

                                                             
16 For more reading on Shari’ati and his place in the Islamic Revolution also see (Enayat 2005, 121-5); for his ideas in 
relation to authenticity see: (Lee 1997, 117-142, Gheissari 1998, 97-107, Pedram 2004, 139-170).  

 To 

further the paradox, they pursue and subscribe to collective action to the extent that it 

ultimately subsumes the choice of the individual. They argue for the autonomy of human 

actions (Lee 1997, 38), while they seem convinced that, in an Islamic community, people are 

“born into circumstances that would force them to make such ‘authentic’ choices” (Lee 1997, 

185). Islamic authentics promote egalitarianism and charge tradition with inauthenticity 

because the latter has enshrined inequalities. Yet it promotes its own inequalities by 

subscribing to the idea that the society has to be led by those with the vision to penetrate 

surface appearances and the sensitivity “to ‘feel’ the quintessence of culture” (Lee 1997, 47, 

20). In the final analysis, there is a significant tendency towards essentialism in authentic 

thought, which could lead to repression, illiberalism, and totalitarianism. This suggests that 

Islamic Authenticity, like other discourses of authenticity – nationalism for example –could 

17 Nationalism is another, perhaps secular, example of authentic thinking; it too reifies identity and place. Refer to 
Chapter 1 for examples on Persepolis. 
18 The argument is that individual authenticity is the first step toward collective authenticity. This is because 
authenticity is a deeply shared trait in all human beings (thus it is universal) (Lee 1997, 2). Radicalism is an essential 
characteristic of authentic thought. Authenticity demand autonomy, which “ultimately requires justification in a 
world beyond the reach of reason.” Non-rational invocations, Lee argues, the autonomous choices of authentic 
thought” and it is precisely this that “cements a measure of coherence and community in an otherwise highly 
particularistic world” (Lee 1997, 43). Collective, revolutionary action actualizes the radicalism inherent in individual 
authenticity.    
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lead to different forms of fascism. Nazi Germany was an extreme European example of the 

attempt to attain authentic national culture.19

Traditionalism 

 

Islamic unity and Islamic authenticity are attempts to repel Imperialism and furnish a response 

to the crisis it caused in the East. Traditionalism, on the other hand, is an attempt to redress 

the disillusionment with modernity and Western rationality – initially in the West, but later 

globally – since the Renaissance (Sedgwick 2004, 264). The founder of twentieth century 

Traditionalism, René Guenon, endeavoured to “restore to the West an appropriate traditional 

civilization” (Sedgwick 2004, 25), a “divine order” (Sedgwick 2004, 16), which as discussed in 

Chapter 4, emphasizes the immutability of traditions and their sacred aspects. This, essentially 

modern movement, is in the East merged with Sufism (Sedgwick 2004, 2).20

In Islam and the Plight of the Modern Man (1975), Nasr includes a chapter (chapter 9) on Islam 

in Iran. There he argues that Iranians remained distinctly Persian within the Islamic civilization. 

He contends that Islam was but the authentic reassertion of timeless truths, expressed in the 

decayed pre-Islamic Iranian traditions. Thus, rejecting the Pahlavi establishment’s historical 

narrative, Nasr asserts that Persians converted to Islam of their own free will. From his 

Traditionalist stance, he pictures an Iranian character that is essentially dominated by Islam 

 In Iran, Nasr 

combined Western Traditionalism with Islamic philosophy and Sufism in such a manner that it 

was presentable to the modern sectors of the Iranian society (and abroad) (Sedgwick 2004, 

267-68). In a society with powerful, often living, Sufi traditions and religious belief, Nasr’s 

Traditionalism appeared as the continuation of the existing customs and, as Sedgwick points 

out (Sedgwick 2004, 250), penetrated “significant areas of Iranian life” and politics. 

Traditionalism is, in spirit, removed from any kind of Islamic reformism and Islamic 

authenticity. Rather, its emphasis on the unity of all being under the aegis of religion, and an 

ideal origin located in a romanticised golden past, brings it closer to Islamic revivalism. This is 

seen in views expressed by Nasr in the 1970s as follows.  

                                                             
19 The similarity between Islamic authenticity (under the term Revolutionary traditionalism) and fascist ideologies, 
including Nazism, is also pointed out by Amir Arjomand in (Amir Arjomand 1986, 396, 399, 405-9). In his conclusion, 
Amir Arjomand notes (Amir Arjomand 1986, 414) that the ideology of the Islamic Republic is,  

a powerful response to the contemporary politicized quest for authenticity. It has been constructed 
through the unacknowledged appropriation of all the technical advantages of the Western ideological 
movements and political religions, with the added-r rather, the emphatically retained-promise of other-
worldly salvation. ... Rather than creating a new substitute for religion, as did the communists and the 
Nazis, the Islamic militants have fortified an already vigorous religion with the ideological armor necessary 
for battle in the arena of mass politics. 

20 Traditionalism’s three basic tenets, as outlined in 1927 by Rene Guenon were: Perennialism, inversion, and 
counter initiation. For further reading, refer to (Sedgwick 2004, 23-4). 
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and willingly adheres to its all-encompassing religious law, the Shari’ah, in all aspects of life. 

Furthermore, he refers to an inherent unity within Islam and posits Shiism, not as religious 

rebellion or protest, but another expression within the fold of Islamic orthodoxy. He thus 

renders Shiite rituals and other religious-cultural traditions in Iran, from traditional religious 

education to certain popular superstitious practices with regard to magic, as parts of the larger 

Islamic ‘Tradition’.  

Throughout his text, Nasr avoids the modern appellation of the country (since 1937), Iran and 

its people, Iranians. Instead, he resorts to Persia and Persians, perhaps because the latter 

terms project a semblance of an uninterrupted continuity between pre and post Islamic Iran. 

Nasr suggests that spirituality, manifested in different walks of Sufism, is the underlying 

essence of the Islamic Iranian culture. That culture, whose domain is that of the “Eastern lands 

of Islam, from the Western borders of the Iranian plateau to Western China,” (Nasr 1975, 104) 

transcends the geo-political boundaries of modern Iran. He asserts a spiritual and cultural unity 

between pre and post Islamic periods, a unity doubted only by “a small minority” of 

secularized and Westernized people. However, “despite the secularist tendencies of the past 

fifty years [in Iran],” (Nasr 1975, 105) and with the exception of the Westernized minority, 

Iranians subscribe to a completely religious outlook, which obliges them to follow the Shari’ah 

(religious law) (Nasr 1975, 101-121).  

Western modernity, he argues elsewhere (Nasr 1975, 18-19), has polarized the world view of 

Muslims, their inevitable encounter with modernity has created a tension between Islamic 

principles to which they belong and the “basic assumptions of the modern Western 

civilization” (Nasr 1975, 19). An example of this tension is seen in the political persuasions such 

as nationalism. Cautioning against nationalism and modernism, Nasr compares the 

modernized Persian and Arab world views. He writes (Nasr 1975, 121): 

The force of modernism combined with extreme nationalism makes those Arabs 
affected by it look with a sense of pride towards all that is Arabic, including Islam, 
which is seen in this case as a purely Arabic ‘phenomenon’, and with disdain towards 
non-Arab Muslims, especially the Persians and the Turks. The same forces make the 
Persian affected by them feel an intense tension within himself between his Islamic 
and pre-Islamic past, and, when the forces of Islam weaken within him, a disdain for 
the Arabs , even to the extent of wanting to ‘purify’ the Persian language of the Arabic 
influences which enriched it so much ...   
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As mentioned, Nasrian views acquired a following, before and after the Islamic revolution, 

among the political and cultural elite. Traditionalism became influential in architecture and the 

fine arts, as well as in public political discourses before and after the Islamic Revolution.  

*** 

The three discourses above, while sharing certain aspects, differ in many significant 

assumptions. Islamic reformism initially engaged with the West and Enlightenment thought. 

However, in its later, more militant, incarnations as Islamic unity and Islamic authenticity, it 

assumed a romantic and anti-Enlightenment tendency, a trait also apparent in Traditionalism. 

These discourses figure in the Islamist ideology of the Islamic Republic and its inscriptions. 

Traditionalism remains unequivocal in its call for a return to an idealized universal Tradition; 

however, the other two discourses are not singular and consist of a spectrum of different and 

shifting tendencies. For example, the Authentics’ critique of tradition is antithetical to the 

latter’s glorification by Traditionalists, while they both posit their own different constructed 

origins for traditions. What the three persuasions had in common was: firstly, a rejection of 

the West, Westernization and modernity on Western terms as symbolized by the Pahlavis; and 

secondly, they drew their impetus from familiar traditions, much of which were dominated by 

the ethos of Shiism as expressed in the Karbala Tradition. Together, the three constituted 

Islamism: an uneasy nexus, which produced a volatile hodgepodge of, at times paradoxical, 

ideas, what Gene Burns (Burns 1996) calls the ambiguous revolutionary ideology (as below) 

which galvanized much of the revolutionary activities, mass support, and the events that 

followed the Revolution.  

Burns (Burns 1996, 374) observes that “revolutionary ideologies (like cultural symbols, in 

general) are ambiguous and flexible in application, and [...] opposition to the old regime [is, for 

them] a central source of unity.” 21 He argues (Burns 1996, 350-51) that the combination of a 

limited set of ambiguous (polysemous) images and concepts and opposition to the existing 

regime produces a consensus in ideological unity.22

                                                             
21 Burns explains the aftermath of revolution arguing (Burns 1996, 374):  

 The ideology of the Islamic Revolution, 

Because after the fall of the old regime a struggle emerges over what the revolution is really about, and 
over how to interpret the society's cultural heritage. Revolutions eat their children because success - 
overthrow of the old regime - removes a crucial point of unity. The political competition among former 
coalition partners involves a variety of weapons, including ideological appeal, institutional control, 
firepower, and any combination of the three. 

22 Burn’s analysis follows up and is compatible with Mansoor Moaddel’s in Ideology as Episodic Discourse: The Case 
of the Iranian Revolution (1992). According to Moaddel (Moaddel 1992, 359), episodic discourse connotes “a 
discourse consisting of a set of general principles, concepts, symbols, and rituals used by actors to address problems 
in a particular historical episode.” This culture in a tool-kit approach (Burns 1996, 355), suggests that the 
revolutionary discourse does not require an overall grand-plan. Moaddel argues (Moaddel 1992, 365) that the 
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Islamism, as demonstrated above, drew upon the cultural traditions of the society without 

being specific about their relationship to its programs.23

Through Islamism, history was revised. Rank-and-file revolutionaries condemned ancient Iran, 

and the very idea of kingship, ironically opting in its stead for an Islamic Government, which 

encompassed a different version of divine rule exemplified in the Guardianship of the Jurist 

[velayat-e faqih] as below. Consequently, pre-Islamic history was rejected as a dark period of 

decadence.

 Ambiguous, polysemous symbols and 

ideas were not unique to the Islamist ideology; rather they were precedented in the 

Moharram rituals and the Karbala Tradition, which were, in the course of the Islamic 

Revolution, politically colligated (as discussed in Chapter 4).  

24 Past Islamic heroes were reinterpreted in response to historical and social 

circumstances in the light of contemporary necessities and as substitutes for pre-Islamic role 

models.25 Having been a component of Pahlavi ideology, nationalism was attacked as “the 

source of the miseries of Muslims,”26 instead there was a significant emphasis on “Islamic 

unity” and Pan-Islamism.27 The Shah, Khomeini said, “abandoned Islamic laws, justice and 

culture and became a follower of the West,” thus pointing out the inauthenticity of the West 

and illegitimacy of the Shah. 28 Instead, he emphasised autonomy and independence, asserting 

that people had “to regain their ‘lost self’” and then, to make Iran “independent and strong, an 

Iran to be run by the nation itself.”29 To achieve this goal, he asserted, an Islamic government 

had to be formed, as “the problem of Islam [was] its [un]Islamic governments not its [Islamic] 

nations.” Central to that government, was the Karbala Tradition, as “the Islamic Revolution in 

Iran [was] but a ray of light reflected from the Ashura and it’s [sic.] great divine Revolution.”30

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Revolutionary Islamic discourse was formed “as a result of propaganda warfare and back-and-forth argument 
between the state and the opposition occurring within the changing conditions of the post-coup period.  

 

Numerous statements such as this by Khomeini and other revolutionaries were issued, 

23 Burns offers a useful summary interpretation of the popular sentiment for the revolution (Burns 1996, 361): 
Thus, the revolutionary coalition – too disparate to be united by a specific post-revolutionary program 
focussed on a common (but diversely interpreted) opposition to the Shah and his links to foreign powers, 
with substantively vague (but strongly felt) endorsements of Islam as an alternative. 

24 The focus of history subjects in schools was, at least explicitly, shifted from the pre-Islamic history of the land to 
the twentieth century and the 1960s, when Khomeini had openly spoken against the Shah and ignited a revolt. 
History was now construed as history of Revolution. Even there, however, as Ram argues (Ram 2000), the tension 
between pre-Islamic and Islamic idea of Iran and the Iranian nation (a modern conception) remained.  
25 Thus in place of mythic kings mentioned in Shahnama, Imam Hossein became a chosen man, the infallible Imam, 
and a role model for contemporary revolutionaries. He thus assumes the double religious and social relevance and 
contemporaneity.  
26 (Khomeini, Wise Sayings n.d.) 
27 The immediate outcome of this in the area of language was an extra emphasis upon Arabic as the Koranic 
language and at the expense of other languages (English falling in importance as evidenced in school curricula). This 
could also be seen as the reversal of some of the Pahlavi policies of linguistic nationalism.  
28 (Khomeini, Wise Sayings n.d.) 
29 (Khomeini, Wise Sayings n.d.) 
30 To secure the unity of the Islamic Ummat [Ummah] and to rescue and free the Islamic homeland from the 
occupation and influence of colonisers and their puppet regimes, we have no alternative but to form a government. 
(Khomeini, Wise Sayings n.d.) 
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signposting the direction and breadth of the revolutionary discourse, while appropriating the 

Karbala Tradition as means of mass communication.  

As mentioned, Islamism framed attempts for formulating “authentic” cultural policies after the 

Revolution and this appeared in the country’s heritage policies, discussed below. Islamism thus 

produced the impetus for the rejection of the Imperial Dream and its inscription, which 

became apparent in the transformation of the AIM. This rejection was not limited to iconic 

sites such as the AIM; rather it was apparent across all levels of socio-political discourse in the 

post-revolutionary Iran, as examples in Chapter 2 demonstrated.  

Islamism and the Creation of the Islamic Republic’s Heritage policy  

As discussed in Chapter 2, Cultural policies were central to the ethos of the Revolutionary 

government. Islamism, along with its ambiguities and contradictions, was translated into the 

field of cultural heritage through ideologues such as Hodjat. His PhD dissertation, Cultural 

Heritage in Iran: Policies for an Islamic Country (1999), is useful for contextualizing the post-

revolutionary transformations of the AIM and the following analysis of the IPM, its curatorial 

narrative and presentation choices, as part of a broader revolutionary policy on cultural 

heritage.  

Echoing Mousavi (Chapter 2) Hodjat contends that the Islamic revolution was in principle 

concerned with the re-assertion of Shiite creeds and its system of rule. The Pahlavis, he argues, 

alienated people from their religious traditions and identity. Those policies, according to him, 

were drawn to serve the imperialist and colonialist ambitions of the West in dominating Iran, 

and implemented by their native “agents” – the Court and the establishment elite. Their 

hallmarks were: “nationalism, de-Islamization [secularism], and Westernization” (Hodjat 1995, 

162).31

                                                             
31 Note the similarity between Hodjat’s assertions and Nasr’s caution against nationalism, disdain for secularism (as 
enunciated at length in the first chapter of Knowledge and the Sacred), and his Traditionalist rejection of the 
modern West. 

 Such policies were enforced under the guise of modernization and progress. Recalling 

both Islamic Authentics and modernists, he states that the Revolution was not against progress 

but rather, it was about preserving “Islamic values” and reviving people’s Islamic identity for 

which they felt a deep emotional attachment. Hodjat also says that people were alienated 

from their cultural heritage. This was because the Pahlavi official and ideological interpretation 

of heritage and history, an interpretation congruent with Western Enlightenment precepts, 

was alien to native Iranian culture. Based on those secularizing and modernizing precepts, the 
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Pahlavis had inverted the meaning of heritage by replacing and historicising its traditional 

conceptions (as patrimony, to borrow a term from Choay) (Hodjat 1995, 181). This, he argues, 

upset “the harmony between cultural heritage values and other social values in the value 

system of Islamic societies” (Hodjat 1995, 21).  

The new Revolutionary regime thus had to furnish a response to the Pahlavi ideological 

conception of heritage by devising new definitions. Hodjat is emphatic that cultural heritage, 

as the embodiment of Shiite creeds (as exemplified in the Karbala Tradition), was central to 

the revolution (Hodjat 1995, 212). It inspired people to revert to their ‘own’ cultural values and 

reject Westernization (Hodjat 1995, 263). Positing an essentialist argument, Hodjat asserts that 

heritage is a register of a people’s identity and has an intrinsic identity of its own. In Iran, those 

identities are determined by socio-cultural values of Islam (Hodjat 1995, 66-9). Following the 

Authentics, Hodjat argues that each society is unique in its developmental potentials and 

cultural traditions. This unicity, which in Iran is produced by Islam (and notwithstanding the 

paradoxical nature of this claim, here he is ambivalent between Islamic unity and the Karbala 

Tradition), is reflected in people’s cultural identity and heritage (Hodjat 1995, 266).  

Therefore, after the Revolution, one immediate task in the sphere of culture was the “revival 

of cultural heritage,” in which Hodjat was actively involved (Hodjat 1995, 224). Thus, a 

definition of cultural heritage in terms of Islamic precepts was furnished in the first article of 

the Islamic Republic’s Iranian Cultural Heritage Organization (henceforth ICHO) Charter Act (19 

July 1988),32

Cultural heritage is comprised of relics from the past which indicate man [human]’s 
motion in the course of history and the knowledge of which forms the ground for 
learning about his identity and cultural line of development, thus providing for man’s 
admonition (Hodjat 1995, 232).  

 

The purpose of this Act was to endow cultural heritage activities with “religious and 

revolutionary legitimacy.” The ICHO was meant to study and (Article 2) “learn from [hu]man’s 

cultural movements and perpetuation and elevation of the identity and characteristics of the 

society” (Hodjat 1995, 232).33

                                                             
32 Hodjat worked for more than six years to establish the organization (ICHO) in 1988. He served as the head of the 
ICHO till 1991. ICHO was later transformed into ICHTO to encompass tourism and heritage under the same 
administration.  

 The interpretation of this Act can be extracted from Hodjat’s 

writing: history is construed in religious terms as the movement of creation – humanity – 

toward God (Hodjat 1995, 22). Since the essence of humanity is immutable, the past is 

33 It seems here, that identity for Hodjat and in this context is limited to religious identity. 
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instructive to the present: “[hu]man is created with a particular aim, covering a definite path 

to reach a pre-determined goal, and [his] fate is ruled by all-encompassing [divine] laws.” 

Heritage objects are vested with that higher Truth pertaining to God (Hodjat 1995, 56). This 

interpretation recalls the Traditionalist conceptions of immutable traditions and origins, its 

treatment of history, and its assertion that artifacts have sacred origin (see below).34

As concerns historic monuments, in the past, Persepolis was the exemplary site and 

monument for the pre-Islamic strand of identity (Figure 7-7). However, the exemplary 

monument for this Islamist conception of heritage became the House of Ka`ba in Mecca, 

whose location has determined much of the internal geometry and curatorial narrative of the 

IPM (as discussed later, Figure 7-8):  

 

The Kaaba [Ka`ba], which is named Al-Baytol-Atique (the antique house) by the Holy 
Quran, has a deep emotional Impact on its visitors, because they may see the whole 
course of history in it: from Adam who made it, to Abraham who reconstructed it and 
left his footprints there, to Mohammad (PBUH) who removed idols from it, up to the 
present time (Hodjat 1995, 71). 

According to this Act (Article 3, Clauses 20, 13 and 14), the ICHO was to revive cultural heritage 

and establish and administer museums for its display (Hodjat 1995, 233-4). This was done, at 

the beginning of the Revolution, when “no strong argument existed to assert the values of 

cultural heritage in Islamic terms” (Hodjat 1995, 225). The reason for such a lack of “strong 

arguments” was, according to Hodjat, the Pahlavi policies. Through the Great Civilization, 

which came out of the Imperial Dream, the Pahlavis were conduits for the West’s “cultural 

assault” on Iran and Islam.35

the true value of relics in assuring cultural continuity [as opposed to the supposedly 
divisive emphasis on nationalism], national [Islamic, rather than emphatically pre-
Islamic] identity and reversion to indigenous values [as opposed to westernization]. 

 To revive cultural heritage and rectify negative perceptions of it, 

that cultural assault had to be repelled. This, Hodjat argues (Hodjat 1995, 278-80), is possible 

by explaining  

                                                             
34 For further reading on the Traditionalist conception of history and time, refer to (Nasr 1989, Chapter 7, pp. 221-
252) 
35 Cultural Assault or cultural invasion (tahajome farhangi) is a terminology favoured and much used by the 
ideologues of the Islamic Republic. It originated in Seyyed Fakhr od-Din Shadman’s 1948 The Conquest of Western 
Culture (taskhir-e tamddon-e farangi) in which he cast the cultural encounter between the West and Iran, in 
confrontational terms. He devised militaristic terminology, most of which are today incorporated in radical Islamist 
jargon. Shadman was an intellectual and statesman coming from a religious background, but with excellent Western 
credentials, and may be considered one of the very first exponents of Islamic authenticity in the twentieth century. 
Also refer back to footnote 15 this chapter. 
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Such rectification of negative perceptions would impact both heritage and representational 

sites, such as the AIM. The AIM, Hodjat asserts, was instrumental to the Pahlavi distortion of 

cultural heritage. Beyond a museum, “it was a kind of new definition for cultural heritage [...] 

founded and designed by foreigners’ hands and ideas, evoking pre-Islamic memories” (Hodjat 

1995, 181). Thus, the idea of the Imperial Dream was rejected, problematizing the position of 

the AIM and its inscription. 

Instead of the old methods of representation based on the Imperial Dream, Hodjat calls for a 

balanced presentation of objects, driven by societal needs. Such needs are, according to him, 

mentioned in the Koran as the need “to get admonished, to bear in mind the resurrection, and 

to acquire knowledge of and faith in the sonnat-ol-lah [God’s tradition].” In short, cultural 

heritage was to be construed in a religious context. From Hodjat’s Islamist perspective, then, 

the message vested in heritage objects, to which museums should draw the public’s attention 

is a religious message. Such a “balanced presentation” he asserts (Hodjat 1995, 111, 117, 119), 

will enhance people’s insight into objects, instead of burdening them with “unnecessary” 

(scientific?) information. In preparing such a “balanced presentation” of objects, certain 

hierarchies had to be observed. According to Hodjat, objects that convey a sacred message to 

people more readily must be prioritized in presentation and exhibition (Hodjat 1995, 273). 

Rather than historicise and exhibit heritage in museums that resemble “soulless graveyards” 

(Hodjat 1995, 286), it has to be activated through presentations and in an atmosphere that 

make it relevant to current concerns and problems of Islamic societies (Hodjat 1995, 276). 

Throughout his work, Hodjat’s emphasis upon emotional encounter with objects and drawing 

insight from them, recalls the Illuminationist (and recently, Traditionalist) ideas of attaining 

sacred knowledge (refer to Chapter 4 and Appendix II-a). His political rhetoric notwithstanding, 

Hodjat’s call for a new relationship between artifacts and viewers merits further elaboration as 

it is pertinent to the analysis of the IPM’s interior.  

The criticism, that museums resemble “soulless graveyards,” echoes Quatremere’s critique of 

the Louvre at the time of the French Revolution. In 1793, the Louvre, formerly the Luxembourg 

Gallery, was opened to the public to signify the birth of the new French nation. A central 

purpose of the Louvre was to instruct the public and consolidate a revolutionary national 

character through its exhibits, which were collected as spoils of war against the aristocracy 

(Maleuvre 1999, 10, McClellan 1994, 9). Quatremere was alarmed by the removal of art 

objects from their original cultural and traditional contexts. Such an extraction severed them 

from their living history and transposed them as fixed, a-historical objects in a representation 

of history constructed by the museum. The essential merit of objects, he writes in 1815, 
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“depended on the beliefs that created them, on the ideas to which they were tied, to the 

circumstances that explained, to the community of thoughts which gave them their unity.”36

A. K. Coomaraswamy, for example, criticises the educational function of the museums. 

Museums, he says (Coomaraswamy 1956, 20), have to teach visitors philosophy, in its ancient 

sense, as “ontology and theology and the map of life, and a wisdom to be applied to everyday 

matters.” He laments the passing of the traditional society where there was no essential 

separation between art and life, utility and beauty. Objects were created to be used, a use that 

was at once functional and spiritual (Coomaraswamy 1956, 85). They were, as such, material 

imitations of invisible archetypes (Coomaraswamy 1956, 10-11, 82). The content of all 

traditional and folk art, he argues (Coomaraswamy 1956, 21), is metaphysical, and therefore 

its true intent was (and remains) to “communicate a gnosis” (Coomaraswamy 1956, 74). The 

once useful objects, which were also repositories of traditional knowledge, are now muted in 

museums. Coomaraswamy argues in a platonic vein, that the only proper way to apprehend 

traditional works of art is to “think about them as their authors did,” as partaking from 

archetypes (Coomaraswamy 1956, 16). Concerned with trans-historical notions of authenticity 

and truth, he asserts that de-contextualized exhibits, which said nothing about the maker of 

the artwork and his or her outlook, fail to convey their true intent to the viewer. The museum, 

he asserts (Coomaraswamy 1956, 13), is (or was, in the 1930s and 40s) essentially “against the 

world.” It wrests objects from their daily living contexts (echoing Quatremere’s living history), 

produces a fetish of an historical progress from the reified objects, and instead of true 

education, it nurtures a sense of subjective amusement and pleasure in encountering de-

contextualized artifacts (Coomaraswamy 1956, 20). A Traditionalist museum, it seems 

 In 

other words, the de-contextualized object is devoured of its cultural, religious, spiritual and 

political functions; precisely that web of relations which make it meaningful (Maleuvre 1999, 

15). The petrified museum object fails to engage the viewer; rather it “invites a detached, 

passive attitude toward artworks [which] is responsible for the deadening reification of 

artifacts, their becoming fetishes of alienated consciousness” (Maleuvre 1999, 16). 

Quatremere articulates what is to him the “demise of cultural authenticity” (Maleuvre 1999, 

18) through museums, which presented a fetish of history. Objects in museums, he argues, are 

rendered passive and enigmatic depriving viewers of a living experience they could otherwise 

afford in their original contexts. Quatremere was a cultural conservative and a Platonist. In the 

twentieth century, very similar ideas, however imparted with a spiritual slant, were expressed 

by Traditionalists.  

                                                             
36 Quoted in (Maleuvre 1999, 15) 
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therefore, is a contradiction in terms. However, Coomaraswamy seems to find some use in 

museums if they implore us to return back to tradition, to expect of culture to satisfy the 

needs of both soul and body and to “deflate the illusion of progress” (Coomaraswamy 1956, 

13-15).37

Following Coomaraswamy, Nasr (Nasr 1989, 254-8) identifies the fundamental analogy 

between traditional art and religion, characterising art as the formal expression of esoteric 

religious truths.

 This could be achieved if exhibits were arranged according to their metaphysical and 

spiritual intent, such that their universal, trans-historical truths (archetypes) were discerned 

(Coomaraswamy 1956, 21). This, as will be discussed, has determined much of the intent of 

the thematic displays in the IPM, and the underlying theme in the Koran exhibition. 

38

In light of the above, Hodjat’s call for the construction of a religious context for presenting 

objects, and his hope that such a presentation would enhance people’s insight into the 

activated object, is paradoxical. In so far as he argues for a sacred content in artifacts, Hodjat is 

in line with Traditionalist thought. However, by assuming that such a message would be 

 Traditional art is made of sacred forms, which contain the miraculous 

“power to aid man to transcend himself” (Nasr 1989, 261). Traditional art, he says, is 

intrinsically connected with sacred knowledge (Nasr 1989, 253), which as discussed in Chapter 

4, is attainable through a process of vision-Illumination. Therefore, artifacts, which are 

traditional phenomena that concern religious ideas and symbols, have to be interpreted “in 

the light of the living tradition to which [they] belong” (Nasr 1989, 286). To achieve this, the 

essentially hidden spiritual meanings within phenomena, including artifacts, have to be 

grasped, something that is not achievable in a museum. Thus, Nasr, like Coomaraswamy 

before him, argues that the true meaning of traditional artifacts cannot be grasped through 

museum displays. Rather, in highlighting the unity of beauty and utility in traditional life, Nasr 

is emphatic that “traditional civilizations have never had museums nor ever produced a work 

of art just for itself” (Nasr 1989, 255).  

                                                             
37 Coomaraswamy criticises the dominance of the market and the market value (as opposed to use value) ascribed 
to art objects. His criticism of art and museums, is in fact a critique of the dualities inherent in the enlightenment 
project nature/culture, mind/body. In a direct attack on Kantian notion of beauty as “disinterested delight”, which 
he sees as “a pathetic fallacy,” Coomaraswamy argues (Coomaraswamy 1956, 16) that beauty has a function and 
that “[d]isinterested aesthetic contemplation is a contradiction in terms and a pure nonsense.” This strongly 
resembles what a materialist such as Adorno argues in his Aesthetics, that art has a social function and that there is 
a mimetic function in the work of art. However, instead a materialist critique Coomaraswamy advocates a return to 
Plato to restore the unity of art and life. From his perspective, ancient and traditional works of art are “by nature 
correct” and their beauty is absolute, as they are attempts to ‘grasp a primordial truth’ and ‘reproduce primordial 
images’ to remind us of archetypes. (Coomaraswamy 1956, 10-11). His platonic approach also resonates with 
Quatremere’s criticism of the Revolutionary Louvre’s wresting of objects from their cultural and traditional 
contexts, although from a different perspective. Hodjat, on the other hand, argues for the possibility of activating 
the inherent authenticity of museal objects through manners of display and preservation. 
38 Nasr acknowledges Coomaraswamy throughout the book, for instance: (Nasr 1989, 105-6). 
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conveyable through museum displays, which is to say that the mere visual encounter with an 

artifact is enough to grasp its spiritual content, he is advocating a superficial and formalist 

interpretation of objects and affixing meaning to artifacts. This is akin to the futile attempt, 

according to Nasr (Nasr 1989, 266), of finding “sources for ... metaphysics ... of art ... in 

treatises of theology and jurisprudence.” To elaborate, it is certainly possible, as 

Coomaraswamy suggested, to construct exhibits on the basis of their common archetypes. 

However, Nasr argues, although traditional objects are containers of revelation and sacred 

knowledge, but art forms and their knowledge content cannot be understood since in a 

modern condition people are no longer metaphysical beings, they are detached from their 

traditional origins, (Nasr 1989, 261-4). Arguably then, such a collection as proposed by 

Coomaraswamy is but a catalogue incapable of revealing the esoteric (and thus “true”) 

meanings of a living tradition (if there were to be one conforming to Nasr’s definition). Further, 

Hodjat himself recognized that a total restoration of tradition and reliance on traditional 

methods was unrealistic, as the society had already modernized (Hodjat 1995, 269-70).  

Hodjat’s call for revisiting museums and their methods of exhibition coincided with the 

transformation of the AIM (which involved the extraction of its Islamic collection) and the 

creation of the IPM, and as the following analysis of the IPM reveals, the museum largely 

conforms to his ideas both in contextualizing the exhibits and in method of display. As the 

following analyses demonstrate, the problems and contradictions inherent in his ideas are also 

apparent in the IPM, most importantly that his idea of presentation in museums cannot avoid 

rendering objects inauthentic and petrified, precisely as Quatremere had observed with the 

Louvre, despite Hodjat himself having criticised the Ancient Iran Museum for the same failing.  

Notwithstanding, the idea of revivalism of heritage and the redirection of the Iranian people’s 

outlook back to their Islamic identity was an unattainable ideological position informed by, and 

cloaked in, Traditionalist jargon and could become distinguishable from it through the 

forthcoming analyses in this chapter. The IPM as the means for public political instruction was 

inspired by the Islamist official discourse, which as the following will demonstrate, is conflicted 

in relation to political legitimation, national identity, homeland, and cultural authenticity. In 

this sense, the IPM is, on one hand, a microcosm of the ideological ambiguities of Islamism as 

discussed above. On the other hand, it has inherited and exacerbated the ambiguities first 

expressed in the Koran exhibition catalogue of 1949, as discussed in Chapter 6.  
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Figure  7-7  Persepolis, Gateway of All Nations, 2004 New Year holidays. During the peak holiday 
season (New Year) up to 70,000 Iranians flock to this site each day. Photo courtesy of Parsa-Pasargadae 
Research Foundation (PPRF). 

 
Figure  7-8  The House of Ka`ba in Mecca, 2003 Hajj pilgrimage. Muslims from all over the world face 
this place when saying their prayers. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 
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Figure  7-9  The Islamic Period Museum (IPM) as seen from the entrance to the grounds of the National 
Museum of Iran. 

 

Figure  7-10  The main facade of the AIM, Compare to the above image of the IPM. 



404 A Spiritual Dream in the Islamic Period Museum 

 

 

 

Figure  7-11  Plan of the Sassanid palace of Bishapur, 241-273 AD. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

 

Figure  7-12  Palace of Bishapur, section reconstruction. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 
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Figure  7-13  Palace of Bishapur, aerial view of the ruins. Photo by Mahin Bahrami, published at 
http://www.iranian.com/PhotoDay/2004/July/f33.html. 

 

Figure  7-14  Satellite image of the IPM’s roof plan. Photo adapted from Wikimapia. 
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Figure  7-15  Parthian-Sassanid (around 220 BCE) Mithraist temple, later used as fire-temple (known in 
Persian as Chahar-taq or Atashkadeh) in Niasar near Kashan. Recent theories identify this monument 
as a solar calendar. Photo Hamid Sedghinejad, 2005.. 

 

Figure  7-16  Qadamgah Shrine near Nishapour, Iran, is a biaxial building over an holy site 
(establishment date unknown) and within a garden setting, which was designed in the Safavid Period 
(seventeenth century). Photo courtesy of ArchNet. 
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Figure  7-17  Samanid Mausoleum, Bukhara, Uzbekistan (Popularly known as the tomb of Ismail). It 
was  erected by the Samanid ruler before 943 AD. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

 

 

Figure  7-18  The Fin Garden pavilion (Kooshk) outside Kashan, structures dating to Safavid and Qajar 
periods. Photo courtesy of ArchNet. 
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Figure  7-19  Garden of Fin Near Kashan, the space underneath the dome is dedicated to the 
fountainhead of the garden's water system. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

 

Figure  7-20  General view of Bibi Dokhtarun Shrine in Shiraz, 18th century. 
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Figure  7-21  The interior of Bibi Dokhtarun Shrine. The tomb occupies the focal point of the interior 
underneath the main tomb. 
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Figure  7-22  Mausoleum of Arslan Jadhib, a Ghaznavid (eleventh century) monument in Sang Bast Iran 
is another example of a solitary and austere monument. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

 

 

 

 

Figure  7-23  Diagram of IPM on entry level (levels 2, left diagram) and upper level (level 3, right 
diagram). Diagrams adapted from IPM brochure. 

1: The Museum Shop 
2: Central Exhibition Space 

3: Thematic Galleries 
4: Historical Period (Chronological) Galleries 
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Figure  7-24  The IPM is an introverted building as the third floor diagram (left) and sectional diagram 
(right) demonstrate. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  7-25  the entrance to the IPM. 
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Figure  7-26  The entry hall of the IPM. This photo, taken from the stairway, depicts the unmanned 
information and security counter and the model of the Tari-khana mosque in Damghan. Entrance to 
the museum is at the left of the photo. 

 

Figure  7-27  IPM, the display containing a model of Tari-khana is the first thing a visitor to the 
museum encounters. 
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Figure  7-28  Tari-khana in Damghan (photo 1989) is the oldest existing mosque in Iran (8th century 
AD) and is built with Sassanid construction techniques. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

 

 

Figure  7-29  Watching over: a portrait of Khomeini accompanied by his saying on the Revolution on a 
building in one of Tehran's major traffic arteries, sponsored by Tehran Municipality. 
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Figure  7-30  The interior to the main (second) level of the IPM as seen from the entry point to the 
exhibitions. The ‘Mosque’ is at the centre of the double-height volume (centre-left). 

 

Figure  7-31  View of the central hall of the IPM as dedicated to the Koran exhibition, ‘Mosque.’ The 
steel mesh and the security desk and glased wall beyond it  are shown in the upper left corner of the 
photo. 
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Figure  7-32  View of the ‘Mosque’ from Third floor of the IPM, looking North-East. 

 

 

Figure  7-33  The 'Mosque' from lower level, opposite the entry to the galleries. 
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Figure  7-34  Perforated walls are a normal occurrence in Iranian architecture. In this house in the old 
centre of Shiraz, the perforated wall gives a controlled view from the private quarters of the residence 
to the courtyard of its "public" or men's quarter.. 
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Figure  7-35  A perforated wall gives a view into the courtyard of the Jami (Grand) Mosque of Qazvin. 
Photo courtesy of Patterns in Islamic Art,http://www.patterninislamicart.com/archive/?browse=feature&val=5&iid=1212. 
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Figure  7-36  Shrine Complex of Sheikh Safi ed-Din Ardabili (14th and 16th century) exterior, view 
looking toward the Jannat Saray (space for Sufi gatherings and rituals). Note the trellis (centre) 
separating the ritual zone from the exterior. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

 

Figure  7-37  Mausoleum of Khomeini, view inside the shrine showing the tombs of Khomeini (Centre) 
and his son, Haj Ahmad Agha (left). Photo courtesy of Artstor. 
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Figure  7-38  Tomb of Sayyid Rukn al-Din (14th century) Yazd, Iran. The metal lattice contains the tomb 
and is known in Persian as zarih. Photo courtesy of Artstor. 

 

Figure  7-39  Portrait of Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti (1928-81) a leading revolutionary figure who 
was killed in an explosion in Tehran. The symbolic hand on top, an important popular symbol in 
Ashura rituals and the lattice behind his portrait, invoking the shrine of imam Hossein, link him with 
Hossein.  
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Figure  7-40  The IPM's orientational map depicts an Islamic Empire centred around Mecca as 
demarcated by the House of Ka`ba (the black rectangle in the picture). 

 

 

 

Figure  7-41  A 13th century map by the Persian Al-Qazwini. In this circular representation of the world, 
Mecca is located at the centre and the territories are at centre-left below and far left of the corner 
reserved for Far East. Map from Cartographic Images (http://www.henry-davis.com/MAPS/EMwebpages/222.html) 

http://www.henry-davis.com/MAPS/EMwebpages/222.html�
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Figure  7-42  The orientational map in the AIM depicts the geo-political entity of Iran thus affirming 
Iran as a nation-state. Compare this with the orientational map of the IPM (Figure 40 above). 
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The Architecture and Curatorial narrative of the IPM 

Architecture  

As discussed in the previous chapter, The IPM was initially conceived as the Ethnography 

Museum to represent a modern ethnographic concept of an Iranian folk, while authenticating 

the Pahlavi establishment. The architecture of the IPM was similar to the European 

monumental and Fascist architecture of the 1930s, which resulted in a considerable contrast 

between it and the AIM (Figures 7-9 and 7-10).  

The current official typological association made between the IPM and Sassanid palaces (Riazi 

n.d., 13), although a plausible description of the museum’s parti, is nonetheless incongruent 

with the intent of the curatorial narrative as discussed below (Figures 7-11 to 7-14).39

In Iran’s architectural tradition, a freestanding domical structure over a bi-axial plan is found in 

both religious and secular building types of pre-Islamic and Islamic periods (Figures 7-15 and 7-

16). It is used in a palace, a princely pavilion, or a significant mausoleum or shrine. For 

example, Sassanid fire temples were domical structures with square plans open on all four 

sides. The same pattern was followed in some mausoleums, such as the Samanid mausoleum 

in Bukhara (now in Uzbekistan, Figure 7-17). It is also seen in garden pavilions such as the Fin 

Garden near Kashan (Figures 7-18). The content of the building (Islamic period collection), 

suggests the possibility of its interpretation as an Islamic tomb or mausoleum. This is 

reinforced once the meaning of the dome is considered. 

 Similar 

to the AIM, the IPM’s building typology lends itself to a more intricate, complex and 

multifaceted interpretation. This kind of interpretation is significant, firstly, since the typology 

contextualizes official renditions of identity narrative, and secondly, because it demonstrates 

that the same typology may be used to construct vastly different places and this contributes to 

the museum’s ambivalence. There are two elements that should be considered: the bi-axial 

plan type and the dome.  

The dome has many precedents in both pre-Islamic and European architectures. In Iran, it 

features in the architecture of palaces of pre-Islamic and later Islamic periods. Historically, it 

signified ceremonial connotations, it marked the place of the ruler, “the terminal point of 

imperial processions” and settings for entertainment and pleasant, princely pastimes (Grabar 

2006, 96-100). This “abstract significance,” as Oleg Grabar describes it, associated with the 

                                                             
39 Parti is the Beaux-Arts term for the building’s design concept. 
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dome, made it suitable to be adopted for mausoleums in the Islamic period. The IPM’s dome is 

not visible from within the site; however, in the original configuration of the building – that is 

when it was still the Ethnographic Museum and prior to its interior refurbishment – this dome 

would have had a decisive impression upon the interior space.40 The dome is placed over an 

octagonal base, which recalls structures of the Islamic period. As such, before the princely 

pavilion or palace, it invokes the mausoleum as “the single most common and ubiquitous type 

of Islamic domical construction” (Grabar 2006, 92).41

The comparison in Chapter 6 between the Ethnography Museum and the Musée des Colonies 

suggested that the Ethnography Museum would have placed a definition of the nation united 

under an official interpretation of the authentic Iranian culture. The museum was a collection 

of material culture of a people whose authentic origin was, as mentioned, suggested through 

an analogy with the Sassanid palace of Bishapur (Figures 7-11 to13 above). The site, the 

architecture with its interior, reinforced this interpretation. However, the above interpretation 

demonstrates that the same building may now be seen as a collection of religious relics within 

a tomb structure. In short, the same site lends itself to two vastly different interpretations, as 

two different places, which demonstrates that content, narrative, and context, determine the 

inscription, and once they vary, place itself becomes an unstable notion. 

 This interpretation is reinforced 

considering two things. Firstly, in buildings of all periods, the space underneath the dome is 

usually kept free for events and spectacle; static spectacles, such as iconographic programs, 

the play of water in nymphaea entertainments, and finally the ceremonial sequence 

performance of clients paying tribute to the ruler (Figure 7-19). The only exception to this is 

the mausoleum or shrine, where the tomb, which itself is the centre of action and the 

spectacle, occupies the central space underneath the dome (Figures 7-20 and 7-21). Secondly, 

the building’s austere aura, its solidity and impermeability, which lead to an enclosed 

impression, resonate with a mausoleum more than the other types mentioned above (Figure 

7-22). It is particularly significant today that the structure houses the Islamic collection of the 

NMI. The full significance of the dome becomes apparent in the interior of the museum; 

however, before proceeding to the interior, it is useful to note the significance of the 

museum’s multiple typological associations. 

The official, post-revolutionary description of the building as Sassanid palace creates a certain 

degree of ambiguity, which is amplified by the interior space and plan divisions of the IPM. 

                                                             
40 This dome is currently sealed off from the interior by a new dome created as part of the refurbishment project. 
41 Mausoleums appeared in the early tenth century in Iran (and Egypt). They were associated either with princely 
will to mark the originating place of a dynasty, or with Shiism where to the lineage of religious leaders (back to the 
prophet) is a significant attribute (Grabar 2006, 93).  
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That ambiguity is then exacerbated once the IPM is seen next to the AIM, with a different 

architectural and curatorial intent (as is discussed in Chapter 8). 

The curatorial narrative and the Museum interior 

The transformation of the AIM and the addition of the IPM accorded with the Islamic 

establishment’s desire for a “balanced” view of Iranian history.42

The new arrangement defines Iranian identity in relation to Islam, and supports the Islamism 

of the Islamic Republic in two respects. Firstly, it counters the modernizing and historicizing 

rhetoric of the Pahlavi establishment by reinstating the centrality of religion in daily affairs, 

including state politics (Mozaffari 2007, 99). This was reinforced by dedicating the AIM to pre-

Islamic history, thus limiting its scope, and then, inscribing a band of Koranic verse in its Ivan, 

positing it as means for “admonition,” through which the true (Islamic) and false (kingship) 

traditions might be discriminated (Mozaffari 2007, 100).

 Since the Islamic collection 

received its own dedicated building with a purpose-refurbished interior, it was no longer 

dominated by the curatorial narrative of the AIM, which had also functioned as an ideological 

instrument of the Pahlavis. Rather, a new curatorial narrative was devised, which re-narrated 

objects “in accordance with Islamic art and philosophy” (Roohfar, The Islamic Period Collection 

1997, 55).  

43

As the roof plan suggests, the building consists of a primary and central space surrounded by 

four secondary wings, one of which constitutes the entrance and stairs hall (Figure 7-23). The 

cubic mass at the centre is almost independent of the wings and consists of concentric squares 

(in plan) and voids. The wings–now galleries – particularly at the upper level open up toward 

the centre (Figure 7-24). This creates the effect of the building turning inward upon itself. 

However, at the lower level, the completeness of the square plan is almost intact. A strict 

 Secondly, there is, through centring 

upon religion as being the core of the Iranian people’s identity and their heritage, an attempt 

to transpose the previously constructed narrative of ancient origins back to one of a 

reinvented Islamic tradition, with a curious and ambivalent relationship to both Shiism and 

nationality. The following descriptions of the architectural typology and the interior 

atmosphere of the IPM demonstrate that in its aura, as well as its curatorial narrative, the 

museum is indexical of the official attitudes and the ideology of the state.  

                                                             
42 This, as Chapter 3 demonstrated, is more a problem of perception than an active curatorial policy pursued by the 
AIM.  
43 That Band replaces a previous poem, which determined the date of the AIM’s establishment crediting Reza Shah 
for it (Masoomi 1976, 165).  
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hierarchy is thus created, which privileges the central space. The interior, the design of its 

exhibitions and its current curatorial narrative provide further clues about the meaning of this 

central space, reinforcing the mausoleum-like spirit of the building. 

The IPM possesses four levels. The basement level is occupied by auxiliary administrative 

functions and an archaeological research centre. The ground level consists of the entry hall, 

temporary exhibition and convention hall, and above it, there are two levels dedicated to 

permanent exhibition halls: the first level containing the museum shop and thematic 

exhibitions and the second level consisting of chronologically arranged exhibitions in which 

objects are arranged according to the succession of dynasties that ruled over Iran after Islam.  

The ground level (raised on a socle) comprises a temporary exhibition/convention hall (usually 

closed to the public) and the main entry hall of the Museum. The visitor enters through a glass 

door of an incision cut through the stone facade, facing the security counter with lockers 

behind it (Figures 7-25 and 7-26). There is the original grand staircase to the right that leads to 

galleries at upper floors. The original finish of the hall in hard surfaces such as stone for 

flooring and the stairs is retained. Most museums use the entry space as a publicity zone and 

an orientational space, populated with an information centre, a museum shop, relevant 

brochures and colourful imagery. However, in the IPM there are few colourful objects or 

brochures to attract one’s attention.44

                                                             
44 Is this going to change with the refurbishments underway? 

 There is, to one side, a large maquette of one of the 

oldest mosques of Iran, the Tari-khana (literally meaning God-house) of Damghan serving, 

perhaps, as a faint indication of what is to come in the museum (Figures 7-27 and 7-28). On the 

other side, there is a small stand upon which the visitors’ Comments Book is loosely placed in 

the space. A functional and even official mood is thus impressed upon the visitor in 

encountering this space. The simple counter is, from my experience, manned by serious-faced 

security officers. The visitor is thus greeted with an atmosphere (ambience) of security and 

austerity, matching the sombre mood of a mausoleum, an atmosphere that also recalls the 

spirit of official depictions of Khomeini and other revolutionary leaders painted on the city 

walls (Figure 7-29). While this may simply be the result of a clumsy refurbishment, it does, 

however, profoundly influence the inscription of the IPM, turning it into a representation of 

the state. Thus the contrast with the AIM, where the entry is much more immediate and the 

visitor catches glimpses of the exhibitions and the activities from the entry point, is tangibly 

imparted.  
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It is only on the first level that one arrives at a museum per se. Here the unwelcoming 

atmosphere of the lower level is overcome by a lustrous and impressive space. As the 

substitute entry to the museum, this space is equipped with a well lit shop with open and 

accessible display cases containing souvenirs and other interesting items. As a prelude to the 

exhibitions, it is far more impressive than the vestibule of the AIM. The IPM, claims its (former) 

curator, Zohreh Roohfar, utilizes “exhibition themes and methods ... to display Islamic art in an 

Islamic context, for a public familiar with the historical and cultural background of the objects” 

(Roohfar 1999, 26) – which qualifies many individuals, this author included, analysing the 

space. Taking Roohfar’s comments as its point of departure, the following analysis will 

demonstrate that in the IPM the idea of Iran, which was central to the Imperial Dream and 

figured strongly in the AIM, is substituted with a vagueness characteristic of the ambiguity in 

the Islamist ideology, but perhaps also representative of an ambivalence on the part of the 

Iranian society with regard to its own identity. Countering the Imperial Dream, the IPM 

inscribes the Spiritual Dream, a modern and rather distant relative of the Karbala identity 

narrative. 

The galleries are entered through a door in a large glazed wall. Facing the glazed wall there is 

another security/information desk visibly superior in quality and finishes to the one at the 

lower level and, behind it a steel mesh providing a gridded view of the main hall of the 

museum. This hall contains the museum’s centrepiece: the impression of a mosque built upon 

a slightly raised platform occupying the centre of the space (discussed later, Figures 7-30 to 7-

33). The idea of providing a half-hidden view of the inside of a courtyard through perforated 

brick walls is common in traditional Persian architecture (Figures 7-34 and 7-35). The scale of 

the steel mesh, however, invokes the lattice work in the mausoleum of Sheikh Safi ad-Din 

Ardabili the founder and central figure of the Safavid dynasty, and by implication, for the 

advent of Shiism in Iran (Figure 7-36). Such a metal trellis, however, is only found in religious 

shrines (Figures 7-37 and 7-38). Its invocation of sacred tombs and mausoleums is reinforced 

by the collection of objects of Islamic period in the museum, particularly at the centre, where 

the Koran manuscripts are. This reinforces the typological associations of the museum which 

connotes, through the central exhibit, multiple associations or affinities between sacredness 

(the Korans) and death (as passage to the otherworld – incidentally, often Koran is recited in a 

person’s wake). The idea of death has religious and political significance, which brings together 

the different components of Islamist ideology. In the traditional religious belief, death is the 

moment of union with God, and a significant purifier. This is manifest in the idea of 

martyrdom, death for the cause of religion, which is the ultimate means for salvation through 
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deliberate sacrifice of life. The most powerful example of this is in the martyrdom of Imam 

Hossein (see Chapter 4), and both, martyrdom and Hossein as its symbol, have been potent 

political instruments of the Islamist ideology as is exemplified in numerous wall paintings 

across Iranian towns (Figure 7-39).45

In addition to providing a visual clue, the grid also fulfils a function: It directs visitor movement 

to the right of the entry. There, the curatorial narrative begins with a framed orientational 

map of the “Islamic territories” (Figure 7-40). This map, which is entirely in Persian, suggests 

the geographical extent of the Islamic Empire, rivalling in expanse, the Persian empires of the 

Achaemenids and the Sassanids glorified next door in the AIM. The most prominent feature of 

this map is the iconic building of the Ka`ba in Mecca (Saudi Arabia) presented in its black cloth 

cover over yellow the desert colour of the Islamic lands. Ka'ba, the House of God, is a sacred 

object to all practising Muslims. It is, as Hodjat and Grabar before him suggest, a very rare, if 

not the only, monumental object in Islam (Grabar 2006, 183). It has a cosmological significance 

as Muslims say their daily prayers facing Ka`ba, and as such, it has tangible significance in the 

lives of Muslim believers (Figure 7-41).

 To Islamic Authentics, death is the ultimate expression of 

unicity and authenticity of the individual. It marks the union of body and mind overcoming all 

manner of alienation from the self, others and the universe. As such, it is a gateway to superior 

knowledge (Lee 1997, 17, 28, 128). Strictly from this perspective, the IPM represents the 

convergence of different strands that constitute the Islamism of the state and at the same 

time entombs dead, albeit sacred, objects. Here there is an immediately perceivable tension 

with regard to the display of objects, a tension first articulated by Quatremere: If these objects 

are entombed, then what becomes of the traditions that created them? Are they too relegated 

to the realm of death?  

46

                                                             
45 For one of a number of analyses in this regard refer to (Grigor 2002). 

 While in this exhibit, three-dimensional natural 

features are represented, and some countries such as Iran, Arabia, and Spain are nominated, 

there is little emphasis on contemporary geo-political divisions among countries. The map 

depicts a pre-nationalist world and rather than overtly connoting contemporary nation-states, 

it is Mecca-centric emphasising Islam as the common cultural denominator of the depicted 

territories. There are a few place names on the map, some of which designate the origins of 

exhibits in Iran, and some, such as Mosul in Iraq, are places that have been in cultural 

exchange with Iran throughout centuries. Thus, only those familiar with the region’s geography 

can imagine the geopolitical extent of Iran within the abstract map of the Islamic territories.  

46 For example, its location determines the orientation of mosques in traditional cities. The monument is the focal 
point of the Hajj rituals. Hajjis, from all over the world, cloaked in their uniform, white outfits circumambulate this 
object while chanting: Allah! Here I am (Allahomma labbayk). 
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The inherent trans-nationalism of this map could be interpreted as indexical of the ambiguity 

on the part of the museum with regard to the concepts of nation-state and ultimately, national 

identity (further discussed in Chapter 8). To elaborate, it is useful to compare this orientational 

map with an analogous map in the AIM (Figure 7-42). There too, the map designated the 

location of different archaeological finds on display. That map signifies and differentiates the 

geopolitical entity known as Iran. Generally, it instructs and facilitates the inscription of the 

Imperial Dream by concretizing its geographical location as a place, the homeland.47

Past the orientational map and a number of smaller exhibits the visitor steps into the central 

hall of the IPM, a grand double height space, which as mentioned, constitutes the core of the 

museum’s architecture. The hall is surrounded by a transitional passage that gives access to 

the other galleries while reinforcing the primacy of the central space over other galleries. 

Inside this hall, one encounters the centrepiece of the IPM, the Koran exhibition (Figure 7-43). 

Similar to the Koran exhibition in the AIM, the Korans in the IPM are presented in a dedicated 

space of their own and separate from the rest. However, unlike the AIM exhibition, which was 

a simple chronological progression of displays, here the Korans are displayed in a formally 

 By 

contrast, this map in the IPM subsumes Iran under a notional Islamic territory without clearly 

denoting the relationship between the two, Iran and that world. The map in the IPM is in three 

colours that constitute a representational hierarchy: a realistic representation in black for 

Ka`ba invoking medieval miniature paintings, a blue to represent water, and an abstract desert 

yellow for all lands (refer back to Figure 7-40). Perhaps the map is intended to suggest to the 

viewer that there is but one concrete and higher Reality or Truth (symbolized through Ka`ba) 

and the rest are only “abstractions” (in the platonic sense of the word) from it. Incidentally, 

the notion of a homeland within a distinctive geopolitical entity is treated likewise, as an 

abstraction. Instead, the map denotes a spiritual homeland – the Islamic territory– the heart of 

which is Ka`ba (in Mecca). Centring the Ka`ba, the map immediately posits Islam as the 

ultimate source of authenticity and celebrates a Theo-centric unity that subsumes all other 

differences and divisions, including national divisions and this would seem out of place in a 

national museum. Through visual devices, this orientational map celebrates the unity of God, 

the fundamental doctrine of the Islamic faith, and the unity of all being with God, which is a 

Sufi/Traditionalist idea. It also invokes the modern, pan-Islamic ideal of an essential unity of 

the Islamic territories and peoples. As an orientational map, this exhibit is meant to prepare 

the visitor for the experience of any level of the above connotations, which as elaborated later, 

exacerbates the perceptual confusion in the museum.  

                                                             
47 This happens through connecting monuments and artifacts to geographical places within the geopolitical entity, 
Iran. 
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charged arrangement (Figure 7-44). The Korans form the impression of a mosque (henceforth 

‘Mosque’) constructed by the rectangular arrangement of displays of Koranic Manuscripts. The 

mosque is not explicitly articulated, but rather alluded to through the general plan and its 

constituent elements such as a prayer niche. In its simplicity, the ‘Mosque’ invokes a generic 

diagram of early Arabic mosques (Figure 7-45). This part of the exhibition is paved in stone and 

raised by a couple of steps from the general floor level (refer back to Figures 7-31, 3243). The 

interpretation of this exhibition as a mosque is reinforced by other elements within and 

surrounding it. In the words of the curator (Roohfar 1999, 26):48

A fifth-century A.H. [thirteenth century AD] wooden window on which the Unity Sura 
[proclaiming the unity of Allah and his absolute superiority] is carved and a wooden 
door incised with verses from the Holy Koran and set on a wall notify visitors that they 
are entering an entirely spiritual area whose holy atmosphere is complemented by a 
stone prayer niche [mihrab] dating back to the eleventh century A.H., a superb prayer 
rug and the heart-warming incantation of verses from the Holy Koran.  

 

The space is covered with a dome. This is not the original dome of the structure, but an 

interior feature in white plaster that creates an acoustic effect, where sounds echo back and 

forth. This has the possibly unintended effect of invoking the acoustics of other mosques 

(particularly the Shah Mosque of Isfahan), where the dome over the main hall performs a 

similar function of acoustic reflections. Similar to all other mosques, this space too is turned 

toward Mecca.  

The focal space created by the architectural plan is well exploited by the ‘Mosque’. Rather 

than following the architectural plan, it constructs its own architecture on the interior. In other 

galleries, the arrangement of objects generally follows the architectural outline of the space. 

However, the change of direction in this instance invokes the common change of direction in 

all mosques, thus emphasising its independence from and authority over the rest of the IPM 

(Figures 7-46 and 7-47). The visitor is required to submit to the autonomy and power of this 

exhibition, circumambulate and enter the exhibit facing the prayer niche (mihrab). The space 

thus analogously reflects the function of all ritual sites, and above all, the Ka`ba in Mecca 

(Figure 7-48). The presence of the ‘Mosque’ at the centre, combined with the central focus of 

the IPM’s typology, bestows a ritual-like quality to the total circulation pattern within the 

building. The ‘Mosque’ (collection of Korans) at the centre is particularly significant as the 

Arabic alphabet constitutes a “coherent, consistent and reasonably pan-Islamic” visual symbol 

(Grabar 2006, 185) and its script is seen by some, including the curator, as a “divine sign” 

                                                             
48 Ms. Roohfar has since retired. 
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(Roohfar 1999, 27).49 The ritual-like circumambulatory motion around the collections of 

Korans, inherently sacred to believers, and its placement at the centre, would appear to 

sacralise the exhibition space by invoking analogies between viewing the exhibits and religious 

rituals.50

At this point it is possible to observe a subtle but profound difference between the 

Ethnography Museum and the IPM: while in the Ethnography Museum, different ethnic groups 

metaphorically converged at the centre to mutually produce and validate a unified nation, 

here, there is a unidirectional validation from the centre toward the periphery, from god to all 

else. This is reinforced by subtler visual cues that make up the atmosphere of the IPM. The 

dominant whiteness of the ‘Mosque’, is perhaps a functional colour for exhibition, but also 

suggests purity, further emphasising the above associations. The Koranic manuscripts that are 

used as building blocks of the ‘Mosque’ range from the ninth to the twentieth century. 

However, here historical and artistic evolution is secondary to the ultimate unity of the 

arrangement imposed by the curatorial narrative. The imposition of unity upon the diverse 

manuscripts subsumes their distinct individual differences in artistic and stylistic expressions, 

and with it, their historical development as material culture. Instead, it imbues them with a 

sacred aura, suggesting they are all but different manifestations of the same truth. This explicit 

attempt for a sacred aura distinguishes the ‘Mosque’ and its contents (Korans) from the rest of 

the IPM. It is the closest approximation of Coomaraswamy’s proposed thematic arrangements 

(discussed previously) through which museums were to become educational. It also suggests 

the sacred aspect of religious tradition through a space most commonly associated with it, 

which is the mosque.  

 

The IPM and the ‘Mosque’ in particular, the curator claims, address a public familiar with the 

historic and cultural background of exhibits, and who see them from within an “Islamic 

context” (Roohfar 1999, 26), in other words and particularly, Muslims from within the Islamic 

Republic. From this perspective, the ‘Mosque’ has multiple connotations that become clear in 

relation to the totality of the IPM’s curatorial narrative and its interior in light of the Islamist 

ideology. These galleries are arranged both thematically and chronologically on the lower level 

(second floor) and chronologically on the upper (third floor) and their organization is in 

accordance with the norms of museums elsewhere. Drawing on the components of Islamism, 

the ‘Mosque’ in relation to the rest of the galleries is ambiguous and polysemous: it may, on 

one hand, be interpreted as a Traditionalist symbol, an interpretation that could be true for 

                                                             
49 In this respect, Roohfar echoes the 1948 exhibition catalogue by Bahrami.  
50 Scripture (the Koran) was the Prophet's only miracle and is regarded as sacred by all believers. 
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the main  level of the exhibition (second floor) and accords with parts of the state ideology. On 

the other hand, it may be a representation of Pan-Islamism, an interpretation that accords 

with the orientational map of the museum, the title of the museum – Islamic Period – and part 

of the state ideological rhetoric (as is further discussed in the following chapter). 

The suggestion by the curator of a holy atmosphere in the museum recalls the Traditionalist 

view that all traditional art “has a sacramental function” (Nasr 1989, 253). As mentioned, 

Traditionalists believe that traditional art has divine origins and “even pots and pans produced 

in a traditional civilization are related to the religion at the heart of that tradition” (Nasr 1989, 

254). From this perspective, the Korans, and indeed the rest of the museum, would convey the 

essence of man and are concerned with the attainment of sacred knowledge (Nasr 1989, 259). 

As regards the totality of the IPM, it may be argued that the curatorial narrative imposes an 

internal hierarchy among the exhibits (Figure 7-49). The museum is thus organized around a 

sacred core, the Koran exhibition, indicating the supremacy of Sacred Knowledge, a kind of 

knowledge, which according to Traditionalists like Coomaraswamy and Nasr, would be 

unattainable in a museum anyway. That sacred core is then surrounded by other types of 

“scientific, historical and literary manuscripts,”51 repositories of knowledge of a second order, 

according to a Traditionalist outlook. Such a concentric hierarchization, beginning with the 

‘Mosque’ at the centre of the second level, continues to the outmost peripheries of the 

museum, which on the third level, are dedicated to thematic collections of everyday objects 

such as lamps and carpets (Roohfar 1999, 28). Even in the thematic galleries, Coomaraswamy’s 

idea of grouping objects in accordance with their archetypes, an idea that characterizes the 

Koran exhibition as a ‘Mosque’, thus imbuing it with a sacred aura, is absent.52

                                                             
51 From the brochure of IPM published in English.  

 Instead, objects 

are classified, following appropriate museological conventions, as crafts, in textile, metal and 

ceramics galleries (Roohfar 1999, 29). Each gallery demonstrates the historical evolution and 

development of certain crafts through time. The hierarchization of the IPM’s interior echoes 

Nasr’s assertion above that even mundane objects produced in a traditional civilization are 

related to its religion, here being Islam. It represents the different degrees of manifestation of 

a single, immutable and sacred tradition in this material world. However, this trans-historical, 

or more accurately, a-historical, interpretation contradicts the chronological order of exhibits 

on both floors. Despite such inconsistencies, the strong focus on the ‘Mosque,’ which 

dominates the totality of the curatorial narrative, invokes Traditionalism.  

52 It is informative to compare the display method in the AIM, with those employed in the Glassware Museum, 
where objects are given a particular setting and the display cases mediate and reinforce the aura of individual 
exhibits. For an analysis of the Glassware Museum see: (Mozaffari 2003). 
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Concurrent with Traditionalism, the IPM is also indexical of the other two ideological 

tendencies that comprise Islamism, namely, Islamic unity and Islamic authenticity. Unlike 

Traditionalism, both these tendencies acknowledge and respond to historical processes.  

The ‘Mosque’ resembles the prototypes of the seventh century AD, which Grabar suggests 

(Grabar 2006, 109-10), were exclusively Muslim spaces or forums “open from all sides and 

directions ... somewhere in the centre of the city [and that] served all the functions which 

affected ... the community, from prayer to military recruitment to collection of taxes.” This 

universal prototype is pre-denominational, suggesting an authentic, original Islam, no longer 

existing in the contemporary world. It suggests a return to origins and thus concurs with the 

orientational map, which lumps together different peoples and territories as an 

undifferentiated Islamic territory. It would appear that the thematic galleries on the second 

and third floors accord with this interpretation: they trace historical development of art 

objects, without placing an overt emphasis on Shiism, the majority and official religion of Iran. 

To this extent, the IPM’s curatorial narrative transcends denominational, confessional, and 

territorial divides in favour of a unitary notion of Islam and an Islamic nation. However, for the 

museum to be a true representation of Islamic unity, and for the orientational map to make 

any sense, exhibits must come from, or be related to, the extent of that imagined Islamic 

territory as depicted on that map and this does not happen in the IPM. Furthermore, Pan-

Islamism is undermined by the type of historical periodization employed by the curatorial 

narrative in the surrounding galleries, particularly on the third floor. Here, the information 

provided at the entry to each gallery suggests the importance of Iranian (Persian) art in the 

Islamic arts of other lands. Additionally, the curatorial narrative utilizes an Iran-centred 

periodization of history appropriate for a national museum by positioning Iran and its rulers in 

the context of larger events in other parts the Islamic empire and in Muslims in general (Figure 

7-50).    

There is some effort to authenticate Iran as an Islamic nation in the curatorial narrative. From 

this perspective, once again the ‘Mosque’ affirms the centrality and primacy of the Islamic 

identity of Iran, in congruence with Islamic authenticity. This is reinforced particularly through 

the exhibits on the third floor, which are contextualized as products of specific socio-historic 

conditions (Roohfar 1999, 30) and yet demonstrate historical progress. Thus, Iranians are 

characterized as a people grounded in Islamic culture but subject to their own local 

specificities. However, for the IPM to be a true representative of Islamic authenticity, Shiism 

must be the central focus of the curatorial narrative. It must represent through exhibits the 

true essence of being Iranian, Muslim and Shiite, and since all this could not have been 
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rendered rationally – as authenticity for an authentic transcends the limits of reason – the 

curatorial narrative should at least inspire the viewer with a distinct feeling or sense of his or 

her own cultural authenticity. It would be impossible to verify the possibility of such an 

inspiration in the absence of a lengthy survey of visitors to the IPM. Nevertheless, as such an 

experience of authenticity is supposed to occur within the individual, from personal 

experience, the underlying theme of the museum is above all defined by nationalism and 

Shiism as its component.  

It is possible, as an alternative to the above interpretations, to argue that the ‘Mosque’, while 

sacralising the Koran, allows for a secularized reading of other exhibits, much similar to what 

used to be the curatorial narrative of the AIM. This could be compared with another Shiite 

example of a sacred-profane juxtaposition: the takyeh (see Chapter 4). However while in the 

takyeh, there is a clear temporal division between sacred and secular, in the IPM that temporal 

division collapses and the two exist synchronously. This is a source of ambiguity. Furthermore, 

one might ask, if the ‘Mosque’ as centre piece is truly meant to imbue the viewer with a sense 

of the sacred, which cannot be achieved without ritual, then why not preserve the original 

dome, rather than conceal it, and produce a site with ritual and religious connotations instead 

of a simulation? The rest of the IPM deviates from a Traditionalist interpretation as it 

formulaically reproduces the thematic sections of other museums in the world, which are no 

doubt inspired by the Enlightenment thought. Therefore it becomes apparent that it is not so 

much that the ‘Mosque’ is sacred as that it conveys the rhetoric of sacredness, and this in the 

current “Islamic context” (Roohfar 1999, 26) of Iran has political connotations to which the 

focus of this chapter will return. 

From the above, the curatorial narrative of the IPM sustains an ambivalent relationship with 

both the Islamist ideology and the nationalism at the base of the Imperial Dream represented 

in the AIM. This ambivalence renders the overall National Museum problematic, as the latter 

represents multiple and conflicting ideas of homeland and creates multiple inscriptions. Closer 

examination of the ‘Mosque’ in the context of the interior atmosphere of the IPM reveals it to 

be the main source of the IPM’s problematic ambiguity.  

To further elaborate, it is useful to consider the general atmosphere of the interior to verify 

the possibility of a “holy atmosphere” and if it is capable of fostering a spiritual experience as 

intended by the ‘Mosque’ (Roohfar 1999, 26). The interior design is unlikely to contextualize 

the exhibits either as manifestations of a sacred tradition, or as secularized objects of the past.  
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Through the palette of materials, some of which are remnants of the days of the Ethnography 

Museum, white stucco for walls, a domestic scale parquetry, and timber-clad columns and 

service shafts, the interior creates an atmosphere. In deviating from the familiar experience of 

religious sites, the created atmosphere would seem to exacerbate the artificiality of religious 

experience in a museum. There are eight large cores that contain service and other necessary 

facilities and stairs (closed to the public). Ceilings are of perforated aluminium panels which 

give a rather industrial or commercial impression. This is a modular and functional choice 

suited to the demands of a museum (Figures 7-51 to 7-57).53

The palette of materials produces a tension in the interior atmosphere, which is most likely to 

reinforce the artificiality of the ‘Mosque,’ linking it with the contemporary social context 

outside the museum, a context where mundane issues of politics and economy are cloaked in 

sacred rhetoric. It is in the ‘Mosque’ that the curatorial narrative unravels as political rhetoric. 

The most significant intervention in the interior is, as noted above, the addition of a dome with 

useful symbolic connotations over the ‘Mosque.’ In the original architectural design, light 

would have poured in from the windows on the perimeter of the base. This would have 

produced the effect of a dome hovering over a rim of light. There are many examples of this 

type of effect in Iran and other countries (Figure 7-58). In the internal white dome, there has 

been an attempt to recreate that lighting effect with blue-purple neon lighting shone from 

around the rim toward the apex. However, rather than implying a sense of suspense, this 

artificial hue of light recalls the neon light of commercial advertising. This is incompatible with 

the tableau of the ‘Mosque’ below where the dominant colour is white, suggesting purity, 

moral superiority and a kind of transcendence from the material world.

  

54

                                                             
53 The properties of this building product symbolize industrial efficiency and precision. The lighting, generally of cold 
florescent hue, is integrated with the ceiling panels and reinforces their industrial and commercial appearance. This 
style of the ceilings is perhaps best suited to, and was in the 1990s used, in some commercial interiors in Tehran. 
The attributes of the ceilings suggest a commercial and institutional distance from both the experience of domestic 
life and religious spaces. This is in sharp contrast with the timber-finished (parquetry) floors.   

 Such tensions, 

resulting from the juxtaposition of the ideal of spiritual space in an Islamic context (the IPM) 

and the reality of a beatified commercial interior, have prefigured what was to come in the 

next decade in the streets of Tehran: billboards and murals of martyrs and religious symbols 

next to those for the latest Nokia gadgets and imported instant coffees from the West (Figure 

7-59).   

The floor parquetry is in domestic scale and colour, the kind which used to be found in the 70s and 80s in many 
upper-middle class residences of Tehran. In its domestic setting, parquetry was a statement about social class and 
affluence suggesting modern, expensive warmth, nature without being natural. Its use in the institutional setting of 
the museum brings a false perception of domesticity to the interior.   
54 It could be argued that this particular palette of materials is simply the outcome of either limited availability of 
building materials at the time and or poor taste on the part of the design team. This could be true. However, these 
ambiguities are indexical of larger conflicts in the society at large. 
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The outcome is an ambivalent material and intellectual construction, equivocal with respect to 

both the historical understanding of art objects, and their poetic or mystical understanding as 

advocated by Traditionalists. One is caused to wonder: is the incongruous interior and display 

of exhibits simply the work of an incompetent designer, or is it rather, the result of an as-yet 

(1996) undeveloped aesthetic and architectural vocabulary on the part of the Revolution? 

Arguably, it is both.55

The IPM is the realization of Hodjat’s call to exhibit objects in accordance with their relevance 

to the contemporary affairs of people and in such a manner that people connected with them 

emotionally – put simply, to prioritize religious material, for example, the volumes of the Koran 

and to exhibit them in a familiar daily setting, the simulation of the ‘Mosque’. However, the 

idea of an “holy atmosphere” in a “spiritual area,” which is the ‘Mosque’ (Roohfar 1999, 26), is 

both problematic and ambiguous, and recalls the ideology of the Islamic republic, which is 

discussed below and in the following chapter. The above examination of the curatorial 

narrative and the interior demonstrate that, through certain aspects of the exhibition, the IPM 

 Islamism as revolutionary ideology relied, above anything else, on ritual 

manifestations inherited from the Karbala Tradition. The Spiritual Dream, rather like the 

Karbala identity narrative, did not depend on concrete physical sites for its manifestation. 

Above all, it depended upon performative action, particularly ritual, for tangible 

manifestations. Similarly, there is ritual, or ritual-like behaviour encouraged in the museum. As 

mentioned, the layout of exhibits and displays forces the visitor to circumambulate around the 

centre. Within this atmosphere, there is certain etiquette, or decorum enforced: the museum 

is usually quiet – there are few visitors at any given time – thus pronouncing sounds and 

echoes. The result is likely to be a ‘quiet’ behaviour on the part of the viewer. This ritual-like 

behaviour, however, does not resemble the commotions of real religious rituals. Rather it is 

more of a secular nature and in harmony with a now-dated aura of museums as places for high 

culture. The ambivalence experienced toward this space, an ambivalence centred on 

reutilization and the inculcation of a sense of the sacred, recalls state politics. There the 

reliance of Islamism on ritual and invocation of the Karbala Tradition meant that it could co-

opt a traditional aesthetic and combine it with other expedient modes of expression, as 

required. Thus, the ideology that was itself ambiguous nevertheless appeared deceptively 

familiar, traditional and authentic.  

                                                             
55 The interior refurbishment was designed by Mohamad Tehrani, the architect of Khomeini’s mausoleum, and 
himself a religiously committed and possibly an ideological adherent of Islamism. To be fair to the designers, one 
has to note that the shortage of materials due to sanctions and the closed post-revolutionary atmosphere, which 
precluded routine contacts with the outside world, a contact that was firmly in place before 1979, may have 
contributed to the poor design. To this, one has to add the influence of ill-informed, dogmatic, and possibly under-
qualified patrons, an operational fact in almost all government projects in Iran particularly in the first two decades 
after the Revolution.  
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invokes many familiar references. The exhibits in the IPM are meant to be activated and to 

engage visitors. Operating on the supposedly immutable emotional and devotional patterns of 

its few Muslim visitors, the museum is meant to incite them into political action for a 

sanctioned identity narrative.56

 

 Here people are meant to be instructed and indoctrinated; 

instead, the IPM is more likely to pacify and even confuse the visitor as it embodies and 

represents the contradicting tendencies inherent in Islamism, concealed behind a half-hearted 

Traditionalism, which is itself contradicted by the demands of museological layout of objects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
56 Contemporary Islam, as opposed to its quietist medieval counterpart in Iran, seeks to be actively involved in daily 
affairs and improve the material and spiritual life of the believers.  
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Figure  7-43  General View of the central area with the ‘Mosque.’ Photo reproduced from the IPM brochure.  
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Figure  7-44  Diagrammatic perspective of the ‘Mosque’ exhibition.  
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Figure  7-45  Generic plan of mosque with its most common features. Image courtesy of Artstor. 
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Figure  7-46  Aerial View of the Shah (Imam) Mosque in Isfahan. Note how the direction of the Mosque 
differs from the Naqsh-e Jahan Square to its left. Photo courtesy of the Oriental Institute.  

 

 

Figure  7-47  The plan diagram of IPM: the rotation of the ‘Mosque’ asserts its independence from the 
rest of the interior, reminiscent of traditional Iranian cities.  
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Figure  7-48 The movement pattern on the main floor of the IPM resembles a ritualistic pattern such as 
the one followed around Ka`ba in Mecca.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure  7-49  A gradient of hierarchy is implied inside the IPM. 
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Figure  7-50  An example of an informational panel at the entry to a gallery in the IPM: the text is 
clearly centring Iran and could connote nationalistic overtones. 

 

Figure  7-51  General view of a thematic gallery, second level. 
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Figure  7-52  General view of a periodic gallery on third level. 

 

Figure  7-53  General view of a periodic gallery on third level. 
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Figure  7-54  General view of the metalwork gallery, second level. 

 

Figure  7-55  General view of a periodical gallery, third level. 
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Figure  7-56  General view of a gallery. 

 

Figure  7-57  General view of a gallery. 
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Figure  7-58  In the Shiekh Lotfollah Mosque in Isfahan, light pours in from the perimeters of the dome 
into the dark space giving the space a mystical feeling, and the dome, a sense of suspense. 
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Figure  7-59  these two images are taken en-route to the National Museum and are representative of 
what occurs in most parts of Tehran where commercial billboards are juxtaposed with state 
ideological messages. 
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Conclusion 

In summary, the IPM is characterized by ambiguity in relation to religious and national identity 

and the places it inscribes. This may be either a deliberate tactic, or the unintended outcome 

of the attempt to reconcile the ideological demands of an Islamist establishment as articulated 

by Hodjat, with the demands of a national museum to which ideas of nation-state and national 

specificity are central. Thus, through its curatorial narrative, the IPM reflects the ideological 

battle between Islamism and nationalism. 

The IPM emphasises the Islamic identity of Iran through the prism of Islamism, with reference 

to the Koran, which is in turn identified with a ‘Mosque’. While it invokes the different 

ideological components of Islamism (Islamic unity, authenticity, and traditionalism), it 

nonetheless retains an ambiguous relationship with them, an ambiguity and tension 

characteristic of the ideology itself. Furthermore, the IPM is an ideologically-driven 

representation of the place and locus of religion in the Iranian society. As previous chapters 

demonstrated, the cultural traditions of Iran, particularly the religious ones are influenced by a 

Shiite identity, the Karbala Tradition and its rituals. In the IPM, instead, the familiar cultural 

traditions are largely supplanted by other concerns. In the first sight, the IPM suggests a 

totalizing identity narrative based on the notion of an “original” and universal Islam, and only 

indirectly, by virtue of the rest of the exhibits, on Shiism. The Spiritual Dream inscribed 

through the IPM is extra-territorial, and in this respect, is analogous with, but more forcefully 

asserted than, the Imperial Dream. The IPM’s curatorial narrative proposes a universal Islamic 

tradition, indebted to both Traditionalism and Pan-Islamism. In this respect, the museum 

disregards the idea of a national homeland, and yet falls short of locating a personal spiritual 

homeland in the spiritual self as one would expect from a Traditionalist or Illuminationist stand 

point (refer back to Chapter 4).  

The interior of the museum simulates an out of context ritual and contemplation exemplified 

in the ‘Mosque’; out of context since, for the believer, Illumination (revelation) occurs only 

after a prepared mind and a receptive soul, not necessarily the characteristics of the museum’s 

public. The confusion is exacerbated since the IPM reverts to regular display narratives for 

other objects, reinforcing the ambiguous nature of the ‘Mosque’ as a representation, an 

inauthentic simulation, invoking museum dioramas, of a supposedly authentic religious 

experience.  
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The apparent dominance of Traditionalism in the curatorial narrative, however, instigates two 

things. Firstly, it reaffirms the notion of an hierarchical society –a persistent cultural trait in 

Iran. Secondly, it makes the false proposition that the Islamic period in Iran (and for that 

matter elsewhere) was at all times essentially concerned with spiritual perfection and the 

other world. By implication, it implies a false dichotomy between modernism and Islam 

(tradition) and history and spirituality, a dichotomy that is characteristic of Traditionalist 

thought.  

The universalism suggested in the IPM contradicts both the realpolitik of the Islamic republic 

and current religious practices observed by most of the populace. The fact is that Iran is a 

majority Shiite country, where Sunnism is, at best, tolerated and Shiism is seen as the 

righteous path. Furthermore, as discussed in Chapter 4, the Islamic republic predominantly 

draws on rituals and symbols of the Karbala Tradition, while concurrently, and contradictorily, 

driving the pan-Islamic rhetoric. Instead, the universalism in the IPM follows the political 

rhetoric of the state and is, as such, affirmative of it and its leadership by the clergy. It suggests 

the ideological ambivalence toward the notion of nation-state and even a rejection of its 

formulation under the Imperial Dream. The AIM represented the remedies and ramifications 

of the challenge of the world of nation-states by attempting to construct Iran as a unity. The 

IPM, through its equally ideological Spiritual Dream responds to the same challenge by 

reverting to a spiritual or religious Empire, which transcends the boundaries of nation-states.  

The curatorial narrative of the IPM, while reflecting the Islamist ideology of the establishment, 

does not incite any interrogation of the curatorial narrative. Contrarily, by asserting a singular 

truth in religion, it pacifies the audience while supporting the status quo. Here, religion, once 

invoked as the source for dissent, is now transformed into a tool for state legitimation.  

Furthermore, as previously mentioned, the centrally oriented building typology produced two 

distinctively different places in the Ethnography Museum and the IPM: as the Ethnography 

Museum, the centralizing building typology facilitated the subsuming of diverse ethnicities in 

the unifying concept of the nation; in the second instance, the IPM, it serves a totalizing 

invention of a Pan-Islamic discourse that subsumes all cultural and national specificities. The 

transformation from one to the other is made through spatial interventions (interior 

refurbishment) while the plan typology of the building has remained unchanged. This 

reinforces the observations made throughout the previous chapters, suggesting that place is 

not bound to site, that it is, in this sense, unstable and that its symbols are, therefore, 

inevitably mutable. While in Persepolis, the same site effectively constituted multiple and 
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competing places through centuries, here, in a far shorter time-span, an identical building is 

inscribed as different places. Furthermore, while it is possible to construct a transient place 

through ritual, as the example of the Karbala inscription demonstrates, it is impossible to 

construct such a place through the static and permanent site of a museum.  

The following chapter will analyse the implications of these ambiguities and reflect on the two 

components of the National Museum of Iran, the AIM and the IPM, together. 



 

 

Chapter 8  Ideological Inscriptions: Homeland and its Tensions in 
the National Museum of Iran  

 

 

 

Prayer time at the NMI: people saying noon prayers inside the lecture hall of the AIM. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A picture (caricature?) drawn in the Visitor’s Comments Book of the AIM. The caption reads:  

Iran, O my homeland: may you be forever proud!  

“Amen”  

{The Caliph} 

“M. A.”, Student of Visual Arts  
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In the previous two chapters, I carried out a detailed examination of the two components of 

the National Museum of Iran (NMI) to demonstrate the overarching identity narratives (meta-

realities) that govern each component: the Imperial Dream for the AIM and the Spiritual 

Dream for the IPM. The two chapters also examined the relationship between the two 

museums and the respective nationalist and Islamist ideologies. In light of those analyses, the 

NMI appears as a conflicted and problematic place in itself, and an ambivalent representation 

of the nation and the national homeland, indexical of similar problems in the official discourses 

of the Islamic Republic. 

Although the Islamic Republic rejects the ethos of the Pahlavis, their discourse of heritage and 

their pursuit of Westernization, it has been incapable of dispensing with all those policies and 

ideas in practice. This is directly reflected in the National Museum (NMI) and its inscriptions. In 

the NMI, the Imperial Dream exists next to the Spiritual Dream, and thus conflicting places are 

inscribed over two parts of the same site. Ultimately, this uncomfortable juxtaposition of 

universal religion and an exclusive Iranian homeland suffers from a futile official attempt to 

equate national identity with religious identity. The futility of this attempt becomes clear, by 

the fact that the Islamic Republic, despite all the ideological rhetoric, operates within the 

confines of the nation-state (Zubaida 2004), first inscribed through the AIM. 

The original pre-Islamic section of the AIM was conceived with a nationalist mandate markedly 

different from the Islamic Republic’s Islamist ideology. Since 1996, when the IPM was 

established, the AIM’s second level, which once housed the Islamic collection, is now often 

closed to the public. The museum and its site have been transformed with direct repercussions 

for the NMI’s inscription: a schism has developed and is perceived by many visitors between 

the pre-Islamic and Islamic parts of the museum. The participant observations1 carried out 

during the course of this research, interviews with visitors, anecdotal evidence and comments 

in the visitors’ Comments Books of the two museums suggest that the AIM is received more 

favourably than the IPM.2

                                                             
1 Between 2004 and 2007, I visited the museum over numerous occasions during normal working days and Friday 
(holiday) as, firstly individual visitor, then within small group and as a member of a larger group of visitors led by a 
museum guide. The group composition involved both educated middle-class individuals and groups of university 
students. In each occasion, I recorded my findings and insights through notes, photographs, voice recordings, and 
occasionally formal and informal interviews, often spontaneous, with participants.  

 It seems the post-Revolutionary ideological milieu and the spatial 

2 In the NMI, I was given access to many Visitor Comments Book of the AIM and one from the IPM. In the IPM, there 
were a number of critical comments in relation to a perceived preferential treatment of the IPM versus the AIM. 
Juxtaposing those comments with the AIM’s Comments Book reveals a growing nationalist tendency among many 
museum visitors. In a random sampling of 210 comments in the AIM’s visitors’ Comments Book between 2004 and 
2007, 47.7% expressed nationalist tendencies through either lamentations of the past, direct expression of national 
or historical pride, or else, dismissal of official Islamism. 19% of comments were pure expressions of gratitude, 29% 
contained complaints, suggestions, or other issue, and only 4.3% were dismissive of the museum, largely on 
ideological grounds. The IPM has been closed in the last two years I could not get equal access to their Visitor 
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transformations of the museum sites have impressed upon the NMI an identity crisis, a crisis 

that this chapter suggests, could be traced back to a crisis in the ideas of homeland and nation-

state. 

The NMI 

Today, the NMI embodies a distinction between the two strands of Iranian identity, pre-Islamic 

and Shiite, and for some visitors, it represents an official preference for the latter over the 

former. The outcome has been confusion on the part of visitors some of whom interpret the 

current site of the NMI as ideologically hostile to Ancient Iran, and others, an apparent 

minority, would prefer more emphasis on Islamic identity and history. The following two 

examples from the visitors’ Comments Book are revealing. The first example is taken from the 

IPM’s comments book: 

Please pay attention to this problem[:] why is the Islamic Period Museum cleaner, 
nicer, better organized, and larger than the Ancient Iran Museum whilst in terms of 
civilization, beauty, and spiritual and material supremacy, the Islamic Period is no 
match for the Ancient times and we have to value [the latter period] above [the 
former].3

The second example, which was written when the IPM was closed for internal upgrades and 

renovation, is from the AIM’ Comments Book and represents a different perspective: 

 

We cannot wait for the Islamic Museum and [its] treasures to re-open. Unfortunately 
in visiting the Ancient Iran Museum [one sees] but a small part of the history of our 
country on display and I hope our hard working friends in the Cultural Heritage 
[Organization] and Organization for Museums think about the rich culture, history and 
civilization of [this] Islamic country. 
Ensha al... [God-Willing]  
Mohammad [?] Afshar 

Further, the chasm embodied in the NMI is a symptom of a conflicted self imagination and 

inscription, and equally conflicted ideas of homeland espoused by official Islamism and 

reflected to different extents in the populace. This conflicted self-imagination and the 

conundrum of inscription and homeland is only amplified in the curatorial narratives of the 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
Books. However, anecdotes support my interpretation of the meaning of the two museums.This may, of course, be 
the public reaction to the official disregard for pre-Islamic Iran and the emphasis in the official rhetoric and some 
policies, upon Islamism. 
3 Quoted in (Mozaffari 2007, 98). 
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two museums (AIM and IPM), which represent and authenticate two competing ideologies 

counterposing the two aspects of Iranian identity (Figures 8-1 to 8-3). 

 

Figure  8-1  Primary school students on an excursion to the AIM. 
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Figure  8-2  The AIM attracts different visitors. 
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Figure  8-3  Nationalist sentiments? 2008 Naurooz (Iranian New Year) visitors have laid flowers at the 
foot of Darius statue in the AIM. Photo courtesy of Jila Moghimnejad, museum Guide at the AIM. 
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Ideological Implications of the AIM and the IPM 

The curatorial Narrative of the AIM 

The central agenda of the AIM was to make tangible a concept of the nation-state, to emplace 

a unified people within a homeland. This was done in light of the totalizing ideology of 

nationalism and following the museological norms of the time. Through the curatorial 

narrative, Iranian history was represented in terms of ‘golden ages’ of the people’s evolution 

and historical progress, a roadmap to nationhood. The AIM contained moral exemplars, heroes 

and role models, for the collective. Here the term ‘Persian’ proved useful as it was at once an 

accurate description of the ‘forbearers’ of the nation, and yet it was generic enough to 

subsume divisions and fragmentations that had marred the nineteenth century Iranian society 

and, if persisted, would undermine both the nationalist ideology and the nation-state it 

supported.  

Despite post-Revolution transformations, the intent of the AIM’s curatorial narrative has 

remained unchanged.4

A recommendation for the current government.[:] The pre-Islamic history of Iran, is 
expressive and exemplary of historical and global power of the nation of Iran. To 
devalue the glorious pre-Islamic history of Iran is tantamount to devaluing the Iranian 
nation. Therefore, we should value the olden and ancient culture of Iran. [sic.] and not 
to cultures imposed upon Iran, [we must] spend from our national wealth to 
propagate the authentic history of Iran, not to propagate and aggrandise the imposed 
and newer Islamic culture. [We must not] smother [devalue] our own history with our 
own hands and [must not] register as Persian (Farsi) [the author is here referring to 
language and not Persians as a generic name for a people] the history of the Iranian 
nation, which is that of all ethnicities and languages. Turk, Gilaki [from north of Iran], 
Kurd, Lur, is (sic.) above Persian. Glories of Iran are due to the presence of the 
aforementioned nations [ethnicities –the author is mixing ethnicity with nationhood].   

 Thus, it continues to represent a unified Iranian nation under which 

much of the existing social and ethnic diversity of the Iranian people is subsumed. The 

dominance of nationalism is noted by some visitors to the AIM, where the pre-Islamic section 

is almost identical to what it was at the time of the museum’s inception: 

Nationalist representation of a unified nation-state, however, was not the only impetus behind 

the AIM. Iran was not a purely ‘invented’ geopolitical entity carved up by colonial interests of 
                                                             
4 In speaking of the curatorial narrative, one has to be mindful of the delicate political situation of museum curators, 
who on one hand, have to be seen to conform with the official cultural policies and their interpretations at any 
given day, and on the other hand, the majority of whom are trained archaeologists with a particular Western, more 
‘scientific’ view of museum s and collections. 
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the nineteenth or twentieth century. It was, rather, the place where people’s collective 

memories and mythologies coincided, more or less, with a geographical entity upon which the 

idea of the nation-state was conceived. Beyond nationalism, the AIM emplaced the Imperial 

Dream, a metaphysical precept in which past and future coalesced. As the above comment and 

others below suggest, despite the rejection of the nationalism of the 1930s by Islamists, the 

Imperial Dream, however nuanced, continues to exist. In the Pahlavi period, the Imperial 

Dream, which encompassed traditional patterns such as divine kingship, authenticated a 

centralized monarchical government headed by Reza Shah, and later his son. In its original 

setup, prior to 1979, the AIM subsumed the Islamic section under the Imperial Dream and 

posited a longstanding national character and an uninterrupted idea of Iranian history. The 

AIM was an official place for this authentication. It was a representational site, and an 

inscription in itself; it was contested as such and ultimately transformed by the Islamist 

ideology. Today, the AIM remains a layered inscription to which many turn for an alternative 

identity narrative to that promoted by the Islamist state. Thus, the museum that is rooted in 

the ideals of the past ruling classes, nonetheless, resonates with aspirations, sentiments, and 

mythologies meaningful to a broader population to this date.5

Some visitors perceive the AIM as an inscription with Aryanist overtones, analogous to the 

dominant mood of the country in the 1930s. Many others, such as the following two, perceive 

the AIM as a site of loss, a nostalgic place. They lament the past in comparison to a decadent 

present, a theme that has been dominant in the latter nineteenth and early twentieth century 

discourses:  

 Such sentiments and aspirations 

at present include lamentations for the loss of the past glories, nationalism and discontent 

with Islamism. 

Hello!  
Put a little more description for each object so that one can understand [it]!!! 
Why have we become so uncultured in comparison to even our prehistoric times!!!!! 
Thanks 

 

In the name of God 
Every Iranian experiences two different sentiments in visiting this museum[.] the first 
sentiment is a sense of pride in the forbearers[,] the second sentiment is a sense of 

                                                             
5 One can safely assume that the great majority of museum visitors, notwithstanding those on school excursions, 
have been through the state education system, to say the least, and are therefore, literate and belong to various 
sectors of the ‘middle’ and ‘upper’ social classes. 
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shame of our mothers and fathers [previous generation] – officials and even our very 
selves. 
Wishing that our tomorrows become similar to [as good as] our yesterdays 

To some, the AIM is a nationalist inscription:  

Iranians are not barbarians[.] Alexander destroyed a great civilization[.] Iranians are 
civilized[,] Westerners are barbarians[.] 
Thank you 
“D”  
Retired member of the [Islamic Revolutionary] Guards [Corps] 

 

The steps of Persepolis and the column capitals of Persepolis, [and] its [Persepolis] 
related sculptures exemplify the power and greatness of ancient Iran, which so long as 
Iran and the Iranian live makes them proud. 
Without Iran, my body be gone.  

Others still, find the museum a place to subtly, or not so subtly, protest against the Islamist 

establishment: 

That you preserve these olden memorabilia is in itself a great job ... if we want to 
preserve Iranian civilization ...  and therefore Iranian identity there is no other way but 
to preserve and remind [people] of this great memory. National identity is our greatest 
asset. Iranians are known by [their] history, language, and national customs and not 
religion... 

 

... The glory of our beloved Iran instigates a strange and sublime sense of pride in me. 
May this sacred land return to its golden periods (the Period of Pahlavi rule, and that 
very same gateway to [Great] Civilization). 

 

Instead of all this nonsense about nuclear energy you better think about returning 
national artifacts [to Iran]. 

 

Down with all the people who mean to fuck with our history! 

From the above comments, it could be argued that the AIM is an inscription that continues to 

reproduce and perpetuate echoes of the Imperial Dream, and through it influence identity 



Homeland and its Tensions in the National Museum of Iran 461 

 

 

narratives and Collective Imaginations. Furthermore, in this mutual process, inscription of the 

AIM and perpetuation of the Imperial Dream, nationalism is also recognized by the people as a 

potential alternative to Islamism. It is, however, a ‘potential’ alternative, since it could be 

pacified and instrumentalised to galvanize public support for the state and further its Islamist 

goals, a fact that has been recognized by some members of the ruling elite since the mid-

1990s.6

The Spiritual Dream, which shared with the Imperial Dream its metaphysical outlook, 

utopianism, and belief in social hierarchy ultimately manifested in a charismatic leader-

saviour, could potentially facilitate the subsumption of nationalism. The creation of the IPM by 

annexing the Ethnography Museum provided the opportunity to fulfil the above process 

tangibly, by creating a new inscription in which the AIM still retained a part. However, the 

result was a conflicted place, which unravels ideological connotations embedded within the 

IPM. 

  

The Transformation of the Site 

The major transformation to the AIM’s site came with the annexation of the IPM, an expedient 

decision driven by the need to expand the collections, which resulted in incorporation of both 

museums within the NMI as a twin site. Those transformations changed the meaning of the 

AIM, and ultimately influenced the inscription of the National Museum. The creation of the 

NMI, is a powerful example of the role of spatial interventions in inscription, as they are at the 

heart of the popular perception of an historical and identity schism in the Museum. 

As was discussed in detail in Chapter 6, the AIM’s original configuration implied a powerful and 

direct connection between the museum spaces and the immediate urban surrounding (Figures 

8-4 and 8-5). That connection was reinforced through the continuation of the axis from the 

AIM to the National Library building, designed by the same architects and finished in similar 

materials. The powerful axis was meant to convincingly address and direct visitors approaching 

the museum. However, once the Ethnography building was annexed, the original axial setup 

was no longer viable as it would unambiguously ascribe a secondary importance to the IPM 

relative to the AIM. Perhaps, in wishing to avoid such an unwanted connotation, the new entry 

to the site was moved away from that axial configuration and into the empty space between 

the two buildings. This in-between space is, by definition, not a courtyard – in which case it 

                                                             
6 For further evidence of this refer to (Ansari 2007) and also Rafsanjani’s comments on national heritage on his visit 
to Persepolis in (Abdi 2001).  
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could have been reworked as a conjoining element in the site – but an incidental 

(circumstantial) space left over between blocks of buildings. The new site organization 

significantly diminished the intended impact of the AIM, and perhaps inadvertently (the 

incompatible architectural styles of the two buildings notwithstanding). Now the AIM could 

not be approached and entered axially, but more often than not obliquely and through a U-

turn (Figures 8-6 to 8-8). Given the transformations of the site and urban setting, above all the 

overgrown garden (See also Chapter 3); the AIM may be construed as no longer the dominant 

element on the site, although traces of its past spatial dominance plus the fact that it is located 

closer to access roads and is therefore the first to be seen, exacerbate the ambiguity in the 

relationship between the AIM and the IPM. This ambiguity in the organization of the site 

reflects back upon the inscription of the NMI and what it represents: the idea of an Iranian 

nation-state concurrent with an Islamic state, the latter not conforming to the former. The 

result is that the NMI constantly shifts between the two notions and this is exacerbated by the 

curatorial narratives of the museums (as will be discussed below).  

Perhaps by shear chance, the transformation of the AIM accommodated the Islamic 

establishment’s desire for a “balanced” view of Iranian history, as expressed by Hodjat (refer 

to Chapter 7). The AIM’s exterior was subtly transformed to align its meaning with the 

ideological preferences of the Islamist establishment. Prior to the Revolution, the vaulted entry 

portal [Iwan] to the AIM contained a poem inscribed upon a band of marble (Masoumi 1976, 

165). The poet, Mohammad Taqi Bahar, described some of Reza Shah’s modernizing efforts, 

particularly in education, credited him with the establishment of the museum and gave the 

date for its establishment in the poem’s last verse. After the Revolution, that poem was erased 

and replaced with the following Koranic verse: 

Have they not travelled through the earth and seen what was the end of those before 
them? They were more numerous than them and mightier in strength, and in the 
traces (they have left behind them) in the land, yet all that they used to earn availed 
them not.  

Surah Ghafir or Al-Mumin, Verse 827

 The connotation is that artifacts of the past were a source of admonition and learning from 

whatever befell the powerful but arrogant bygone rulers. Thus, with this change, which 

resembled the appearance of religious graffiti on city walls or the mounting of Khomeini’s 

portraiture on buildings across the city (refer to Figure 7-19 to Chapter 2), the museum was at 

 

                                                             
7 Refer to: The interpretation of the meanings of the Noble Koran, Dar-us-Salam Publications, http://www.dar-us-
salam.com/TheNobleQuran/index.html, accessed 9 April 2010 

http://www.dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran/index.html�
http://www.dar-us-salam.com/TheNobleQuran/index.html�
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once consecrated and reinscribed. For the officials at least, it no longer represented a 

celebration of ancient history, but rather negatively, it stood as the representation of the pre-

Islamic period of history as a ‘period of ignorance.’  

Today, participant observations carried out for this thesis suggest, many visitors simply do not 

pay attention to the Koranic verses and their connotation. This might be because they are 

over-exposed to religious propaganda by the government; or perhaps because the verses are 

visually subsumed within the spatial aura of the entrance. However, there are some who 

perceive an inconsistency between the Arabic verses (their meaning notwithstanding) and the 

intent of the AIM, which to them is still the glorification of pre-Islamic Iran and the Imperial 

Dream:  

Greetings and well wishes 
The entrance to the museum, which you have decorated with arabic script [referring 
to the koranic verses inscribed in place of previous poetry] is incongruent with the 
name of the Ancient Iran Museum[,] it is better to use Farsi [Persian] inscriptions 
[here]. 

In the IPM, the Islamic collection is no longer dominated by the curatorial narrative of the AIM. 

Rather, through a new curatorial narrative, objects are supposedly arranged “in accordance 

with Islamic art and philosophy,” in light of the Islamist ideology of the Islamic Republic (refer 

to Chapter 7).  

The Ideological Implications of the IPM 

As was demonstrated in Chapter 7, the combination of the IPM’s curatorial narrative, interior 

refurbishment, and building typology, inscribe it as an ambivalent place also accommodating 

an Islamist interpretation, an ideology that is itself composed of three different and 

contradictory strands of Pan-Islamism, Islamic Authenticity, and Traditionalism. Two exhibits in 

particular, the ‘Mosque’ and the orientational map, authenticate the Islamic state and its 

political system, the Islamic Republic, as a replacement for the nation-state conceived under 

nationalism. The process for this substitution is evident in three areas: a challenge to the idea 

of nation-state; redefining the criteria for cultural authenticity where Islamic spirituality rather 

than historical lineage and age-value would be seen as the basis for authenticity; and political 

legitimation which was to rely on the previous two notions. These three challenges were 

grounded in the Spiritual Dream, which as a counter-imagination of the Imperial Dream, was 
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intended to produce a nuance in Collective Imagination and proliferate through inscriptions 

such as the IPM. 

Nation-State or Islamic State? 

The idea of an Islamic state is rather elusive. It first rose out of the crisis of the caliphate and 

was adopted as an alternative to it by Turkish Muslims and Secularists alike (Enayat 2005, 69). 

The proponents of an Islamic state and government are often entangled in utopic idealizations, 

and present little details as to its machinations and exact meaning (Zubaida 2004, 39). In all its 

different (inevitably) modern formulations, the Islamic state is an idealized construct, based 

above all on the conviction that Islam represents a total system of life.8 Despite the inherent 

revivalist tendency in the idea of Islamic state, its modern proponents reject past Islamic 

kingdoms as exemplified in the caliphate for two reasons: firstly, they are criticised and even 

considered as illegitimate usurpers who deviated from the true essence of Islam and are partly 

responsible for the plight of Muslims today; secondly, those historical examples are not 

modern and are therefore irrelevant to the contemporary situation of Muslim societies such as 

Iran (Enayat 2005, 69). In most of the proposed models, Islamic jurists play a key role as 

guardians of the Islamic State: they ensure the compatibility of all laws (secular) with holy 

creeds of Islam, the Sharia.9

Khomeini was a proponent of an Islamic State. He said, in 1981, that “the label of the Islamic 

State cannot be affixed to any prevalent form of government in the world.” Such an Islamic 

state would be neither despotic, nor dictatorial, but governed by the Sharia Law (Khomeini (a) 

2002, 247-8), its executive and administrative institutions were laid down by God (Khomeini 

(b) 2002, 251). However, the Islamic State presupposes a considerable amount of social 

transformation, a transformation that amounts to an Islamic Revolution.

  

10

                                                             
8 The idealism of contemporary Shiite authors is thus described by Enayat (Enayat 2005, 51): 

 The reason for 

The single most important of these [fundamental changes in the outlook] is a movement away from the wonted 
realism of the past towards an idealism which greatly relishes the elitist and historicist undertones of Shi'ism, The 
glorification of some members of the Prophet's family, particularly Husayn, has taken its cue from the same 
idealism. For their part, the Shi'is have tempered their idealism by pruning it of those metaphysical and mystical 
elements which make their creed unsuitable for coping with the plight of Muslims in the modem world. 
9 Avoiding details, the transformation of social relations during the latter part of the nineteenth century (Qajar 
period), the rationalization of the internal structure of hierocracy, and the dominance of a certain school of Shiite 
Jurisprudence over the other (Usuli over Akhbari), and the ensuing financial independence and power of the 
hierocracy, paved the way for the Rule of the Jurist and continuous Jurisprudence as proposed by Khomeini and 
followers and enshrined in the Constitution.  
10 As Maududi, a prominent Islamist ideologue has noted, Islamic revolution presupposes the advent of an Islamic 
Revolution (Enayat 2005, 82-3).  



Homeland and its Tensions in the National Museum of Iran 465 

 

 

establishing an Islamic state would be to implement Sharia Law and establish Islamic 

ordinances (Khomeini (b) 2002, 251-4).11

The contradictions within the NMI suggest one of the three following scenarios. Firstly, that 

pre-Islamic and Islamic identities, and by extension Islamism and nationalism, are 

contradictory and therefore mutually exclusive. Secondly, that a dynamic tension between the 

two could enhance and unify them and, thirdly, through such a dynamic tension, the Islamic 

Republic is legitimated as both Islamic and nationalist state. From the beginning of the 

Revolution, the Islamist rhetoric has promoted the idea of mutual exclusivity and 

contradiction. Since the mid-1990s, however, as mentioned, a pacified and instrumentalised 

version of nationalism has entered the official discourse, thus suggesting the third scenario.  

  

To elaborate, it is useful to view the Museum in the context of the above historical-political 

background. In the AIM through the Imperial Dream, even in its current, truncated setup, the 

spiritual and geographical foci of Iranians, the homeland and the people coincide in the 

context of the geo-political entity of Iran. Although there are extra-territorial connotations in 

the AIM – the allegorical aspects of the museum’s architecture, the idea of an Achaemenid 

world empire and the presence of an Egyptian statue of Darius as a testament to that Empire, 

at the focal point of the museum – the curatorial narrative conveys an unified, albeit 

ideological, message congruent with a map of Iran proper in the exhibits. In the IPM, by 

comparison, the Spiritual Dream suggests a clear divide between the spiritual and geographical 

foci of the people it describes. The resultant ambiguity, which is reinforced by the Islamist 

ideology dominating the political life of the society, is also apparent in the mandate of the 

NMI: to highlight and exhibit Iran’s “contribution to the flourishing of a global culture and 

civilization.”12

The pan-Islamic strand in the Islamist ideology presupposes the transcendence of ethnic, 

national, and sectarian religious divides. The holy book, the Koran, and the prophet’s Tradition 

 Considering the totality of the NMI (AIM+IPM), this phrase is ambiguous. In the 

AIM, it conveys nationalist overtones by emphasising Iran’s cultural specificities. It suggests 

placing Iran relative to the Enlightenment ideals of a universal humanity and historical 

progress. However, in the IPM, given its curatorial narrative, that same phrase connotes a 

global culture of Islam, in other words, Pan-Islamism. 

                                                             
11 The meanings of Sharia Law, its institutions and ordinances, however, are open to interpretation. 
12 The declaration of that mandate on the website reads:  
In the museological culture of Iran, this museum is consider to be a mother museum and the purpose in establishing 
it is preservation and research in the monuments of the past, their introduction, display, and conveyance to future 
generations, creating and reinforcing mutual understanding among nations and peoples, understanding and 
presenting the role of Iranians in the flourishing world culture and civilization and endeavouring to improve and 
increase general knowledge of people especially students and researchers.   
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and religious Law (Sharia) constitute the basis for more or less all regulatory and legal 

functions of such a state.13

From the start, Pan-Islamism had an uneasy relationship with national identity.

  

14 One had to 

transcend national boundaries and the other was meant to articulate and differentiate the 

nation from all other nations.15

The ambiguity of the IPM in relation to an Iranian homeland therefore stems from intrinsic 

tensions between the two concepts of nation-state and Islamic state. The former is inherent in 

the exhibits of the Islamic collection, which through the origins of its objects implies the 

Iranian nation, without this implication being made explicit in the curatorial narrative. The 

latter, by definition, strives to be a super-state that transcends modern national boundaries. 

The term nation, which despite its ambiguities, has since the Enlightenment largely denoted a 

secular concept, is inverted by the Islamist conception and defined as the “creeds presented to 

a people by the divine ruler” (Najafi 2002, 32-3). Here, nation is defined as subservient to both, 

creeds and the ruler. The “only recognized homeland,” then, is “the global ‘abode of Islam,’ 

 Once nationalism and Islamism were posited as competing 

ideologies, and therefore mutually exclusive, the latter would critique and reject the 

fundamental precepts of the former. Thus, to Islamism, nationhood and state are irrelevant 

“western grafts” and the notion of a territorial nation-state, both Islamists and Orientalists 

contend, contradicts the higher operative unity in Islamic countries: the “global” unity of the 

Muslim community, or the Umma (Zubaida 1988, 3). This, however, conceals the fact that, like 

the Islamic republic itself, the National Museum (NMI) is defined within the confines of 

modern nation-states; confines that are implicitly acknowledged in the IPM.  

                                                             
13 Such an Islamic state is inspired by the “essence” of religion and historical experiences of the early Islamic people; 
however, it is every bit contemporary. It is a utopia. 
14 In Religion and Nationality in Iran: Cooperation or Confrontation? Ahmadi argues that the contentious and even 
mutually exclusive relationship between Iranian nationalism and the country’s Islamic identity is largely recent, 
dating back to the past fifty years He notes, for example, that during the Constitutional Revolution when the clergy 
(Ulama) participated in the movement and its rhetoric and felt no incompatibility between nationalism and Islam 
(Ahmadi 2005, 74). He also points out, that the Senior Ulama were supportive of Reza Shah’s measures for law and 
order and even supported his bid for the throne, which in turn suggests their acceptance of the concept of 
monarchy (Ahmadi 2005, 75). However, there are plausible counter-arguments for both these assertions. First, that 
the clerical support of the Constitutional Revolution was more a tactical measure and even in the writing of the 
Constitution they attempted, with some success, to insert religious “safeguards” to ensure the compatibility of the 
Law with Shiite creeds. Second, that their support of monarchy was probably an attempt to avoid the full fledged 
reforms of the neighbouring Turkey, and to preserve their power-base within the society. After losing their many 
privileges, they indeed turned against Constitutionalism and later monarchy.  
15 It was in the Ottoman Turkey of the 1920s that the contentious relationship between nationalism and Islamism 
came to the fore and in the abolition of the Caliphate by Mustafa Kemal (Ata-Turk). The grounds for this were the 
incompatibility between a territorial nation-state and a supra-territorial Muslim state, citizenship and equality 
before the law, and the impossibility and impracticability of an Islamic ruler “deprived of temporal authority” 
(Enayat 2005, 55).  
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[...] the Islamic homeland” (Enayat 2005, 115). 16 Thus, it is theoretically imperative for the IPM 

to be dismissive of the territorial boundaries of a nation-state in the modern sense of the term, 

even though it may implicitly acknowledge it, the practical confusions of this duality 

notwithstanding. This is how the orientational map falls into place: by effectively challenging 

ideas of a nation-state and the nationalist version of Iranian identity. Thus, centring upon the 

Ka`ba, this map immediately posits Islam as the ultimate source of authenticity and celebrates 

a Theo-centric unity that subsumes all other differences and divisions. It resonates with Article 

11 [Unity of Islam Principle] of the Islamic Republic’s Constitution, which declares that the 

Islamic Republic “must constantly strive to bring about the political, economic, and cultural 

unity of the Islamic world.”17

The confusion is exacerbated, as in the AIM the locus of identity is the geo-political entity of 

Iran, however, in the IPM it becomes the spiritual Empire of Islam, juxtaposing the latter 

against both the Imperial Dream and the West. If Islamists such as Hodjat resentfully 

interpreted the nationalist Iran as a province of the West, in the IPM Iran is posited as a 

spiritual province of Mecca. This reflects the paradox of concurrent espousal of Islamism and 

nationalism and problematizes Iranian national identity by subsuming it into an universal 

(transcendental) Islamic identity.

 

18

                                                             
16 The emerging Islamic revivalist ideology came to view the Islamic political unit (the Umma) incompatible with the 
territorial nation-state and its ideology, nationalism (Zubaida 2004, 407).  

 The Spiritual Dream is a modern construct. It is, as 

discussed below, articulated in the Islamic Republic’s Constitution and yet in everyday life it 

remains as an ideological rhetoric. The Imperial Dream conveyed the desire to restore Iran to 

its past glory and its inscription resulted in an idealized, metaphysical place. The Spiritual 

Dream, on the other hand, is fundamentally metaphysical and rather than being validated by a 

specific Iranian origin, it is validated by the universal origin of Islam. The inscription of the 

Spiritual Dream results in a temporal place. However, unlike the Karbala inscription, which 

combined profane and sacred, the Spiritual Dream purports to transcend the material world 

completely and subsumes all difference in a universalizing impulse. It results in an utopia that 

escapes specific articulations. Juxtaposing this with the Imperial Dream – the IPM with the AIM 

17 The constitution Reads (The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 1979 (1992)):  
In accordance with the sacred verse of the Koran “This your community is a single community, and I am your Lord, 
so worship Me” [21:92], all Muslims form a single nation, and the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran have 
the duty of formulating its general policies with a view to cultivating the friendship and unity of all Muslim peoples, 
and it must constantly strive to bring about the political, economic, and cultural unity of the Islamic world. 
18 The Constitution stipulates (The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 1979 (1992)): 
In particular, in the development of international relations, the Constitution will strive with other Islamic and 
popular movements to prepare the way for the formation of a single world community (in accordance with the 
Koranic verse "This your community is a single community, and I am your Lord, so worship Me" [21:92]), and to 
assure the continuation of the struggle for the liberation of all deprived and oppressed peoples in the world.  
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– has resulted in the representation of a schismatic Iranian history in the NMI, a schism that at 

once reflects and perpetuates an identity crisis.  

Cultural Authenticity 

In their own separate ways, both the Imperial Dream and the Spiritual Dream of the Islamic 

republic concern authenticity. Just as the former emphasised historical continuity and 

nationalism and essentialized the Iranian character, the latter essentialized religion and 

emphasised Islamic universality. The two museums (IPM and AIM) inscribe the two different, 

competing ideas. The IPM posits Islam as the single authentic element in the Iranian culture. 

Its notion of Islam, however, is confusing. For example, it does not explicitly glorify Shiism, the 

official religion of the state, while exhibiting many magnificent relics produced by Shiites. It 

also contains common symptoms of authentic discourses, such as essentialism and 

totalitarianism, which are expressed through the ‘Mosque’ and the arrangement of the 

interior.  

Notwithstanding its museological ambiguities, which were discussed in Chapter 7, the 

‘Mosque’ has conspicuous historical-political connotations that resonate with the Islamic 

Republic. From the very early Islamic period, mosques were politico-religious places. They 

were sanctuaries for prayer and established a relationship with the Imamate, the religious and 

according to Shiism, divinely ordained leadership of the Muslim community.  

The ‘Mosque’ also recalls the history of the Iranian Revolution. While, during the Pahlavi 

period, the apparent state secularism discouraged overt political activities in mosques, in the 

course of the revolution, their political potential was reactivated. Mosques became 

revolutionary hubs as the core revolutionary forces reinstated the mosques’ multifarious 

nature and their symbolic status. The mosque, Khomeini said, was a centre for the propagation 

of the Islamic Revolution,19 political gathering20 and a site of war against Satan,21 and called for 

them to be restored to the status they enjoyed in the early Islamic period (Khomeini, Wise 

Sayings n.d.).22

                                                             
19 Khomeini: “The mosque is a center for propagation.” 

 Clearly, mosques (and other ritual and religious sites) played an affirmative role 

in provoking revolutionary militancy and political propaganda.  

20 Khomeini: “The mosque is a center for political gathering.” 
21 Khomeini: “The altar means the station of nearness (to God), a place for war with both the Satan and the Taghoot 
(tyrant).” 
22 Khomeini: “Try to restore our mosques to the conditions they had in early days of Islams, beware, there is no 
retreat or isolation in Islam.” 
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The Islamic Republic is, according to its Constitution, the political expression of the “ideal” of 

people of “common faith and common outlook,” (Shiite) Islam, to be governed by “the 

righteous.” The people’s will – the intention “to establish an ideal and model society on the 

basis of Islamic norms” (The Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 1979 (1992)) – was, 

apparently, the Revolution itself. According to the official narrative, the major goal of the 

Revolution was the pursuit of authentic Islamic cultural identity. Interpretations of the Islamic 

culture in the IPM are congruent with the sanctioned identity narrative of the state (as below).  

Political Legitimation 

Through its exhibits and curatorial narrative, the IPM subliminally legitimates the state system 

and the position of the Islamic ruler in the context of Islamic cultural authenticity. To elaborate 

on this subliminal message, it is useful to consider the relationship between the ‘Mosque’ as 

an institution, the position of the Islamic ruler and the Islamic state.  

The Constitution identifies Khomeini as the Islamic leader of the Revolution, who “proposed” 

the “plan of the Islamic Government” based upon the “Guardianship of the Jurist.”23 To 

Islamists, Khomeini was and remains the undisputed embodiment of the righteous ruler, a 

notion derived from Shiite creeds and precepts and enunciated in Khomeini’s writings.24 Thus, 

his conception of rulership in the Islamic Republic is traced to Shiism’s Doctrine of Imamate.25

There is mutual dependence and reinforcement between the institution of the mosque and 

community leadership in Islamic tradition. The place of the leader, historically, was designated 

by the dome and the location of the prayer leader, who could be a different person, was at the 

front row of the devotees. The mosque, as previously mentioned, was an affirmative place 

where a leader was sanctioned, and his connection with his people on the one hand, and his 

application of the Rule of God on the other hand, was visibly established. There, the ruler was 

 

As discussed in Chapter 4, the central point in the Shiite Doctrine of Imamate is the necessity 

of divine sanction, or, in other words, legitimation with reference to God, which in the time of 

Occultation (the hiding of the Twelfth Shiite Imam), is transferred to the custodians of religion. 

                                                             
23 This is a concepts developed by Khomeini and enshrined in th Constitution of the Islamic Republic (The 
Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran 1979 (1992)): 
Article 5 [Office of Religious Leader] 

During the occultation of the Wali al-'Asr (may God hasten his reappearance), the leadership of the 
Ummah [the Islamic community] devolve upon the just and pious person, who is fully aware of the 
circumstances of his age ,courageous, resourceful, and possessed of administrative ability ,will assume 
the responsibilities of this office in accordance with Article 107. 

24 In The Pillars of an Islamic State, Khomeini drew on Shiite creeds to identify the “essential characteristics of the 
Islamic head of state” as full knowledge of the Sharia Law and justice (Khomeini (a) 2002, 248-9).  
25 Refer to Chapter 2 for explanations. 
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emplaced as an intermediary between God and the community (Umma). In this context, the 

‘Mosque’ in the IPM has political connotations. By invoking early Islamic mosques, it draws 

parallels between the events of the revolution and those of the nascent and idealized Islamic 

community. Thus, the Islamic Republic is posited as the reincarnation of the Islamic 

community. This sanctions the rule of the Jurist (Khomeini, Khamenei) by suggesting an axial 

link between him and the prophet.   

Therefore, the ‘Mosque’ in the IPM legitimates the state through its leadership – the jurist. It 

recalls the Constitution of the Islamic Republic where it is declared the objective of the 

Revolution is a return to: “authentic intellectual standpoints and world-view of Islam” and the 

establishment of “ideal society” based upon “Islamic norms” (Supreme Council of Cultural 

Revolution n.d.). Inspired by the Constitution, and based on the “juristic opinions of ... 

Khomeini,”26 it declared an intention to base “all aspects of individual and social life ... on the 

Islamic culture” (Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution n.d.). 27 Similarly, Iran’s official 

Cultural Policy “is based on Islamic ideology” constructed on the five tenets of Shiism,28 in 

other words, it is based on a re-interpretation and universalisation of the Karbala Tradition.29

                                                             
26 The text reads (Supreme Council of Cultural Revolution n.d.):  

 

This reinterpretation, however, is a new invention for which practices of Karbala Tradition are, 

above all, means of mass communication and support galvanization. The first principle of that 

The IDEAS, viewpoints, teachings, and juristic opinions of Imam Khomeini [sic.], may his soul rest in peace, 
which are the bases of the cultural policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran, serve as the best and most 
authentic indicator and representative of the pure Mohammadan Islam and distinguisher thereof from all 
other forms of pseudeo - Islams prevailing both in Iran and abroad. ... 
Cultural policy is the policy of the Islamic Revolution. That is to say all aspects of individual and social life 
in our country have been based on the Islamic culture. ... the Islamic Revolution is indeed a cultural 
revolution, and ... we should spend a major and greater part, if not all, of our efforts, resources, and 
capabilities on enhancing, developing, and revitalizing our culture in all its individual and social aspects.”  

27 (Supreme Ccuncil of Cultural Revolution 1992). 
28 The text reads (Supreme Ccuncil of Cultural Revolution 1992):  

The cultural policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran is based on Islamic ideology (weltanschaung) and 
humanitarianism Including the following concepts and fundamentals: 
Absolute predominance of a monotheistic attitude over all aspects and arenae[sic.] of individual and 
social life, and - fundamental impact and role in the Islamic society of believing in such religious roots and 
branches as Revelation, prophethood[,] Imamate, Justice Resurrection, Exoneration, and Amicability.  

29 The Consitution of the Islamic Republic reads: 
In the view of Islam, government does not derive from the interests of a class, nor does it serve the 
domination of an individual or a group. Rather, it represents the fulfillment of the political ideal of a 
people who bear a common faith and common outlook, taking an organized form in order to initiate the 
process of intellectual and ideological evolution towards the final goal, i.e. ... movement towards Allah. 
Our nation, in the course of its revolutionary developments, has ... purged itself of foreign ideological 
influences, returning to authentic intellectual standpoints and world-view of Islam. It now intends to 
establish an ideal and model society on the basis of Islamic norms. The mission of the Constitution is to 
realize the ideological objectives of the movement and to create conditions conducive to the 
development of man in accordance with the noble and universal values of Islam.   

Here, of course, the Constitution is silent about possible inconsistencies between Islamic unity and the unequivocal 
assertion of Shiite creeds.  
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policy includes “preservation and revitalization of the positive and valuable fruits of the Islamic 

civilization in Iran.”  

While the IPM, however ambivalently, represents the Islamist ideology, the AIM is seen, by 

many of its visitors, to represent oppositional or marginal discourses of nationalism that are 

denied by the IPM (refer to the previously quoted examples of public comments).  

Conclusion: The NMI and identity crisis 

In summary, the NMI is characterized by an ambiguity in relation to religious and national 

identity and places it inscribes, which as highlighted in this chapter, stems from the contrast 

between the IPM and AIM and the ambiguities within the IPM.  

The National Museum (NMI) is significant, above all, as an inscription for two ideologies, which 

correspond to the two strands of Iranian identity, their respective homelands and the 

ambiguities and contradictions between them. As such, the NMI is indexical of the history of 

contemporary political discourses of Iran since the beginning of the nineteenth century. This 

amplifies the tensions in national identity as well as contradictions between the two ideologies 

of Islamism and nationalism and the Collective Imaginations they engender. It also 

demonstrates the central argument of this thesis that ideological battles are actualized in the 

production and contestations of places, which have to be distinguished from mere sites (such 

as architecture and buildings). In other words, they are actualized through inscriptions. More 

importantly, it reveals their common points in reliance on traditional revival and 

transcendental/spiritual constructs of identity. Under Islamism, the NMI is itself suffering from 

an identity crisis inflicted by the inscriptional schism between its two components. This 

identity crisis reflects a similar crisis in the Iranian people with regard to their conceptions of 

place and homeland. Thus, the NMI is a multiple, ambiguous place, the result of multiple layers 

of conflicting inscriptions.  

In this light, the NMI arguably emplaces a modern approximation of the Safavid identity 

narrative which combined pre-Islamic Persian mythology with Shiite creeds (refer to Interlude). 

The Museum represents another uneasy contemporary attempt to marry a universal, 

ideological Islam and Iranian nationality (the previous one undertaken by the Shah). However, 

here the physical separation of the two buildings suggests a concrete rift between the two 

parts of Iranian identity and history, pre-Islamic and Islamic. Consequently, this engenders an 

inevitable comparison and likely antagonism between two sets of inscriptions and two 
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different notions of homeland. This clearly demonstrates that a site can contribute to the 

formation of multiple Collective Imaginations and subsequent identity narratives. In this 

instance, the spatial transformation of the site, which resulted in a shift in entrance and the 

transformation of the curatorial narrative of the two museums, has problematized the NMI as 

a place: on the one hand, the AIM section of the museum is retained, albeit emptied of its 

previous exhibits of the Islamic period. On the other, the Spiritual Dream, which is both 

unstable and transcendental, is promulgated through the IPM.  

The AIM and the IPM undermine, and ironically, mutually construct one another: in the former 

the nation-state and the national territory is emphasized, which the latter undermines; the 

former sanctifies glorifies historical and national origins of Persians, while the latter is 

ambivalent about history and sanctifies, Muslims as the authentic and transnational collective 

unit. The contrast is even sharper since the two museums may be interpreted as mutually 

exclusive as a result of the historical associations and political implications of their exhibits. 

The NMI’s ambiguous inscription reflects a persistent confusion in the official conception of 

national identity and in its narration in the Museum. In the past, there was an implicit 

ambiguity in the AIM, its narrative and its inscription (refer to Chapter 6). However, after the 

Revolution the NMI became an overtly contested site. It is an allegory of an identity crisis, 

which runs deep in the political hegemony of the country, also suggesting that despite all 

efforts, the Islamic Republic has failed to create and popularize in full, a new ideologically 

motivated identity and its related practices just as it has failed to articulate a homeland 

outside the aegis of the nation-state. Thus, recognizing the political traction of a national 

homeland and perhaps, the impossibility of unsubscribing to the notion of nation-state as the 

international political unit, the Islamic Republic has, since the 1990s turned into subsuming 

nationalist sentiments within the framework of Islamism as means for political legitimation. 

This project is still on-going.  
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Figure  8-4  Original layout of the AIM’s site and its relationship to the surrounding urban context. Base 
map from Wikimapia. 

 

Figure  8-5  Original pattern of entrance to the AIM is now obscured. 
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Figure  8-6  The new pattern of entry to the AIM and the NMI complex. Base map from Wikimapia. 

 

Figure  8-7  The new Approach to the NMI and the AIM. 
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Figure  8-8  The entry ‘courtyard’ of the NMI: the space is clearly a leftover of formerly unrelated 
buildings. The sign reads: Ancient Iran Museum.  



 

 



 

 

Chapter 9  Conclusion 

 

 

  



  

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 479 

 

 

I – “Inscribing upon Water”:1

Throughout this thesis, I have sought to demonstrate that major transformations in 

contemporary Iran are ultimately concerned with the construction of places, understood 

specifically in terms of Collective Imaginations of homeland. Iranian identity consists of two 

major strands: pre-Islamic and Islamic, or Shiite. There are identity narratives and historical 

modes of inscription that correspond with these two strands. The examples at the beginning of 

Introduction highlighted two identity narratives and their associated places: the pre-Islamic 

identity narrative was associated with Persepolis and the Islamic identity narrative with ritually 

and therefore transiently constituted places (such as the Karbala inscription). In order to 

demonstrate the centrality of place to historical processes, I have described historical 

transformations in the past two centuries in terms of contending ideologies of secular 

nationalism and Islamism, which rely upon the two strands of identity, the two identity 

narratives and their inscriptions, specifically with regard to homeland. My analyses 

demonstrated that there are tensions between concrete and intangible aspects of places and 

subsequent vacillations between these two modes of inscribing homeland.  

 From Displacement to Topomania 

Inscription, as the process of place-making, brings together a network of human identities and 

actions, as well as material and intellectual resources. It includes, but is not limited to, 

architecture, which as an instance of site, is related through inscription to historical processes, 

social action, communal identities, and traditions. Inscription is a cognitive process 

encompassing the visual, the tactile and the textual, which together support a particular 

experience at a given moment in time. Therefore, any given social collective and its 

transformations through time may be examined and at least partially explained through the 

analysis of inscription. 

Places are created or, rather, imagined once site and identity narrative are connected through 

Collective Imagination. Identity narrative is a shared story about the people, their actions, and 

places over time. It is a poetic rearrangement of past events, such that new meanings or 

nuances are added to the pattern of (actual) events.2

                                                             
1 A Persian colloquialism suggesting an hapless futility of an action. 

 The best example for such a poetic 

ordering is the teleological explanation: the imposition of the “ideas of beginning, middle, and 

end [which] are not taken from experience” (Carter 2003, 2). Collective imagination comprises 

any combination of textual citations (references), spatial transformations, performative 

2 The poetic here refers to the narrative arrangement of agents, distinguished by thought and character, whose 
actions are imitated by the “plot” through which incidents are arranged (Aristotle, VI). 
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actions and political colligations (Figure 9-1, Diagram of inscription). It mediates what we know 

(read or hear) with what we feel (our sensibilities) and experience. Inscriptions, and therefore 

places, are layered, ambiguous and in a state of flux over long periods of time. 

The historical narrative of Chapter 2 demonstrated the rise and fall of the pre-Islamic and 

Shiite identities through their inclusion in ideological constructions. This chapter furthered the 

contention that ideological and identity discourses unfold in place, by elaborating on the 

tensions, implicit or otherwise, between the two strands of identity and their identity 

narratives in the past two centuries. It demonstrated the analytical value of the concepts of 

Collective Imagination and inscription through a broad sketch of historical transformations of 

Iranian society during this period. A major historical theme has since been the problem of 

transforming an Imperial system of rule, and its poly-ethnic, imbricated society, into a nation-

state. This was a challenge imposed by a world of nation-states in the West. It created social 

and political crises, to which the intellectuals and members of the elite (often the same group 

of people) furnished different redemptive responses by attempting to renew pre-Islamic or 

Islamic identities, and with them, the two modes of Collective Imagination. The nation-state 

challenge threw conceptions of place into crisis: the attempt to redefine homeland would lead 

to new inscriptions and to a schism between individual and collective identities, one so far 

unresolved by ideological responses. Since the middle of the nineteenth century, there have 

been ideological attempts to arrive at a unified inscription (identity + site) through a frantic 

process of construction, demolition, reproduction and resurrection of places, a process to 

which I refer as topomania. Hoping to transform individual and collective identities, twentieth 

century Nationalist and Islamist ideologues created new public and private personae, decorum 

and public rituals to reach a common ground in accordance with their professed identity 

narrative. Their efforts, knowingly or otherwise, produced alternative inscriptions of place and 

homeland. The result has been the further separation and tension between the two aspects of 

Iranian identity. Thus, the nation, and successive states, have failed to find or forge a common 

ground. They have remained displaced despite being within the same geographical entity.  
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Figure  9-1  Diagram of the role of inscription in mediating the relationship between site and Collective 
Imagination. 

II – Apparently Familiar: Inscriptions as Longstanding Traditional Patterns 

and their Ideological Colligations  

In the second part of the thesis two historical modes of inscription, pre-Islamic and Shiite – 

their Collective Imaginations and transformations – were described.  

In Chapter 3, I examined the formation of a pre-Islamic Collective Imagination and elaborated 

through the case study of Persepolis, a site which represents a microcosm of the problem of 

inscription in contemporary Iran. A cursory examination of its history demonstrated three 

different inscriptions: as living, as atopic and as a national site of history – a site of cultural 

heritage. Each phase, more or less, corresponds to a certain phase of Iranian history: During 

the Achaemenid period, it was a living site (a setting for the performance of governmental and 

religious rituals); after the Achaemenids and until the seventeenth century, it was an atopic 

site; and finally, since the late nineteenth century and after the beginning of the nation-state 

project, it was gradually transformed into a heritage site.  

Persepolis is an example of an embodied inscription, that is, an inscription of a tangible and 

fixed site. As place, it was created through ritual performances, textual citations and spatial 

interventions – constructions – and it emblematized the idea of the Persian Empire. After its 

destruction, notions of a Persian imperial homeland emplaced in it were dislodged from the 

site and transposed back into other components of tradition, such as literary citations. This 

was a process of fragmentation by which the site was dissociated from Collective Imagination 

and identity narratives; meaning was divorced from site. Thus, Persepolis as well as the Persian 

Empire became atopic – they remained as ideas, territories without terrains. Similarly, the site 
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of Persepolis was re-inscribed as a sacred or mythic place and thus cited. The site had been 

ransacked and expunged of living rituals. The idea, however, persisted as a dream, a myth.  

In this thesis, the reference to atopic places connotes the embedding of place within tradition, 

and their historical transmutations reinforce the view that places are in a state of flux, 

although they may appear to be permanent. Inscription is itself a longstanding traditional 

pattern, that is to say, places are perceived as constant through tradition, which is itself 

changing. Therefore, as Leontis has pointed out, citations and place mutually construct one 

another. This is to say that places of origin are constructed retrospectively: once a site, such as 

Persepolis, is inscribed, history and the past are redefined in accordance with its (newly 

acquired) position. The incarnation of Persepolis as a contested heritage site demonstrates the 

problematic of inscription – an ideologically induced tension in pre-Islamic and Islamic 

identities arising from political colligations that reify sites as places with singular, normative 

connotations.  

Politics aside, the fact that a growing number of people visit Persepolis on an annual 

pilgrimage suggests that, as an inscription, it is part of the popular culture of a sector of the 

population The potential for colligating a site such as Persepolis is even acknowledged by the 

recent leaders of Iran who promote a kind of nationalism, or even a cautious 

acknowledgement of pre-Islamic Iran, so long as it is subsumed under Islamic identity and 

Islamist ideology. 

In Chapter 4, I examined the formation of a Shiite Collective Imagination under the rubric of 

the Karbala Tradition. The focus on Persepolis suggests the potentials of a fixed geographical 

location for inscription. However, the Karbala inscription is transcendental or metaphysical, 

and, above all, created through ritual performances and not bound to a fixed site. 

Nevertheless, the process of inscription is analogous in both instances, and the Collective 

Imagination comprises the same elements of textual references, performative actions and 

spatial interventions (temporary or otherwise). Moharram rituals, which are bound 

inextricably with textual references, produce transient inscriptions that are overlaid upon 

other permanent sites:  the Shiite Collective Imagination “colonizes” quotidian sites. This 

reinforces the fluidity and, to echo Jonathan Smith’s terminology, arbitrariness of place. Rituals 

connect the social structure and nodes of political power to the site of a neighbourhood or 

city. They have a dual function, either legitimating the status quo by sacralising place, or 

rejecting the status quo and counter-imagining existing structures of power. While the 

Moharram rituals convey a rhetoric of immutability, such as the “victory of blood over sword,” 
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they are nonetheless bound by a living and changing tradition that responds to socio-historical 

transformations. In any event, the Karbala Tradition and its rituals are characteristically 

oppositional, having an unstable and polysemous nature, which suggests that the meaning of 

sites – the inscription – is ambiguous and open to interpretation. Thus, each year rituals 

connote renewed responses to the socio-economic situation of the community of believers, 

and each year, there is a new Karbala inscription.  

The Karbala inscription is transcendental. It is imagined and experienced bodily, through the 

performance of rituals.3

In the twentieth century, the Karbala inscription has been politically colligated to substantiate 

Islamism, while neither of the two could be limited within the confines of the nation-state. This 

has created a tension in the notion of homeland, a tension which was examined in the last part 

of the thesis, through the National Museum of Iran. 

 The boundaries of place are performed through ritual, whose fluidity 

would suggest that the boundaries of place would be negotiable. Territorial limits are, instead, 

determined by other factors such as pre-existing communal relations and ethnic boundaries. 

Consequently, the Karbala inscription is not bound by ideas of the nation-state, a territorial 

homeland with delineated borders, even if Karbala rituals are repeated on the same site. 

In Chapter 5, I reflected on the two historical modes of inscription: those involving material 

sites and those involving transient sites, emanating respectively from the pre-Islamic and 

Islamic collective identities. Until the early twentieth century, the Karbala inscription was the 

major mode of place-making and the resultant ideas of homeland were localized and thus 

congruent with the imbricated social structure of Iran. The nation-state project had to 

overcome this imbrication. Hence, the nationalist attempt at hegemonic unification and 

homogenization. 

I argued that Pre-Islamic and Islamic identities and inscriptions were not exclusive, despite 

being colligated  into competing ideologies of nationalism and Islamism. The two identities are 

grounded in a common set of longstanding traditional patterns, which were not only present in 

making inscriptions of Karbala and Persepolis, but they, or their critical consideration by 

intellectuals and establishments, led to the construction of the National Museum of Iran. 

                                                             
3 There is room for comparing two vastly different rituals: the rituals of Persepolis, which were recently revisited in 
the scholarly work of Shahrokh Razmjoo’s (Razmjou 2008), and the rituals of Moharram. The former was 
quintessentially place-bound, while the latter is not. Such a comparison could lead to conclusions about the 
mediating role of places in the relationship between people and power (governments for example) and religious 
frameworks in Iran.  
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Those traditional patterns were regenerated, and in instances such as the Islamic Revolution, 

transformed to the extent of invention, as means for authenticating Nationalist and Islamist 

ideologies and garnering mass support for them. Thus, both ideologies, which were adopted as 

responses to the nation-state challenge, assimilated metaphysical and well as imperial 

connotations. In this way, people could potentially identify with ideologies and their 

inscriptions, official places, as being consistent with their traditions. In other words, new 

inscriptions may appear consistent with, or more importantly, the continuation of old ones, 

thus giving the impression of continuity and permanence in place. Since authenticating 

processes occur in place, inscription is central to both nationalist and Islamist discourses. 

III – “What is a Persian?” The Imperial and the Spiritual Dreams of 

Redemption 

In the third part of the thesis, I examined the National Museum of Iran as the representational 

site in which the two ideologies of nationalism and Islamism and their competing notions of 

homeland are inscribed. The central contention of this part was that the analysis of the 

National Museum would clarify the contradictions and consistencies between the two 

ideologies as well as the internal inconsistencies of each. The contending inscriptions of the 

National Museum were argued to be indexical of a larger crisis with collective identity and 

homeland in contemporary Iran.  

Arguably, from within a nationalist framework, defining the nation and her homeland was to 

occur through a process of creating a common ground and a commonsense. It depended on 

the capacity to produce a shared Collective Imagination by attempting to integrate separate 

identities and micro-homelands into a unified national identity and homeland.  

In Chapter 6, I examined the AIM (est. 1937) and through it, the process of inscribing a 

homeland under the Nationalist ideology of the early twentieth century. Tangible steps were 

taken to respond to the crisis of tradition and place, and the museum was part of those steps. 

The new homeland was territorially bordered and related to a nation-state, as opposed to the 

old world empire. The Nationalist ideology was grounded in the pre-Islamic identity sustained 

by a metaphysical, imperial outlook. The nationalist aspirations for renewal, identified as the 

Imperial Dream, characterized the homeland and its representation in the AIM. The Imperial 

Dream and the nationalist inscription of homeland did not replace traditional modes of 

inscription, which were characterized by metaphysicality and transcendentalism. 
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Consequently, the Imperial Dream, the AIM, and indeed the National Museum, represent a 

metaphysical and utopic homeland that spills beyond the borders of the nation-state. The AIM 

added to the schism or tension between embodied and disembodied places, problematizing 

both the homeland and its representation in the AIM. In other words, the museum collapsed 

the two modes of inscription into one another: a pre-existing metaphysical mode, and a 

positivist mode based on an instrumental rationality, whose yardstick was a notion of 

progress. This schizoid representation of homeland was matched by an existing divide 

between popular modes of inscription, still dominated by the Karbala Tradition, and the 

nationalist rendition of places.  

Turning to the properties of the site of the museum, it is possible to speak of a pre-inscription, 

a pre-existing aura of a site, which inevitably ‘colours’ all subsequent inscriptions. Through a 

multitude of inscriptions, such a site is associated with a palimpsest of identity narratives. This 

association is reflected in a potential richness and multiplicity of connotations within new 

inscriptions, making them both familiar, and strangely distant, and therefore enigmatic. Pre-

inscriptions imbue place with a semblance of permanence.  

In relation to the site of the NMI, the history of the surrounding urban context showed that it 

was associated with Westernization and modernity, notions that that were pronounced in Iran 

subsequent to the nation-state project. By virtue of this pre-inscription, the site of the 

museum would be embedded in the discourse of the nation-state. Architecturally, the AIM was 

produced through French colonial design methodologies (associationism), while assimilating 

aspirations of the nationalist state as well as those of many an ordinary visitor today, 

evidenced in comments cited in Chapter 8.  

The analyses of the AIM suggest the difficulty, if not impossibility, of a seamless assembling of 

the nation. The tensions within the AIM indicate that the nation-state project is unfinished. 

In Chapter 7, I demonstrated the affinities between the IPM and Islamism, a syncretic ideology 

composed of the three strands of Islamic Unity, Islamic Authenticity, and Traditionalism. The 

museum is indexical of the transnationalism inherent in pan-Islamic ideologies and conveyed 

through spatial interventions, the exhibits, their arrangement, as well as interior 

refurbishments. 

Rhetorically at least, Islamism professed to mend the rift in identity and inscription caused by 

the advent of the modern nation-state. That ideological attempt led to the IPM, a totalizing 

and utopic place, which was inscribed through familiar traditional patterns and cues. In the 



486 Conclusion 

 

 

IPM, a Spiritual Dream was inscribed and represented, which was (is) fundamentally 

hegemonist and imperial as it operated within a collective unit, the Islamic peoples (the 

Umma), placed in the Islamic territories as their homeland. The IPM represents a tension 

between Islamism and the idea of the nation-state, which is usually inscribed through a 

national museum. It is the Islamist response to the Imperial Dream.   

To convey the ideology and to inculcate the visitor, the curatorial narrative has utilized exhibits 

such as an orientational map of Islamic territories, the strategically placed displays of the 

Koran manuscripts, which suggest a generic and nascent mosque, and a movement pattern 

with quasi-ritual characteristics. These are constituents of a Collective Imagination which are 

reinforced with other cues inside the museum. Thus, the mode of inscription in the IPM is 

congruent with the Karbala inscription. The result is a pseudo-spirituality, which upon 

analytical scrutiny betrays its ideological function: the legitimation of the Islamist state. 

Another layer of tension in the IPM, however, is seen in that it retains traces of the nation-

state, the very concept it denies. The curatorial narrative of some of the galleries is couched in 

terms centred on a latent idea of an Iran nation. This unresolved tension between Islamism 

and nationalism problematizes the IPM in itself and in relation to the AIM.  

Through a comparison of AIM and IPM, in Chapter 8 I demonstrated the tension in the 

National Museum (NMI), where there is, firstly, an ideological tension in the inscription of 

homeland. The origin of this tension is in the ideological colligation of pre-Islamic and Islamic 

identities as well as between embodied and disembodied places. Nationalism in the AIM 

inscribes a bordered territorial homeland, authenticating the nation with reference to its 

ethnicity and historical origins. The Islamism in the IPM, on the other hand, is dismissive of the 

bordered territory, it rejects authentication by genealogy, therefore problematizing the history 

on which the AIM focussed. Secondly, within each component of the NMI (the AIM and the 

IPM), there are tensions between metaphysical precepts (the Imperial and Spiritual Dreams) 

and the conception of nation-state or Islamic nation (state) they inscribe.   

The multitude of tensions is indexical of schisms within national identity, and conceptions of 

homeland among the wider public. The ideological articulation of the two identities has 

posited them as mutually exclusive and this has encouraged a certain tendency toward reifying 

Iranian identity among the populace at large. Ideological rifts are sensed and articulated by the 

visitors to the museums who generally perceive the AIM, in particular, as a site of loss. 

Presently, the question of identity has been transformed into oppositional force- just as Islamic 
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identity was invoked and followed by some in opposition to the Shah, it would seem that pre-

Islamic identity is in turn invoked as a means of opposing Islamism.  

Notwithstanding their differences, the two museums have certain similarities. As previously 

mentioned, they are both predicated on conceptions of empire; they are both metaphysical 

and transcendental inscriptions, and thus difficult to contain within limits of physical sites. 

They suggest that both the nationalist and Islamist ideologies are underpinned by longstanding 

traditional patterns.  

To summarize, my examples in this thesis demonstrated that major historical developments in 

contemporary Iran have been concerned with the construction of place and homeland. These 

constructions have been advanced by ideologies, which were authenticated with reference to 

Imperial and Spiritual Dreams, dreams that are analogous particularly in their paradoxes and 

dualities with regard to the past-present relationship and to the quest for transcendentalism. 

The modern condition of Iran is characterized by Dreams or utopias, real or imagined past 

empires as roadmaps to a future empire, enunciated in transcendental precepts aimed at 

redemption – overcoming fragmentation in inscription and through that, maintaining a sense 

of permanence in identity. That fragmentation, which is also manifested in the schism in 

popular versus official places, has been in recent times, born from the traumatic 

transformation from Empire to nation-state. The leitmotif of that transformation is a perpetual 

loss, of power, of unity, of place, and ultimately, of home. This has given rise to tendencies 

with a romantic slant, such as nationalism and Islamism.  

It is argued in this thesis that examinations of inscription demonstrate that place is conceived 

through longstanding traditional patterns. To say place is ‘traditional’ or a longstanding 

traditional pattern, is to suggest that it bears a semblance of permanence through time, while 

it is in a perpetual state of becoming – it remains unfinished. Furthermore, owing to the 

process of inscription, place is layered, ‘contaminated’ and ambiguous in its meaning. By 

purporting to overcome fragmentation, ideologies construct retrospective origins – designated 

points in the process of becoming –  and reify place (just as they reify identity narratives) by 

presenting them as pure and unchanging. Ideology thus represents the futile attempt to 

overcome the inherent ambiguity in place.  

This thesis has demonstrated a dialectical tension in places – between sites and inscription – 

through which they shift from one state, through embodiment, to another, via 

disembodiment. At any given moment in time, this dialectic is, among other things, 



488 Conclusion 

 

 

determined by the dominant ideology. There is a dialectical relationship between geographical 

locations and the manner in which identities relate to and connect with locations, under the 

influence of ideological forces. The result of this dialectic is a dynamic tension in place with 

which people engage and act upon, as examples in this thesis have demonstrated.  

Finally, inscription is a useful vehicle for the analysis of the life and times of a society. 

However, to understand place, to utilize inscription as a critical vehicle, it is necessary to 

examine it over long durations of time and in relation to broader geographical contexts. This is 

often neglected, partly as a result of the attempt to ‘focus’ a research project, and partly, as a 

result of a number of common fallacies, chief among which being the presumption that 

historical, political (dynastic), and cultural changes coincide in time. Therefore, for example, 

the AIM is a modern building and since it was built in the Pahlavi Period, then that is where we 

find its origins. Such a limiting position conceals, rather than reveals, the nuances in events and 

relations that have led to ideologically charged places. Such positions are inevitably ideological, 

as opposed to critical, and fail to explain the currency of some of the precepts of their 

opposing ideologies among people. For example, they cannot explain why some visitors lay 

flowers at the foot of Darius sculpture, or how is it that so many visitors express a divided 

sense of loss and pride in visiting the museum, and finally, why a good many commenting 

visitors to the AIM seem to echo the romantic ideals of Pahlavi nationalism. Is it not because of 

the ongoing currency of the Imperial Dream? What, then, is the relationship between place 

and site for these Iranian people?  

The last question concerns the reality, often forgotten by architects that identities (individual 

and collective) and sites are in a relationship of mutual construction. Buildings don’t have 

agencies, just as their forms do not and cannot have fixed connotations; consider, for example, 

the architecturally popular fallacy which assumes the existence of an essentially ‘Muslim’ or 

Islamic form. It is from within this framework, an essentially Enlightenment and Orientalist 

construction, that much scholarship on Islamic architecture and urbanism is produced.4

                                                             
4  Work has begun on dispelling the timeless myth of the “Islamic city,” by scholars such as AlSayyad (AlSayyad 
1991). I have also broadly examined the notion of Islamic city in relation to Shiite rituals in (Mozaffari 2005). 

 Thus, 

the objects of study, the cities or the buildings in question, are usually identified through 

morphological and typological analyses, which ultimately ascribe some essential meaning to 

‘types.’ However, in Chapter 4 and Chapter 7 it was demonstrated that even typologies do not 

embody fixed, essential meanings. Often, architects forget that to explicate the multitude of 

meanings arising from a site or a work of architecture, the assumption of an anthropological 

framework is inevitable. Furthermore, it would seem that other disciplines are imbricated 
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within architecture, often reified, as justifications for formal ideas (for example, architectural 

writing, as well as jargon, is riddled with philosophism). Nevertheless, the architectural 

understanding of, and methods in the analysis and study of, spatial and visual configurations 

and patterns is a powerful asset, one which is only beginning to be used by other fields such as 

spatial sociology and (cultural) anthropology.5

VI – Future Possibilities 

 

The ideas in this thesis could be expanded into a number projects for further research and 

theorization. From within the scope of my thesis, I have arrived at a method of analysing the 

projection of meaning upon objects and spaces, which I have characterized as inscription. The 

next step would be the application of this method as a theoretical vehicle for comparative 

critical studies of tensions in places not only within a particular culture, tradition, or society 

but comparatively, across cultures and societies. The basic assumption for such comparative 

studies would be that comparable situations and conditions should lead to analogous tensions 

in places. It would be possible, therefore, to adduce similarities in historical and social 

processes through the analysis of inscription of apparently unrelated sites. This could confirm 

whether inscription – place making – as described here, is a universal process, or else is bound 

within certain cultures and peoples, for example, non-Western cultures. Such an enquiry could 

also expand to include the role of more global processes of tourism and the heritage industry 

in the analysis of inscription – a topic that was deliberately left out of the scope of the present 

thesis. 

Having arrived at this point, i would argue that there is a relationship between inscription and 

mimesis, as the “modeling of one thing on another or the presenting of one thing by another” 

(The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy 1999). Mimesis seems to describe the relationship 

between identity narrative and sites, which is to say that Collective Imagination has to have a 

mimetic function and therefore inscription is a mimetic process. A second area of 

investigation, therefore, concerns the further development and theorization of inscription, 

from within a critical philosophical framework. An area for further speculation is, for example, 

the relationship between the process of inscription and the philosophy of experience. This 

could develop in a multitude of directions, ranging from a study of the life and transformations 

of identity narratives to the relationship between inscription and experience. Could mimesis 

hold the key to explaining the cognitive tensions in inscription? 
                                                             
5 For example, refer to the works of Herb Gans and his critics in: City & Community, Dec2002, Vol. 1 Issue 4. 
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If inscription is a mimetic process, and predicated on human experience, then it could be 

described as a learning process akin to what Michael Taussig has called “bodily learning” 

(Taussig 1993, 40). This is learning at the “gut level,” at an instinctual level where the 

apprehension and reaction to experience constitute a second nature and functions akin to a 

natural instinct. Such a mimetic learning is immediate; it ‘takes place’ prior to logical analysis 

and at the boundaries of sensibility and understanding.  

Casting inscription as a mimetic process is a useful way of examining the cognitive relationship 

between individual imaginations and their experiences of inscription, analysing the 

relationship between the individual and the collective in the process of place making. In this 

context, mimesis connects the character of place with the character of social action. The 

relationship between ideology and mimetic learning, or ‘feeling,’ in relation to sites merits 

further theorization. How does this relate to aesthetics generally and to architecture and 

landscape in particular?6

Finally, as previously suggested, through the framework of inscription, it is possible to revisit 

the existing scholarship on Islamic, and in fact, any pre-modern city with a critical framework 

that transcends the existing limitations of typological and morphological analyses that have 

dominated the field for so long.      

 Mimesis, which involves transformation toward a different state as 

well as counter-imagination, could potentially explain some of in tensions in places, tensions 

that are seen in contested sites such as Persepolis. Through such theorization, substantiated 

with field work, it would be possible to critically examine the current rise in visitors to ancient 

sites such as Persepolis and Pasargadae.   

                                                             
6 In this context, following Eagleton (1988), Nuzzo (2006), Wessell (1972), Gross (2002)and others, one could refer 
back to Baumgarten’s understanding of aesthetics whose primary motivation in was to theorize human sense 
experience and perception. His aesthetics was “a doctrine of sensible cognition” with little to do with art and beauty 
in the artistic sense per se.  
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The Illuminationist method of defining and acquiring knowledge is based on Suhrawardi’s 

critique of the then (twelfth century) dominant Aristotelian philosophy and its method of 

defining things and attaining knowledge (Marcotte 2008).1 A definition was, according to 

Aristotle, “a statement of a thing’s essential nature.” In other words, a definition had to outline 

the essence, the fixed properties underlying the identity of the thing in question (Russell 1964, 

164, 200). Prior to Aristotle, deduction was the dominant mode of knowledge acquisition. This 

is a top-down process of definition and knowledge acquisition, which Plato preferred and 

constructed his theory of Ideas upon (or the theory of Ideal Forms).2 It begins by a universal 

statement, a “first principle,” that is then applied to the particular case of the thing under 

consideration. The following example is helpful: This catfish (the thing in consideration, 

concrete particular) swims because all fish swim (first principle, universal). The problem with 

this approach to knowledge is, Aristotle thought, that “first principles” have to be known 

beforehand in order for deduction to start (Russell 1964, 199). He wanted to know from where 

the knowledge of first principles, the universals, was to be derived?3

Prior to Suhrawardi, Muslim philosophers, following the Aristotelian school of thought, 

identified and hierarchized three separate realms of being, namely, realms of soul, intellect, 

and matter. However, as explained in the above, Aristotelianism failed to explain adequately 

the connection between mundane experiences in the realm of matter and the realms of the 

intellect and the soul, as the ultimate repository of truth, leading to God. The result was a gap 

in knowledge, and this prevented a coherent and universal system (structure) of knowledge. 

Suhrawardi, who also espoused Sufi (mystical) beliefs, sought to overcome this gap through 

 Aristotle argued that 

universals were derived from, but existed in, particular things, the concrete particulars (Russell 

1964, 163). Knowledge, then, began by defining the concrete particular and, from there, 

moving inductively to the universal. In brief, for Aristotle, knowledge of a totality was 

attainable by defining its constituent elements. This “doctrine of the universal,” was Aristotle’s 

alternative to Plato’s theory of Ideas. Aristotelian induction is innately empirical. It can 

produce “new knowledge” but, as a method, it is less cogent than deduction and leads to 

probability as opposed to certainty (Russell 1964, 199). It is, strictly in this sense, less 

amenable to the immutable certainties of religious belief, and does not sufficiently explain the 

relationship between the sensible material world and the world of divine metaphysical 

realities.  

                                                             
1 For a brief and clear critique of the Aristotelian theory of knowledge, see: (Russell 1964, 197-202).  
2 See previous footnotes. 
3 Universal denotes “that which is of such as nature as to be predicated of many subjects.” Quoted in (Russell 1964, 
163). 
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the Illuminationist cosmology.4 He recognized this problem to be a shortcoming of induction 

and invoked Platonism as a remedy.5 Critiquing the Aristotelian method, Suhrawardi argued 

that defining the unknown totality, the universal, through its particular elements amounts to a 

paradox since there is no certain way of knowing (through definition) concrete particulars in 

the first place. Therefore, things in their totality cannot be known by ordinary means. 

Suhrawardi invoked the Platonic theory that knowledge (of truth) is attainable through 

reflection upon existence, rather than perception through the senses (Russell 1964, 163).6

Suhrawardi designated a particular kind of imagination, “active imagination,” as the mediator 

of the three different realms of being. Active imagination operates like a mirror that reflects 

Ideas onto the soul. Those reflected Ideas give the soul a magical and “luminous” power by 

which it can directly imitate (mimesis) and reproduce Ideas and their divine truths. The 

reproduced Ideas (mimesis of the universals) are then, through active imagination, projected 

onto the realm of matter, where the “common sense” (Aristotle’s Sensus Communis) “provides 

a sensible form to those divine metaphysical realities that they did not originally possess” 

(Marcotte 2008). Thus, intuition or “active imagination” connects the realm of matter and 

intellect and unifies the subject and his object of knowledge. In other words, divine truths are 

perceived and felt internally within the subject through active imagination. In this reflective 

process, Knowledge is revealed and referred back to the world of platonic Ideas, to which the 

empirical world, including the individual, stand as symbols. The truth to which symbols refer is 

recovered in “active imagination,” which has an “absolute, primary, and a-temporal quality” 

(Ziai (b) 2001, 448-9).

 

Thus, he argued, knowledge of truth has to be obtained “by means of things that pertain 

specifically to the totality” (Ziai (b) 2001, 448). Knowledge of totality is attainable by 

establishing its ideal within the intellect (consciousness) of the subject, and this relates to the 

realm of soul. 

7

                                                             
4 This, Suhrawardi had in common with and Vaez-Kashefi. 

 Thus, according to Suhrawardi, “knowledge began with self-knowledge 

5 Suhrawardi would have been inspired by Plotinus. In the metaphysics of Plotinus, the topmost order of being is 
God or the Good, the second is his image (for Plotinus the Spirit) and the third, the Soul, which is in turn an offspring 
of the Spirit. They are but an image of Soul. Nature and the world of the sense constitute the lowest order of being 
(Russell 1964, 288-92). The parallels between this metaphysical framework and that of Suhrawardi’s are clear. Also, 
in methods of attaining knowledge through the image of the Divine Intellect and on the importance of self-
knowledge as the means to all other kinds of knowledge, his ideas reflect those of Plotinus. For examples on 
Plotinus, see: (Russell 1964, 289-90). 
6 Pinault (Pinault 1992, 21)notes: “Suhrawardi himself saw his work as a union of Platonist wisdom and ancient 
Iranian Zoroastrian religion in an Islamic context.”  
7 Ziai (Ziai (b) 2001, 448-9) speaks of four stages in Suhrawardi's philosophy: by abandoning the world and becoming 
ready to accept experience, then is illumination where Vision of the Divine light is attained then is construction the 
“acquisition of unlimited knowledge” then is documentation which is recording the experience. 
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and was independent of the empirical world” (Ziai (b) 2001, 464-5).8

In the Illuminationist cosmology, individual active imagination has an independent realm of its 

own. Suhrawardi, and his disciple Shahrazuri (thirteenth century), elaborate on an 

“intermediary realm” between the realms of intellect and matter, a realm that contains both 

Good and Evil, light and darkness. That intermediary realm is only accessible by active 

imagination (intuition) and is designated as Mondus Imaginalis to use Henry Corbin’s term. It 

mediates the natural and the supernatural (Ziai (a) 2001, 479-80) and is independent of the 

empirical world. Rather, it is a timeless and “concrete spiritual universe” wherein Ideas exist 

and epiphany takes place. This is where knowledge is attained (Ziai (a) 2001, 478-9, Marcotte 

2008). 

 Thus, following a Platonic 

tradition, Illuminationism infused intellect and mysticism (Russell 1964, 126). 

Two questions remain with regard to the Illuminationist method: how does one arrive at the 

state of Illumination and how is the “revealed” knowledge communicable?  

The nature of Illuminationism’s definition of knowledge suggests the method of arrival at an 

Illuminated state. Knowledge is attained by connecting with the sacred plane of Ideas (Forms) 

and the mimesis of an Idea within the individual’s consciousness. This mimetic process, which 

is also a spiritual endeavour, is facilitated through preparatory rituals. In other words, ritual is 

the key to revelation: the subject, by connecting with the sacred source through rituals leading 

to vision-illumination, gains immediate access to sacred knowledge. Ritual is the means by 

which the subject “takes the divine symbols [the material mimeses of Ideas] back to the 

Origin[thus realizing their hidden truth].” (Ardalan and Bakhtiar 1973, 6-7). Ritual aside, the 

mind of the individual would also have to possess a certain capacity for grasping knowledge, 

and since from this perspective mental capacity is pre-ordained, there would be a firm limit to 

every individual’s understanding, in other words a strict and innate hierarchy.9

As concerns the explanation, analysis, and communication of knowledge, this could only occur 

after revelation, once its totality is grasped intuitively (Ziai (b) 2001, 434-64). Following 

Plotinus, “the divinely possessed” know “that they hold something greater within them, 

though they cannot tell what it is” (Russell 1964, 289); the inspired vision cannot be expressed 

 This would also 

translate into a relatively strict social hierarchy, as envisaged in Plato’s Republic. 

                                                             
8 This is clearly resonating with Plotinus, who, Russell  (Russell 1964, 289) notes, suggested: 

To know the Divine Mind [the Soul, or Nuos], we must study our own soul when it is most god-like: we 
must put aside the body, and the part of the soul that moulded the body, and ‘sense with desires and 
impulses and every such futility;’ what is left is an image of the Divine Intellect. 

9 This, Suhrawardi owes to Plato’s Republic, but more immediately to Farabi and his notion of the Virtuous City. See, 
for example (Tabatabaie 2004, 161-186).  
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in logical words (Russell 1964, 290). The Illuminationist knowledge is only partially 

communicable, through a metalanguage, or a kind of poesis. Its mundane manifestations are 

transient, or otherwise only fragmentary, and indexical of that knowledge. Thus, while it is 

possible to symbolize the content of knowledge, according to Illuminationism, it would be 

impossible communicate knowledge and the experience leading to or from it with any 

accuracy. As incommunicable revelation, this kind of knowledge has to be experienced by each 

and every individual for herself, which suggests the possible dominance of subjectivities and 

obscurantism.  

The novelty of the Illuminationist method, however, was its syncretic character, which allowed 

the incorporation of different sources within the one discourse. This syncretism is also a 

characteristic present both in Shiism and today, in Traditionalism. It was through this syncretic 

character that Illuminationism became integrated into the Iranian cultural outlook rather than 

remaining purely the domain of the philosopher-mystic. Illuminationism, Ziai says (Ziai (a) 

2001, 474-5), “revived many popularly held views concerning wisdom [and] … included 

references to characters, themes, and sentiments of Persian mythological and religious 

beliefs.” Syncretism was fully realized by Shahrazuri and profoundly affected the theological 

development of Shiism, and through it, the Karbala Tradition, in the coming centuries. 

Shahrazuri formulated a cosmology, which incorporated “popular religious sensibilities, 

superstitions and beliefs” as well as the Indo-Iranian worldview animated by spirits (Ziai (a) 

2001). In light of Illuminationism, there are two aspects to the Karbala Tradition, and its 

inscription: firstly, a sacred aspect, which characterizes tradition and place in terms of the 

sacred, and secondly, a profane aspect, which relates the sacred to the day to day events of 

the community. These two aspects can and do coexist, as do syncretism and obscurantism, and 

are brought together through Moharram rituals.  
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Interview with Mr. Mostafa Amir-Kiani, Editor of the Mosahebeh magazine, regarding 
Tajrish Takyeh Major, Tehran 24/4/2008 

Ali Mozaffari (AM): Part of my work concerns rituals of mourning in takyehs and hosseiniyehs, 

and as a demonstrative example, I am looking into the Tajrish takyeh.  

Mostafa Amir-Kiani (MAK): I have no faith (belief) in such rituals. But respect people’s beliefs 

and this happens to be one of them. You see, on Ashura and Imam Hossein’s mourning, 

traditionally the work begins as of the first of Moharram, whilst the fact is that at that time, 

nothing had taken place yet [the actual killing was on the tenth]. So in my opinion this is 

something wrong to begin with but since it is a tradition of a few hundred years this is how it is 

done today.  

The first thing is the decoration of takyehs and mosques with banners, flags, and standards 

and wall hangers on which Ashura slogans and Hossein's sayings are written. Then a group of 

people from each neighbourhood consider their local mosque for the place of rituals. For 

example, the guys in Chaharrah Hessabi [name of a neighbourhood] go to the Hessabi 

Mosque; the guys in Tajrish go to Hemmat Mosque and the Tajrish takyeh, the Fatemiyyeh 

mosque and the Jama mosque. From the start of the month, there is a chanter who comes and 

teaches them relevant chants pertinent to the events of Karbala. Then there is a custom, which 

is called visitation, for example each year in the Tajrish takyehs, the Takyeh Pa`in people, 

probably 200 strong, come to the Takyeh (Bozorg) of Tajrish while mourning, veiling, and 

beating chests. There they beat their chests and chant the chants and in brief perform the 

rituals in the confines of the takyeh and leave. Sometimes they stay on for a cup of tea or even 

dinner. Then a couple of nights later, their hosts in Takyeh Bozorg return their visit. Then there 

is the ritual of the Tasoo’a in which there is some chest beating and then in conjunction with 

that there is the taziyeh plays, done by professional actors. 

AM: where is taziyeh held? 

MAK: each year down here next to the Imamzadeh. 

AM: not in the takyeh? 

MAK: No, the organizers of the play are independent actors not under the auspices of the 

mosque or takyeh. They do it to earn some money and not for Imam Hossein. They do it to be 

able to collect money. So they occupy an appropriate field [like buskers] and the municipality 
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and authorities don’t mind them, because the day is appropriate for such public plays. [He 

went on to explain how acts are performed and referred to the fact that the dialogues are in 

poetic form with rhymes and accompanied by appropriate music].  

AM: So the play is done in public open space? 

MAK: Yes, just below the Tajrish roundabout in open air, usually adjacent to Hemmat Mosque. 

AM: Is there any functional difference between the two takyehs in Tajrish?  

MAK: No there is no difference. Other than Moharram, these are places for trade and business 

and there are shops. For fifteen days beginning from the first of Moharram, business is shot 

down and places are decorated with standards and flags and wall hangings and the like. The 

biggest symbols are Nakhls (Nakhl=palm tree). They are large timber objects with a symbolic 

function. For example in the noon of Ashura, the chest-beaters come in and lift the nakhl, 

which happens to be a very heavy structure decorated with lights and pictures, and 

circumambulate it around the takyeh as the symbol of Hossein’s dead body ... the timber upon 

which his body was placed [it is said to have been] was of palm, a strong kind of timber. 

Second is certain symbols known as alamat (=standard), which is a heavy, metal pole on top of 

which are an odd number of blades (usually 5) and the middle one stands higher than others. 

This is decorated with shawls and was moved in front of the procession of chest-beaters. 

Thirdly, there is the hijle of hazrat-e Qasim (Hossein’s nephew killed in the battle of Karbala). 

Qasim was newlywed and they move this around in remembrance of his martyrdom. Fourth, is 

a banner, which contain slogans and is held up on two poles by two kids and they go in front of 

the procession. Then there are single flags which are coloured and either bears the name of 

Hossein or Abbas (another hero at Karbala) or else some of the sayings by Hossein and the like.  

AM: what is the difference between alamat, alam, and kotal? 

 ... MAK went on to explain each, noting that they are mostly extinguished. 

AM: What determines the path of processions? 

MAK: They move from their mosque or their gathering place [as the point of dispatch or 

starting point], which is normally their mosque... 

AM: Not the takyeh? 
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MAK: No, their point of dispatch. That is usually their mosques and the gathering normally 

takes place at evenings, gradually from 6 or 7, except for Tasoo’a and Ashura. Then their 

leaders [religious community leaders] decide where to go for that night. They start from 

mosques and their destination is takyeh (the closest) or the closest Imamzadeh. So they chant 

and beat their chests from the starting point until they reach their destinations where the 

rituals reach a climax. And after that, they usually head back to their bases either for dinner or 

lunch (in daytime).  

AM: So the Tajrish takyeh is not a central point, a point of pause in which, say, food is donated 

(the terminology of kharj, literally meaning funding but is taken as a donation in kind – usually 

food)? 

MAK: It is. The takyeh is the place of kharj for the full period of 10-15 days. The question is 

how is it funded? Many of the believers give their charitable offerings in the form of food, 

which is stored [by the organizer of the takyeh] and the rich of other neighbourhoods and 

districts donate to mosques, particularly to the Qa’em Mosque [and Chahar rah Hesabi 

Mosque] here has ten days of charity catering dinner and that is where the food comes from. 

The Tajrish takyeh caters for those within the takyeh who participate in the rituals and the 

sermons. 

AM: What would have been the original way of offering consecrated food in a distant past? By 

asking this question, I want to learn which was the more prominent socio-economic centre, 

the takyeh or the mosque?    

MAK: The takyeh. Because the mosque is the starting point, the gathering place wherein they 

[the participants] study their chants and perhaps have a cup of tea. But the takyeh is the 

centre for rituals.  

AM: Meaning that it is in the takyeh that the bazaar merchant put his money in... 

MAK: He pays and so do ordinary people. Not only here but in other takyehs and places too 

this happens. After all there are not takyeh everywhere so [a place is designated] for example 

a mosque in the Fereshteh street in which ten people become the “founders” for catering 

lunch for 1000 people. So some people turn up for lunch at the mosque and some just take 

way and this happens frequently at different parts of the city as you may have seen. The 

government subsidises the catering and the locals also help.  Also there are some bazaar 

merchants who actually do the charitable catering at their residences, for example we have a 

few here who cater for 1000 people, they open their private garden, put down a sofreh [table 
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or bread cloth generally referring to the cloth put under dinner setting] and add some vegies 

and water and people go and sit there and have the food. Takyeh is also well-known, so if one 

is interested, they would know the schedule and turn up before hand and participate in 

whatever ritual is on at the day [sermon or prayers etc] and then have lunch and leave.  

AM: So takyeh is more prominent both symbolically and in the socio-economic sense in the 

mourning period? 

MAK: Precisely. During the mourning period, it is possible to say the takyehs are centres of 

gravity but mosques are gathering points where processions are formed and move from there 

for Imamzadehs and takyehs. Imamzadehs serve no food since there are few and far between. 

They are only important in the sense of being consecrated and sacred places.  

AM: Then the Tajrish Takyeh here must be much more important due to its adjacency with the 

Imamzadeh. 

MAK: At present, Tajrish Takyeh is the most important of all the takyehs in the capital in the 

sense that it is most well known. It is this takyeh and the takyeh of bazaar [centre of Tehran 

located within the core of old town]. 

AM: These two, the, constitute the poles in the city... 

MAK: Yes, they are poles in the city. This is [certainly] the pole of the northern part of the city. 

For example, there are takyeh in Niavaran, Lower stop, Velenjak [the old village] has one 

where a takyeh is propped up temporarily, Darakeh has a large takyeh and they all have the 

same condition and nature of function. However, none of them has the significance of the 

Tajrish Takyeh, which [as mentioned] is the centre of north Tehran. It has plenty of viewers, 

mourner, and audience. 

AM: Well takyeh seems to provide the social space for people while the social organization is 

formed of people and is called hay’at. Where is it located?  

MAK: Hay’ats designate [organized] groups of mourners [who perform the processions and 

other rituals] and are associated with place from which their name derive. For example, there 

is the hay’at of the Hemmat Mosque, the Fatemiyyeh mosque hay’at, the Lower Takyeh 

hay’at... 

AM: So each hay’at is associated and identified with a ritual place.  
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MAK: Indeed. You see, the association is usually with a place, although sometimes a social 

group is designated by the name of an imam or another holy figure, for example hay’at of 

Imam Hossein, hazrat-e Abbas, Imam Hassan and so on. But locally based hay’ats are identified 

with their place of origin. That is the place from where they head off for rituals and do their 

daily gathering and practices.  

AM: The processions seem to be planned by the hay’at, is this the case? 

MAK: Well, you see the organized group is not spontaneous. There is a few core people, 5 or 6, 

the elder of the group does the planning. Before Moharram this small group gathers and 

considering their monetary (fiscal) situation at the time and the popular assistances, they 

expect a costing is done and the rituals and charities are then planned and then bring out their 

symbols and decoration and the plan is advertised to the local people. 

AM: The paths for processions are determined by hay’at? 

MAK: yes the night before the processions, the plan and destination for the following night are 

announced and they get prepared for it. 

AM: Are there any clashes and quarrels at present? 

MAK: in the past when there were more thugs about such as “Sha’ban the Bonehead” 

(Sha`ban bi-mokh) and people like them had their own very big processions that moved 

around in the bazaar district and their quarrels began over who goes into which place first and 

things like that. Of course, these were just thugs and nowadays such clashes are rare 

[meaning: politics are resolved less violently and through negotiations as opposed to brute 

force]. Today, the elders of each takyeh somehow make the encounters between processional 

groups smooth and friendly ... for example for years there were clashes between people from 

the Fatemiyeh Mosque and those from Hemmat Mosque over priority of entrance into the 

takyeh ... 

AM: When do you mean? 

MAK: The past 10-20 years.  

AM: They clashed? 

MAK: No, they had disagreements and segregations whilst they are all from Tajrish. However, 

last year with the mediation of a group of takyeh elders they put aside their old 

disagreements. 
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AM: This takyeh seems to be an endowment. Is there a hierarchy among the merchants within 

the takyeh?  

MAK: This takyeh is almost 150 years old. A group of our ancestors got together then and 

constructed this place. There has been a group of almost ten people as the trustees of the 

place and they are the founders of the takyeh. They had in their wills that after the trusteeship 

should be inherited by sons of each person. But there have been some changes in the course 

of time. For example, some didn’t have sons and some other, people like myself, who were a 

bit educated were dismissive about the idea of takyeh and did not participate in it. Today, 

those who administer the place still run the place. I myself do not agree with certain ideas 

prevalent in the hay’at system but I do nonetheless participate, as a Shemiran elder, in the 

rituals, I turn up and sit there. There is a permanent body of trustees that plan everything in 

the takyeh, above all the catering and related issues.  

AM: So it is a complete economic corporation? 

MAK: it is and as you said the shops, they have belonged to locals since old times and they 

paid a small sum of money as rent to the takyeh. The new trustees, who took over since ten 

years ago, raised the rents and did a lot of development and renovation in the takyeh building. 

The central platform has a rental price by the square meter. It does not belong to one person. 

AM: So the socio-economic hierarchy of the shops is not determined by the merchants within 

the takyeh but by its trustees. 

MAK: No, they are only tenants.  

[There was other talk around the topic which is not transcribed here due to the focus of the 

text] 

AM: In your opinion in what way, is a takyeh different from the hosseiniyehs? 

MAK: There is no difference. Takyeh has a traditional connotation and since the old time a 

place was designated and the name is driven from takyegah [resting place or fulcrum]. It is one 

hundred percent traditional and is very old (over a century) but hosseiniyeh is more recent and 

could designate a temporary place even in a tent, for example the hosseiniyehs in Shahrara [a 

district in Tehran].553

AM: So takyeh is permanent and hosseiniyehs could be temporary.  

 

                                                             
553 Here Amir-Kiani is making a mistake, technically speaking since hosseiniyehs is older in origin and, although 
temporary in structure, was within the confined of permanent space of mosques. 
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MAK: Yes. Takyeh is a designated structure whilst the same does not necessarily apply to 

hosseiniyehs. In some mosques they designate a corner for chest-beating and mourning rituals 

and call that the hosseiniyehs.  

AM: It seems that during the mourning period the rhythm of daily life changes and with it 

somehow the perception and character of the city. Mundane places that used to be quiet 

seem to flare up and perhaps one could say that the city may be seen in a different light, as if 

there is a new map of the city. What is your opinion on this? 

MAK: The general plan of the city is transformed during these 10-15 days [of mourning rituals]. 

To begin with, the totality of the city is decorated with black flags and other symbols of 

mourning. All loudspeakers broadcast chants until very late. Even when you want to sleep, at 

the early hours of the morning, the loudspeakers are pumping with noise. Instruments are 

used and rituals are carried out. This results in a change in people’s spirit and character of the 

city. The form of the city, its appearance and map change. It could be said that it assumes a 

spiritual character and appearance. There is no more joy – although there has never been any 

joy in the past 30 year anyway [referring to the conditions after the 1979 revolution] – but 

nonetheless even a wedding or simple music is not heard. For example, in the day of Ashura, 

people [pretend to be] sad and mournful, regardless of the fact that chasing girls is on the 

increase. The reason for this is that some formerly limited girls have the excuse of participation 

in rituals to set themselves free for constraints.  

AM: Is it because of this that the government is attempting to take over and control the form 

and content of rituals? 

MAK: Well there are some controls applied, more than the past. 

AM: Very well! I thank you very much for you kindness and generosity in spending your time 

for this interview.  
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Interview with Mr .Baqer Same’i, a custodian of Takyeh Major, Tehran 1/5/2008 

Ali mozaffari (AM): Greetings, is Mr. Arshadi in yet? 

Baqer Same’i (BS): No. Not yet. 

AM: Well I have an appointment with him for nine may I sit here and wait? 

BS: Please. 

AM: How about Mr. Same’i?  

BS: No. 

AM: None of them are available yet? 

BS: No. 

AM: (Speaking to myself) well it is 9:15 AM and still no sign of Mr. Arshadi. (Some unpleasant 

and mildly loud music is playing in the background coming from the TV set put high on a book 

case. The TV set antennae were almost touching the ceiling.) Under a photocopier table, there 

are a number of plates that seem to have been placed there for occasions of ceremonies or 

mourning. Also there is a timber dining table to one side around which there are its matching 

chairs. There is uniformity in the furniture set within the office. Similar colours and type of 

timber. Perhaps they were made by the same manufacturer. The ensemble looks neat enough 

but there is a certain dullness, or lack of taste, about the whole setup. To me it expressed a 

certain identity that consistent with the function of the place, and as I later learned, with the 

character of the people running it. There was a framed prayer in Arabic hanging from the wall. 

I took out my camera to take some photos and perhaps make a copy of the endowment 

document also framed on the wall and to which I was denied access for copying. Sitting there, I 

saw a wake notice under the glass of the coffee table. It read that in the occasion of the 

passing of so and so there w will be a memorial service at the Azam Mosque of Tajrish (located 

at Takyeh Pa`in) at such and such date. It suggested to me one node of the networks between 

the takyeh and other religious places in the area.  

BS: Have you received one of those booklets which describe the history of this takyeh? Asked 

Same’i. 

AM: No. In fact, I was supposed to get one, but if you have a copy handy, I can read it until he 

(Mr. Arshadi) arrives. Many thanks. (The TV was broadcasting a piece of one of Khomeini’s 



539 Appendix II 

 

 

talks. Baqer Same’i walked back into the room with a copy of the booklet in his hand) Many 

thanks. With your permission, I said as I began flicking through the booklet. 

BS: Only bear in mind that in the main photograph a few of the names are misplaces, they are 

correct, but wrongly attributed.  

AM: The name of? 

BS: In the photos? 

AM: Would you kindly point out for my? 

BS: These. The images are misplaced for example the people are actually misidentified. Some 

of these people are still alive but in bed. 

AM: They are too frail. 

BS: Yes ... four or five are still alive. 

Same’i got busy with the phone (running his business) and in the background Khomeini was 

holding a sermon in a rather angry tone.  

AM: Mr. Same’i it says here that part of the takyeh was hollowed under. Which parts? 

BS: It’s underneath here. It was not the whole structure. Only parts of it. (He pointed with his 

hand to the same location above the newly developed basement.) 

AM: I see. 

BS: After the flood, the whole structure was ruined and displaced. 

AM: Of course... 

Tea was served and thanks given to the old man looking after the place. In the meantime, I got 

busy with reading the booklet in a mumble, a voice that could almost be heard. 

AM:  Mr. Arshadi usually does come here, right? 

BS: Yes (said the old man serving-now collecting the empty little tea-glass, estekan). He’s gone 

to the Imamzadeh to take care of some business. 

AM: He said nine and I turned up on time. 

BS: No he’s stuck here since 8:30. He’ll turn up. 
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As I was flicking through the pages, I arrived at the last few which comprised a photographic 

catalogue of the previous generations of the takyeh’s custodians. It was clear that, as 

stipulated in the endowment and mentioned by Mr. Amir-Kiani, the custodianship was still 

within certain families. I noticed Same’i’s name and pointed out to him. It was his father and 

grandfather. Then I noticed a photograph of an old man with white hair and beard. He was a 

fierce-looking peasant. The name read: Haji Sheihk Abdol-Hossein Arshadi. This could the 

father of the Arshadi I wanted to interview. Attempting to get the conversation going, I 

mentioned my thoughts to Same’i and he confirmed.  

AM: So still the custodianship of this place is running within the families and through 

generations, almost as it would have been in the old times? 

BS: Almost. But not exactly. You see nowadays everything has changed. Here we have tried to 

preserve the [old] appearance [of the takyeh] and bring people within it. In other places there 

is a lot of disagreements and conflict of “taste” [as in conflict indecision-making and 

interpersonal power politics]. Fortunately here all the council of guardians (hey’at omana), we 

have been involved here from one generation to another and fortunately we have brought Mr. 

Velayati here as the chairman of the council (Velayati is a former Foreign Minister and is said 

to be a confidant of Khamenei, the Supreme Leader of the country). And he has appointed 

others to certain duties and is not too demanding. All he asks is that once in a while, two or 

three times a year, we have a meeting he comes and requests progress reports. 

AM: To see what has been done. 

BS: Yes. I say, we attempt to get people who have owned Hojrehs (little shops) here for 

generations and have somehow undertaken or participated in the mourning ceremonies, 

we’ve attempted to use [engage] them.  

In Same’I’s tone and choice of words, there is an implicit suggestion of class and power by 

which the people running the takyeh are differentiated from others. Although people are 

coming less [as if noticing a gaff instinctively, he added immediately] only come and listen [to 

the ceremonies – thus suggesting that they are more of a passive participant type] only 

because there has been an Imam Hossein, those things that they used to do in the past, 

illustrious mourning, chest beating ... I can remember that at night when I wanted to get from 

my home to our hay’at (the gathering place of mourners organized by a patrimonial system of 

ranks and hierarchies), I went to four hay’ats and did the chest beating with pride, but today’s 

youth, they make no effort. For example after all the dimming the lights [the general 
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atmosphere of mourning is in dim lights particularly at nights] they do it like this [he presented 

a mocked attempt at chest-beating while pulling a very long face to suggest lack of interest or 

energy]. 

AM: You mean they don’t invest a lot of effort into it. 

BS: No. I don’t know how this came to pass [what is the reason for this] 

I remember since childhood ... alas 

AM: You mean youngsters are distracted with other things and no longer have the old attitude 

[toward religious  mourning] 

BS: Yes. I mean ... they come but they don’t have the same feel (halat) I remember there was a 

time when I used to beat my chest and I would come down to see how other [elders] do it, to 

see their style. To this, people have added a lot  and also there has been certain disagreements 

within mourning and chest-beating ceremonies where the organizers were egotistic and self 

absorbed and their egotism proliferated into the homes of people  thus exacerbating rivalries 

this gradually influenced the kids [younger generation] who came to chest beat and were 

about to enter the society [one wonders what exactly he means by the society, whether it is 

the community of chest-beaters or the larger society] were confronted with such discussions. 

These kids were more contemporary, more illuminated and educated and thus began avoiding 

participation. 

AM: Right , petty rivalries began and the younger generation withdrew ... 

BS: Yes ... each time one came up and said here I am, this is how I circumambulate the Nakhl, 

this is how I do this or that, thus they withdrew... 

Fortunately we are a family that ... for example we are 5-6 brothers and this 5-4 brothers seek 

people’s assistance, we’re nothing by ourselves [typical Iranian expression of modesty] and in 

any case if someone is on bad terms with me, he’ll be on good terms with my brother and the 

same applies to him. So were inviting, encouraging, and empowering people by giving them 

responsibilities and thus, as the saying goes today, count them in,  

AM: So basically you involve people 

BS: We involve people, well said! This [takyeh] is not exclusive; this is [a] popular [place]. We 

try in all circumstance to get assistance from people here. For this reason we feel that to 

whatever extent that we succeed in our job, it is due to our attitude toward people and that 
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we count them in (let them in the game) if we want to do something we ask their opinions, we 

push them ahead telling them you go and get this done, and give them responsibility we say 

for example the kitchen is to be handled by so and so and the taziyeh plays by such and such 

persons. Decorations etc. We count them all in, they will bring their own group of friends and 

people with them. They will not [he wanted to say : let the tradition of mourning stop, but he 

swallowed his words] ...of course I should tell you that for 1400 years the standard is in rising 

and no one is capable of bringing it down, but nonetheless, imam Hossein wants people to be 

hand in hand [united in a brotherly fashion he meant – he spoke of Hossein as if he was alive 

and looking from somewhere within the room] he wants me to know myself, who I am what I 

am , and for us to know his courage and that of his wife and infant kid, why did he give all that 

up. This is how we should be. You see even if we want to make someone believe something we 

should do it slowly-slowly [he meant persuasion I guess but it seemed to me that he lacked the 

vocabulary to express himself] ... this is our objective and we hope that imam Hossein will 

assist us 

AM: I know that the reputation of this place precedes geographical entity everyone seems to 

know about this place... 

BS: Well our effort is to preserve but slightly modernize the old style of 50 or 40 years ago for 

example ... he went on to explain how ther serving of food has become a bit more 

contemporary by the use of single disposable dishes for each person and how they have made 

it a little more comfortable 

AM: So you mean in terms of comfort it has become a bit more contemporary 

BS: Yea! 

AM: Of course, that seems to be natural but the form of ceremonies has remained constant 

have they not? I mean you still mourn in the same form as your ancestors did and 

notwithstanding such modern aspects, the basic form is constant... 

BS: Yes, for example, we have guests here and we have taziyeh which was over for a few years 

but we have resuscitated it  

AM: Within the Sahn [the central space]  

BS: Yes on the takht [platform] of the takyeh. They come in once in the morning and once in 

the afternoon and perform. We have tried to retain the ceremonies close to the same spirit of 

the old times although it may not be a complete revival it.  
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AM: Does the taziyeh attract audience 

BS: Very much, very much! I should tell you that when we have a taziyeh going here, the 

takyeh is jam-packed, but for other ceremonies, there are less people or when we have things 

in the morning. Now this could be because of the trumpets, or the costumes or the spirit of the 

act ... [interrupted by a visitor] 

AM: So the taziyeh is one of the successful events her 

BS: Yes, it is hugely popular and people constantly come and enquire about it and even people 

come in beforehand and get a place to sit, women in one section and gentlemen [the 

difference in reference is his] in another 

AM: But the very traditional system of women sitting at the upper sections and men below is 
no longer operating? 

BS: Of course it is 

AM: So you still have this and ladies come up? 

BS: Yes upstairs completely belongs t ladies [his terminology] and all the shops are evacuated 

for the period of mourning [month of Moharram]. They are all rented for only eleven months 

and this is stipulated in their contracts. For a month they have to completely evacuate their 

belongings from the shops 

AM: Do the tenants help you in preparations for the ceremonies? Do they get involved?  

BS: No not at all, perhaps 2% would get involved. They disappear until after the ceremonies 

are over. They come back to get on with their lives. But we have no faith or hope in them 

I laughed at this point 

BS: We nonetheless advertise and ask them to help with putting up the ceremonial banners 

above their shops and they do it. They clean the place and leave. 

AM: But was it not the old tradition during the time of your ancestors that the people who had 
shops here had to participate and take on some responsibility? 

BS: Yes but you see some have sold their shops here. You see each one of these units was 

owned by a family for example the fruit shop here was the Sane’i shop. [He proceeded to give 

the history of each one]. We each decorated our own patch for the mourning period and had 

the key to it.  
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BS: When was your appointment with him [Arshadi]? 

AM: He was supposed to meet me at 9.  

• And when did you make the appointment 

AM: Last week, it was ... Thursday has he forgotten? 

BS: I wouldn’t know 

AM: He asked me to be here first thing in the morning, he said 9 but this man here told me 

that he went after some business in the Imamzadeh and must have gotten entangled there 

BS: Of course today is Ghobar-roobi [the ceremonial cleaning  or more accurately dusting of a 

sacred place which is usually carried out by its custodians and people of socio-religious 

standing within the community and in the process of which money thrown into the tomb by 

pilgrimsd during the past is collected] so hang around and he’ll turn up 

AM: So you are involved with the running of the Imamzadeh too , I gather, 

BS: Yes because the chairman of the management committee of that place is Mr. Dr. Velayati 

as well. 

AM: I’d like to ask you a question. In your personal opinion, during the mourning period, and 

particularly within the first ten days, which is the most important ceremonial (ritual) place in 

which things happen, the Imamzadeh, the mosque or the takyeh. Which is the most 

outstanding? 

BS: For mourning? 

AM: Yes for rituals and mourning 

BS: Takyeh! 

AM: So the takyeh is even more prominent than the mosque? 

BS: Yes you see Imamzadeh is usually visited by passing people who happen to participate in 

rituals [that coincide with their visits] they are here to go for pilgrimage and that’s a different 

story ... [he was interrupted by the phone ringing] those who come to this place do so with a 

clear goal: that of mourning. These are two different purposes 

AM: So you think that this space becomes more sacred in the mourning period? 

BS: Well said!  
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AM: This is whilst if you look at the two space just now, the Imamzadeh appears to be more 

sacred than this one inside which there is only mundane trade while the other one has a 

proper court and symbolic building you are saying that this relationship will be inverted [during 

the mourning period] 

BS: Yeas on that day [referring to the mourning period] the relationship is inverted. [He began 

to give a description of the sombre character of the space] The central space is completely 

empty there are religious decorations and black cloths everywhere. There are banners with the 

name of Hossein and Abol-Fazl and other imams, portraits are here and they are decorated so 

ultimately there is a different spirit here, which capture those who encounter it. When we are 

here, we might even give away up to 3000 glasses of tea to passersby [as ritual offering]. They 

lift the curtain to this space, there is a curtain [dividing the takyeh from the rest of the bazaar], 

and sees the different character of this space. See, this is an image of the different character 

the space takes on. [Again he was interrupted by the phone]. 

[He proceeded to show a photograph of the place during the ritual period] It is splendid 

(magnificent), alas I have never had a chance to see this place during the morning ceremonies.  

BS: You see, right in the middle here [he was pointing at places] there is a platform [takht] [he 

carried on enumerating and pointing out the shops] right under us [the office] is where we put 

the pulpit [Menbar] ... you see how the appearance is different to what you see here at 

present. Come over here ... we’ve taken that photo from this point. 

AM: There is a striking difference. I have an impression which I should like to verify with you. I 

feel that during the rituals the whole city changes I mean [he interrupted me here] 

BS: People assume a different spirit, people are after... you see ... maybe some until the very 

last day... particularly the younger generation who are a bit lazy in this just when the time of 

imam Hossein comes he [the youngster] still doesn’t know that Moharram [the mourning 

month] has come] they suddenly find their peers and friends wearing black and he learns from 

them that Moharram has come. He then rushes back home telling his mother to get him his 

black shirt. This is how things can proliferate in this society. Unfortunately, our propaganda 

and advertising is a little flimsy. Not that imam Hossein needs such things. To Imam Hossein I 

and them and king and beggar and minister do not count, he belongs to all, every moment he 

welcomes us all into his arms. [at this point I wondered if he was describing Jesus] We have 

seen things in this “organization” [reference to court] that we find hard to even describe. 

There are times that we become ecstatic of seeing others ecstasy. [His brother entered the 
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room, a big man with a rough face and proceeded to discuss some business]. Is Haji Mohsen 

there, he asked his brother. No the man said he’s gone to buy something. Well, he’s had an 

appointment with this gentleman since 9. You better call him then, said the brother. He must 

have forgotten ...  

Baqer Same’i made the call telling Arshadi about our appointment. He denied having had an 

appointment. I got the phone and facing his complete loss of memory, I provided enough 

details of our conversation at the day to either jog his memory or somehow get him to agree 

that we had had the conversation. My persistence paid off and our meeting was rescheduled 

for the following week on Saturday 9AM.  

AM: So if you don’t mind I’ll ask you a few more questions... 

BS: Its better if there is some money in it for ... 

AM: Well, wait, I’ve got something here [I said as I was pulling out a box of Australian 

macadamia I had bought from Perth airport’s duty free shop] 

BS: If there is no money ... (continuing with his sense of humour) 

AM: I said that this is for the takyeh and Haji [referring to Arshadi] and he began to Ta’arof and 

explained  

BS: money would have been the best but perhaps we could look at this one ... 

AM: OK then show me your public offerings box so that I can donate something to your takyeh 

BS: You see nowadays wherever you go they tell you to talk about money [laughter] but imam 

Hossein is the only one that gives all his life... 

AM: Without [asking for] money 

BS: Without money 

AM: What is the basis for the constitution of your mourning processions, are the people 

gathering around the idea of locality [as in local residents] or is it based on some notion of 

ethnicity, such as the Turks, Lours etc.?  

BS: I say, from the old times there has been the custom, each district and neighbourhood has a 

centre and some axes develop around that centre, which [here] they comprise the grand 

takyeh and mosques and this for example has one hay’at and there are also places in which all 
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people gather. For example it was more the case in the past but today [although some 

mosques are based on ethnicity] for example the night of Tasso’a [the ninth of Moharram] 

people from the Lower Takyeh [located at the other end of the bazaar] come to visit us and the 

day of Ashura [the tenth day when Hossein was finally killed] we gather in four processional 

groups, something about 1000 people and go down their returning their visit. [there was a 

sense of pride and awe in his tone].people come from Jamaran, Deza-Sheeb [names of districts 

around in the vicinity] ... 

AM: So the takyeh is not specific to any particular ethnic group 

BS: No  

AM: So how far do you go? Do you go to takyeh Velenjak for example? 

BS: There is a particular ceremony which is an old Tajrishi custom at the day of Ashura. 

According to that, the people from here go there in the afternoon 4PM and lift and 

cicumambulate their nakhl. But they don’t come to see us here. They come individually [not as 

an organized group] in some of the evenings. We don’t go there as an organized group neither. 

We just turn up and go to the Mosque of Seyyed and chant religious songs and lift the nakhl. 

AM: In the past there was often fights among groups in the processions but I hear that you 

have overcome this in your takyeh... 

BS: No. This doesn’t happen here because there is no egotism and there is a division of work 

[which avoids personal clashes]. Here, when I was a kid there used to be a lot of quarrels and 

fights on the movement and direction of processions. 

Today there are some new customs which we avoid [he was referring to the recent changes in 

popular traditions which also included a “deviation” from the traditional mode of chant and 

music of the rituals] 

AM: How about music? Traditionally there used to be a very appropriate kind of music 

accompanying the chants. 

BS: No, we have none of that. No music. None whatsoever. We just do the chest beating and 

mourning.  

AM: For there are new modes of chants [I was referring to the recent productions of music and 

chants since the past 6-7 years which at times included a brand of music known within the 
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country as the Los Angeles music, referring to the pop music produced by Iranian dissidents 

living in the US] 

BS: No all we do is traditional. We don’t want to make too much noise or disturbance. We 

don’t want to put people off. We want to attract as many as possible to this “system” 

[organization]. So we observe certain things. Many superstitions that have been created today, 

we have rejected them all. Even we ask our lead chanters to sing the older and more 

traditional stuff. For example in the past people took their tops off to do the chest beating but 

we don’t do that. For example contemporary things are simply not to our taste. My son does 

many of the cultural works of this place. I am not saying that we are backward or anything [he 

went back to the example of serving food] we have to move with the times but to run an 

orchestra for imam Hossein, that is not going to happen. We don’t even do the flagellations. 

AM: In that case, you definitely don’t have the self-beating with daggers 

BS: No. We never ever had that. 

AM: Well many thanks for your help and time.  

Tajrish takyeh 8:40 AM 

Knock-knock 

AM: Ya-Allah (speaking to the caretaker), hello, Khasteh-nabashid, I hope you are well, is Mr. 

Arshadi in today?  

Caretaker(C): No not yet, he’ll be in by 9:30.  

AM: Then I will go for a walk around the area and if you please do me favour and let him know 

that I’d back in time so that he doesn’t leave? You might remember that I was here last week 

and he didn’t turn up.  

C: I remember you. He’ll stay in today. Last week something had come up.  

AM: Sure, I’ll get back by 9 (AM).  

C: God willing.  

AM: May you live long ... 

C: He’ll be in by 9-9:15 ... 
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AM: Ok, Ghorbanat. Goodbye. 

Tajrish takyeh 9:00 AM 

AM: He’s not in yet? 

C: No. 

AM: Then I’ll sit here if it’s OK. 

C: No problem. 

Tajrish takyeh (approx.) 9:20 AM 

They said he is in the parking to park his car. Where is the parking? (The caretaker started 

moving toward the outside as if he was going to go on a search on my behalf) Please its OK you 

don’t have to go just tell me where he is ... no the parking is just here. Right, it seems that 

there is a funeral. Yes, some God’s creature (bandeye khoda) has passed away and they will 

bring his body here and circumambulate in the takyeh and take it out from there to the 

Imamzadeh. Really? This is not bad. I can observe and record it.  

[...] 
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Interview with Mr. Arshadi at the Tajrish Takyeh Major office, Tehran 1/5/2008 

There is a Nohe in the background, probably coming from loudspeakers in the adjacent 
Imamzadeh (the holy shrine)... 

AM: Mr. Arshadi, Good morning – Mozaffari here – thank you very much for giving your time. I 

was wondering if I could ask you a few questions ... should we start now? 

A: Please. 

AM: Please allow me to offer you this little (token), some chocolate from Australia... 

A: I’ll leave it for the chaps here... 

AM: Of course, please... 

I had a few questions and as I mentioned in our previous conversation, my work is [focussed 

on] the cultural heritage of Iran, part of which concerns tekaya (takyes) (I’ll leave this here to 

make the recording if you don’t mind ...) 

A: Please 

AM: As I was saying, I would like to ask you about the form of the rituals (the way rituals are 

carried out) if you don’t mind... 

A: What rituals? The one’s for the Days of Ashura? 

AM: Indeed, the Karbala Tradition, or the Ashura tradition and the way it’s performed here. 

Would you please tell me about the process of [coordinating] its logistics, the way in which you 

determine procession courses (paths) and how is that decided. How do they know which 

stations to visit, where to stop, and in what order? Also I would like to know about heyats, how 

many are there and how do they operate? This is generally the area that I am interested in. 

A: In the name of God the Compassionate the Merciful (Arshadi said in a low tone projecting 

his outward his religious devotion, which I this instance sounded like any other standard tone 

for official interviews). The Moharram mourning Days is all encompassing (hamegir) and 

omnipresent, meaning that it is not specific to one location (place-neighbourhood). 

AM: Yes 

A: Nonetheless, each city, neighbourhood or village has its own traditions. Overall, it all 

concerns (returns to) the mourning for our lord Imam Hossein and the Days of Ashura and 
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their stages. Those stages are almost universal (hamegir va hamegani), it is not something that 

one could invent. Because the philosophy of Ashura, its origin and destination are known, why 

it began, how it ended, what was its philosophy. All these are implicit and given in history and 

peoples’ (azhan) minds (mentalities). They need no recounting since the elite and the 

commoners (khas va Aam) are somewhat familiar with the issue of Ashura Days and Ashura 

uprising, nonetheless each group ... good morning to you (speaking to someone who just 

walked into the office) ... thus it [the rituals] may be more or less but the principle being the 

pilgrimage of his highness our Lord Imam Hossein (PBUH) and the mourning of Ashura Days is a 

given and known. Of course each neighbourhood has a tradition(?). Here there is an obsolete 

(mansookh) ritual – since the population growth, you see, the smaller it [the population]was, 

these rituals had their own but once it expanded, well, a ritual became extinct, for example 

they used to have the Bani-Asad procession groups and had their own apparatuses and issues 

[whatever that implies?]But now those issues are becoming few and far between. Even in 

recent years Taziyeh khoni had become rare but the Tajrish Hosseiniyeh once again revitalised 

it (resuscitated) and perform it.  

As for the processions, that come and used to come in the past, there used to be a place in 

Asadi Street, there used to be a cemetery there, a local cemetery processions in the past used 

to go there, meaning they gathered there, mourned, and then dispersed. The cemetery is no 

longer and is transformed to changed t a park. At present the processions that are coming 

from around the area go sporadically (parakandeh) to the Shrine of Imamzadeh Saleh in Tajrish 

Takyeh and perform their mourning and disperse. But the Tajrish Takyeh has had its own 

ritual(s) since the olden days and that that there is a Nakhl that on the noon of Ashura they 

carry on their shoulders and circumambulate in [in the hosseiniyeh] and mourn and flagellate 

(chest beat) and the decade (ten days) of Ashura there are rituals but the nakhl only moves on 

the tenth day (Ashura). The rest of the mourning is noon and evening, maddahi, feeding 

people (etam) and mourning [this is the general pattern] and for some it is till the twentieth of 

Moharram, for some to the tenth, and for others till the end of the Moharram. Each 

neighbourhood has its own set of ritual practices and traditions with some variations. For 

example Deza-Shib, Darakeh, Imamzadeh Qasim, Darband, Qolhak, Zargandeh, all these 

surrounding areas [these are names of areas and neighbourhoods around Tajrish] each has its 

own rituals and Tajrish takyeh is one of them, which as I mentioned carries out the rituals in 

accordance with pre-existing traditions.  

AM: Right... and I gather that in the past there used to be mutual visits among procession 

groups, for example I know that you [your area]lower takyeh and vice versa [they come to the 
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upper takyeh] and there is this mutual visiting and also I have heard that guys here go up to 

Velenjak takyeh ... 

A: No, as I mentioned, this is almost obsolete. Meaning that in the past in cold winters and 

[knee-high (0.50 meter)] of snow, [people] took their shirts off and went to Darakeh or 

Imamzadeh Qasim, or they [people of these other places] came down here. However, it is few 

years that this has lost its significance (is less practiced) there are a couple of places, one that 

they go to Deza Shib, and because this place is the Sahn (apron, grounds, yard) they [people 

from Deza-shib] visit this place first, and then to Tajrish takyeh, so this occurs for two places, in 

Deza Shib and Takyeh Paeen. But in the past it [the mutual visits] was much more than this. All 

villages used to come here and [guys of takyeh Tajrish] used to return their visits. But today, 

because of the difficulties with transport, population growth, preoccupations, and cold 

weather, each area have their own mourning in their own neighbourhoods Except for the two 

neighbourhoods near Tajrish takyeh that do this [mutual visits]. But it is no longer as it used to 

be.  

AM: I see 

A: Vlenjak too does something for itself and some of the Tajrish youth on the night before 

Ashura, the day of Tasoo’a, and that is spontaneous, I mean it is not terribly organized and 

some of the youth go there for mourning and return 

AM: So there is not prior planning by a hay’at 

A: No 

AM: Where exactly is the velenjak takyeh? 

A: Velenjak doesn’t have a takyeh. There is a mosque and there is a Seyyed buried there and in 

front of the mosque there is an apron (grounds) (7:27)End of Sa’ad Abad, between Evin and 

Asad Abad there is a village that is now gone, it is a small place and now there are so- and –so 

apartments and the place of residence for more so such and such people. Today there is a 

small village and the rituals are performed much smaller and constricted.  

AM: So the takyeh over there is more of a notion (concept) than a tangible place like here  

A: No. No there is a mosque over there.  

AM: Another question is that it seems that the mood (atmosphere) of the city begins to 

change (during the rituals) and I would like to ask you opinion about it. During the rituals, and 
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at least during the first ten days and basically in the first 40 days the mood of the city begins to 

change, how would you describe this change? 

A: Well, the mood of the city, as I said, the philosophy of Ashura and Imam Hossein’s uprising 

attracts (captivates) everyone. As for the change of atmosphere the poor (man) the student, 

the lecturer, the labourer, and the kaseb, during this ten days of Ashura leaves everything 

aside – why does he do this? Because the uprising of Ashura (nehzat) is a Godly (divine) 

uprising. An since it is a divine uprising [and] there is no pretence or worldly (material) 

concerns in it, it is all about the afterlife and all about sacrifice – you see, in the Ashura uprising 

from the six-months old baby to the 18 years old youth, all are followers of one axis, and that 

axis if God. And since this is a Godly affair, people will inevitably be captivated, as the saying 

goes, the voice that come from the heart will touch upon the heart. Thus the uprising of Imam 

Hossein (PBUH)  - of course we respect all Imams and they are all infallible – but once we 

consider Imam Hossein’s uprising, it is something different. You see, his highness Ali (PBUH) 

who is the Lord of Martyrs and has his own place, but once we consider the Ashura uprising 

and see the sacrifice of Abbas, the Grandiose of Ali-Akbar, the seventy two companions of 

Imam Hossein, the greatness of Her Highness, Zaynab, those hardships that the encounters but 

the outcome is that since the uprising is Godly one, everyone during the Ashura Days puts 

aside everything [to attend the rituals]and Imam Hossein becomes the axis [of life].  

[Meanwhile the music of rituals, trumpet and drums are banging on in the background.] 

We need not to do the Rouza khani, just by saying Ashura, everything is implied within it [the 

term Ashura covers it all] bravery, gallantry, mourning, magnanimity (bozorgavari), gozasht, 

Isar, since it is like this, one is captivated and there is no need for Drums and trumpets and 

horn [At this point one wonders the point about the drum and trumpet music in the 

background] but nonetheless, these things are only embellishments to that basic mourning not 

only in this town, wherever in Iran that you go, wherever there is a whiff of Shi’a, during the 

Ashura period, there is a different mood that is self explanatory and needs not any flags the 

hosseiniyeh the people[‘s mood], their sorrow and andooh, and that [respect] that people hold 

for Ashura is self-explanatory and requires no description and explication.  

AM: You’re suggesting that the city turns spiritual... 

A: Yes... 

AM: And the totality of spaces instead of this quotidian life of, for example, selling fruit and 

veg and so on, turns into a spiritual space... 
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A: Well you see the principle, as I mentioned, is that it turns into this because they [the 

citizens] want it to. It is the people’s wish, meaning that they follow a school that is righteous. 

How should I put it, if you want to direct a mass of people toward a direction they do not like, 

you will fail no matter what. For example, the uprisings that you’ve witnessed [such as] the 

Iranian Revolution, the whole world was against the Iranian Revolution. East and West, Left 

and right and north and south and everyone wanted to stifle this uprising but since people 

wanted (it to happen) since it was popular, since the masses wanted this uprising, it was 

victorious.  

Hello Sire Same’i, welcome (the conversation is interrupted by a visitor) ...  

This is why the uprising of Imam Hossein needs not to change; I mean it does change... 

AM: It sure does change... 

A: You see, why does it change, as I mentioned to you, it is the heart-felt desire of people (that 

makes it change) it is impossible to make people understand by force of force things down 

their throats. This story of Imam Hossein, I remember I was little, 4 or 5 years old, and after 

the year 1320 [1942, when the Allies invaded Iran] when Reza shah was deposed – since during 

his era, mourning processions were banned and they took place in houses, or hidden and 

underground – my brother, who has passed on, would come around this takyeh – it was 

almost the end of Reza Shah era, and late at night they would come around this takyeh and  

mourn and beat their chests... 

AM: You mean it was in secret... 

A: Yes, they knew if they were caught, the consequences included beatings and jail but since 

that Hosseini uprising was embedded in the blood and veins and skin of people, they 

performed the rituals. Despite the fact that they knew if they were caught but out their love 

for Imam Hossein for the love of Imam Hossein’s uprising – since it is the uprising that counts – 

there is no question that Imam Hossein, Seyyed al-Shohada (King of Martyrs), is of utmost 

reverence, but what really counts is the motivation that prompts people to do this [mourning 

rituals and uprisings] people know what they are after, for what purpose was Imam Hossein 

Killed, when he says that “if you have not attained the afterlife, at least be gallant in this 

world”  ... freedom, courage, manhood these are ... it is the nature of man who goes after 

Truth ... to seek to return to God ... since Imam Hossein was after God ... but salvation is given 

by God in the hands of Imam Hossein since he gave everything for God.  
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People follow this path because the uprising of Hossein (nehzat-e Hosseini) is the righteous 

path and is correct ... therefore we conclude that if the atmosphere of a city undergoes change 

and if the people’s spirit and thoughts begin to change, it is but the result of the greatness and 

magnanimity of Hossein and his uprising. This we should always remember. Her ee there are 

some Christians that have a place and mourn the martyrdom of Hossein and say that we are 

the followers of Hazrat Abolfazl [a Karbala Martyr and brother to Hossein])... 

AM: Christians? 

A: Yes, Christians.  

AM: Iranian Christians... 

A: Yes, Christians of Tehran. They have a place and it is broadcast on TV. During the Moharram 

period, they mourn. [He goes on to explain the special respect that Abolfazl had for Hossein 

and suggests that because of this kind of respect, people enjoy and love the Moharram rituals 

– here he is highlighting traditional values of hierarchy, respect toward seniors and elders and 

chivalry]. People like respect, manners, chivalry, and magnanimity [apparently all evident and 

encapsulated in the narrative of Karbala] these inevitably pull people in. There is no need for 

any of us to promote this Takyeh, what keeps the light of this takyeh running (its life) is the 

uprising of Hossein. This is why the Prophet says that Hossein is the ultimate vessel of 

salvation. We have to bear this in mind as this is really true. He is really agha! (gentleman) he 

has a high position was are not even drop in the ocean of his uprising. And you see that last 

year ten million people have gone to the city of Karbala to participate in the fortieth day 

(Arba`in) of Hossein. There were occupiers, terrorists, and everyone. But people go and give 

whatever they have as charity. You see, even Hajj which an important ceremony in Islam has 

gathered only about four million pilgrims, there is no war or hardship or fear going there. But 

for Imam Hossein, [despite all the hardship] ten million pilgrims turn up. What does that tell 

us? It shows that the depth of this uprising if you go to it, it will tell you what it was about, 

what do these people [pilgrims] want and say. 

In any event, we cannot get there with definition and conversation and in one or two 

meetings. And this is why ... well they say each person is going to understand the meaning of 

Imam Hossein according to their own innate capacity for understanding (such things).  

AM: Let me ask you another question. You mentioned in recent years, due to people’s 

occupation and the general crowding and traffic in city, people no longer go to visits and 
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returning visits to many ritual sites in the mourning rituals. Does this suggest that the form of 

rituals may have changed, if not the content and meaning?  

A: You see, this is determined the times. Imagine in the past if the village of Tajrish used to 

have 200 people, it now has four million and proportional to this, there is going to be a 

scatteredness of people. Then, there used to be 10 non-locals here. Now 10 out of ninety are 

locals. And these people have diverse cultures sand since there are diverse cultures, therefore, 

the rituals and customs are lost. Therefore, if the reciprocal visits of ritual processions have 

seized, the point and essence of movement and uprising is not lost. When the population 

grows, people don’t have as much patience and interest and daily business and problems 

grow. [he then carries on to explain a little about the past history of the place and its 

relationship to the mode of economy, which was peasant life and live stock]. since the type of 

culture has changed [due to all modernization and modern aspects of life] all these have 

resulted in more problems and business and this has removed people from the main issues. 

But this is not to say that uprising is gone. Since the time change, the uprising and people’s 

movement change accordingly. For example if you come here, there is twenty days of 

mourning, everything is programmed on time [since as soon as the mourning period ends, 

people have to go about their daily business and earn a living].in the past nobody cared, as 

they did not rely on anyone for the daily requirements. Today we are no longer producers, but 

consumers. Therefore, our ceremonies are consumeristic as well. So we do not produce 

anything: this place used to have its own preachers, chanters (maddah), ritual singers, 

everything; but now we have to invite the person four months ahead and then he turns up 

does a set program for fifteen minutes, charges a lot of money and goes off to his next 

appointment to another venue. 

AM: Has the form of music and ritual chanting changed in recent times? 

A: You see, unfortunately there are some ritual chanters recently says things that I do not 

agree with … [he is interrupted by a visitor] … the type of mourning has been the same for 

fourteen hundred years, but some  ritual chanters say things that do not go with the place of 

war and martyrdom. They are not true, but to attract a crowd they make things up and just say 

it. I generally disagree with such chanters. This stuff is recently produced and they play certain 

type of music that undermines the spirituality of the ritual gathering. [Slightly elaborates 

saying that some people actually like this type of chanting]. 

AM: What is the basis of dividing and forming ritual procession groups? Is it ethnically based, 

such as the procession of Turks and Lurs? 
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A: You see, each hosseiniyeh has its own original people who are locals. During the Moharram 

period, all these locals, who may now live and work far away from this place, come back to this 

place for mourning. They have a love for this place to go to their own Hosseiniyeh and takyeh. 

The population growth has resulted in having ethnically-based processions, but takyeh is 

always the place for locals. Mostly in the mourning periods in every hosseiniyeh and similarly 

in Tajrish Takyeh, the locals perform the rituals.  

AM: You mentioned hosseiniyeh. What is the difference between hosseiniyeh and takyeh in 

your opinion? 

A: You see, takyeh has begun since the Qajar period, for example, the Takyeh Dowlat in front 

of the Grand Bazaar, takyeh means the resting place. But hosseiniyeh is a more meaningful and 

appropriate name but since takyeh has been used in the past, it is now accepted in our 

folklore. Takyeh is purely for the Ashura period and dedicated to Imam Hossein and this 

[takyeh] is representative of the tent of Imam Hossein. In the past it did not have a roof. It was 

covered with tent and this is a place where mourners or followers of Imam Hossein gathered 

and this is called takyeh.  

AM: So there is no fundamental difference between the two structures? 

 A: No. Hosseiniyeh and takyeh are the same. In hosseiniyeh, other types of mourning are held 

as well. However, when you mention the name takyeh, everyone knows that this place is 

dedicated to the mourning of Imam Hossein.  

AM: In terms of the hierarchy of importance during the mourning period, in the ten days that 

space is changed and decorated, what is in your opinion the heirachy of spaces between 

takyeh, Imamzadeh and mosque? Which is the most important in the sense of the emphasis on 

rituals? 

A: It is self-evident. The hosseiniyeh is the most important place. This is not to say that the 

mosque is not important of the Imamzadeh is less important. No. during the Ashura period 

takyeh is the important place where everyone gathers. Masque and the rest are no less 

important and many areas don’t have a takyeh and mourning rituals are held in the mosque.  

AM: You mentioned that there are less reciprocal visits by mourners in processions. They go 

from here to the Takyeh Pa`in, to the Hemmat Mosque. 

A: They go from different mosques to the takyeh, circumambulate and  ... you see, there is an 

interesting story. They say that during the Ottoman rule, a governor of Karbala witnessed the 
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rituals and asked a Shiite cleric why was it that people so ardently performed these rituals? 

The cleric replied that in the Saqifeh [the Ghadir-e Khumm] and the Karbala battle the Shiite 

remained silent, to their own loss. This passionate mayhem and head banging is for the Shiite 

to prove their righteousness, to say that we are still alive and lively and to carry the point 

across that the Shiite denomination is all about being better and vitality.  

AM: I asked this question as I wanted to plot on a map, the pattern of movement for your 

processional groups [one of the takyeh members gets into office discussing with Arshadi 

whether or not to give a grave (already reserved for someone else) in the grounds of 

Imamzadeh Saleh to a deceased for thirty million Tumans ($30’000) payment in cash …]. 

A: The path changes according to the layout of the streets. You see, in the past it was clear. 

They went to the graveyard [phone rings and conversation goes on phone] then back to the 

takyeh and that was it. Now, it has changed, they don’t even go there. For example in Takyeh 

Pa`in they go through bazaar of from Deza Shib they come to the Bazaar and then to 

Imamzadeh. 

AM: But I gather that this place is one of the poles in Tehran.  

A: Absolutely, Takyeh Tajrish used to be second after Takyeh Dowlat. This is the grandest 

among all Takyeh in the vicinity. In the past, all villages would come to this Takyeh Tajrish, both 

because of the Imamzadeh and because of the hierarchies, where this place was more 

significant and the elders used to sit at a designated place in the takyeh, (called) Talaar. But 

now things have changed and replaced by meaningless activities. You see, anything they did in 

the past, there was a philosophy to it. Even every single step had logic. For example the way 

the circumambulated with ritual objects. [He proceeds to explain what they did in his youth 

going down to the main Bazaar of Tehran]. Thus, unfortunately some rituals that were spiritual 

and good and influenced the youth have become a little less influential… 

AM: Is this a recent phenomenon? 

A: No. the roots of it go back before the Revolution (1979). You see, itf they want to change 

culture, it takes time, it cannot be done overnight. It might take two generations. Thus. From 

the start, those ‘agents’ who wanted to do this (change culture) sat and gradually change 

things and things that have to take place no longer do and things that should not happen 

occur. Well, we hope that God willing, things will be rectified  

AM: I do thank you for your time and wish you good health 



559 Appendix II 

 

 

A: I wish you success in your endeavour and in reflecting the truth to the youth and I hope you 

always follow the path to righteousness, which I implore you to follow.  

*** 
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Appendix III-a: The Establishment of the Museum’s Front Garden – court case  

The front garden of the AIM was established after a fifteen-year long court battle to demolish 

unwanted structures, mainly three retail shops, that were obstructing the view from the main 

road to the Museum and occupying the place dedicated to the garden in Godard’s design. The 

original document is over 30 pages long. 

Below is part of a letter, dated 30 November 1966, sent from the Ministry for Culture to the 

Finance Ministry (Courtesy of of the National Library and Archives Organization of Iran) in an 

attempt to resolve the issue concerning the three obstructive structures on the site of the 

garden. The document is revealing in that it points out the importance of visibility to the 

function of the Museum, an aspect that would neglected, rather ironically, with the overgrown 

garden.  

 

As you are well aware from beginning of the construction of the Ancient Iran Museum, 
the square and garden in front of the Museum have been integral to the plan of that 
building and was almost carried out in the past years ... and until the square and 
garden are executed in accordance with the original plan, one could say that the 
Ancient Iran Museum is incomplete because the entry gate to the Museum, with all its 
magnificence and grandeur, which follows the Taq-e Kasra, is only impressive and 
visible when it is before an open space and visible from Sepah Avenue [Main Street to 
its south;] otherwise under the current circumstances it is hidden from the public view 
and concealed by unsuitable buildings ... and this will greatly increase the number of 
visitors to the Museum and the knowledge of people of the antiquities and ancestral 
patrimony, which has been the main objective of the establishing the Museum ...  [will 
be fulfilled]. 
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Appendix III-b: Instruction to Teachers to Visit the AIM, 31 January 1973 

The following document obtained from the National Library and Archives Organization of Iran, 

contains an order by the late Farrokhro Parsay, the Minister for Education (later executed by 

the Islamic Republic) to visit an exhibition of historical documents and artistic and cultural 

activities held by the Ministry of Culture in the AIM. The exhibition, it reads, has been visited 

by His majesty the King Aryamehr (title of the King) and Her Highness, the Queen and would be 

of educational value to teachers.   

Microform reel no. 62/271; Location in archive:  ۳۵۵ث  ۴آ پ آ  ;  Serial No. 297007078 
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Appendix III-c: (The Constitution of the Centre for Ethnographic Research, 1937) 

The constitution consists of seven articles, and of note are the first three. 

Article One, state the objective behind establishing the Centre as gathering reliable 

information and documents related to authenticities living in Iran and research on the quality 

of their material and spiritual life. 

Article Two states that the Centre comprises two branches of Ethnology and Folklore and each 

branch consisting of three sections (Article Three): Library and Museum, Society for scientific 

consultation and research and analysis of artifacts and material culture, and publication and 

education. (Image courtesy of of the National Library and Archives Organization of Iran) 
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AIM Ancient Iran Museum 

Ashura The tenth day, in Shiism connoting the tenth day of 

the month of Moharram (see below), the day of 

Hossein’s martyrdom  

Basij Voluntary (and nowadays paid) Paramilitary group of 

Islamic revolutionaries in Iran   

Bay’at And old Arabic custom, the ceremonial shaking of 

hands during which people of note ritually pay 

homage and thus endorse a new ruler in accordance 

with an old Arabian tradition. 

 

Collective imagination the particular imagination that connects sites to 

identity narratives underpinning inscription it consists 

of textual references, structural interventions, 

performative actions and political colligation 

Divine effulgence (God’s Grace or 

charismatic rule) 

In ancient Iranian traditions, the king would have been 

the mediator between people and god, sacred and 

profane. Kingship was known to be legitimated by 

divine effulgence and the legitimate ruler thus reigned 

as the “ideal king” and an “absolute monarch”  

Elite, intellectual, intelligentsia Usually these terms connote separate meanings. In 

the Iranian context of the past century, however, the 

relationship is slightly different due to the country’s 

attempts at modernization. The intelligentsia, taken as 

technocrats, more often than not came from among 

elite families, and yet by virtue of modernized 

education some among the new intelligentsia entered 
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the circle of the elite. There is still a common 

confusion between intellectual and intelligentsia such 

that there are many technocrats who are perceived as 

intellectuals by virtue of their technical training in, for 

example, molecular chemistry or medicine 

EM The Ethnography Museum of Iran 

Ghadir-e Khumm  

  

Name of the place where according to Shiites Prophet 

Mohammad delivered a sermon in which he identified 

Ali as his successor. The content of the sermon, which 

is taken as the origin of Shiism, is disputed by Sunnis. 

(also see Shiism below) 

Great Civilization A “vague notion of an alternative utopia” and “a 

legitimating myth developed as part of a top-down 

ideological project, known as the White Revolution 

(see White Revolution). It denoted the Shah’s 

“conception of a new order which would successfully 

amalgamate monarchical tradition with 'modernity': a 

monarchy based on the support of a grateful and 

liberated peasantry” (Ansari 2001, 3,13). 

Hajj The most significant and universal Muslim ritual during 

which Muslims gather for a pilgrimage to Ka`ba 

(House of God) in Mecca (Saudi Arabia). Up to two 

million people attended the last ceremony. 

 Hidden Imam The title of the twelfth imam in Shiism. He is also 

known as the Lord of Time (also see occultation). 

According to Shiite narrative, the Twelfth Imam went 

into Minor Occultation to save his life and then 

reappeared for a brief period only to go into Major 

Occultation. He remains alive and Hidden until the Day 
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of Judgement, when he reappears and, killing off 

infidels, bestows justice and Goodness upon this 

earth. During Minor Occultation, Shiites believe, he 

communicated with his followers through Deputies 

but after the Major Occultation, top ranking Shiite 

clerics (Ulama) have appointed themselves his vice 

regents and translators of the true path of Islam. This 

account is, however, rejected by the Sunnis. 

Hosseiniyeh The space within which mourning rituals for Hossein 

are held. 

Identity narrative The story of a people or cultural group, which brings 

together people, places, events, and other smaller 

stories and myths, in a narrative structure 

recognizable to the people concerned and with which 

they can identify collectively as we. 

Illuminationism  A philosophical-spiritual school of thought founded by 

Shihab al-Din Suhrawardi (1154-1191), which could 

explain the relationship between sacred and profane 

aspects of the Karbala inscription and the role of ritual 

in making the transition between the two 

Imamate One of the doctrines of Shiism according to which only 

an infallible Imam, a male descendant of Ali, qualifies 

as leader of the Muslim community 

Imamzadeh  The descendant of an Imam but also the common 

name for the mausoleum of a religious saint. 

Inscription Specifically in this thesis denotes the process of place-

making, emplacing collective identities in space or 

upon a site 
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IPM Islamic Period Museum 

Islamism In this thesis specifically denotes the ideology of the 

Islamic republic consisting of the three strands of Pan-

Islamism, Islamic authenticity, and Traditionalism. 

Karbala inscription Inscription produced under the aegis of the Karbala 

Tradition and its rituals. 

Karbala Tradition A tradition of lamentation and rituals commemorating 

the battle of Karbala and the martyrdom of Imam 

Hossein, which as any other tradition, contains an 

outlook on life and an attitude toward existence. The 

tradition simultaneously conveys sacred and profane 

dimensions, while it transcends empirical possibilities 

and remains irreconcilably utopian. The significance of 

this tradition (among other Shiite traditions and 

beliefs) lies in its capacity to inscribe sites and 

generate places.  

Moharram  The first Lunar month in Arabic calendar, also the 

month in which the battle of Karbala took place, 

leading to the Martyrdom of Imam Hossein, the third 

Imam of Shiism 

NMI National Museum of Iran 

Occultation  The hiding of the Twelfth Shiite Imam. (Refer to 

Hidden Imam) 

Political colligation an intentional overlaying of the meaning of a site with 

an ideology that  invokes pre-existing (traditional) 

identity narratives, and serves specifically to further 

political legitimation 



572 Appendix IV 

 

 

Shiism A minority denomination of Islam created in 632 AD. 

Shiites (Shi’a= follower) were those from among the 

Muslim community who believed that the prophet had 

appointed Ali, his cousin and son in law as his 

righteous successor. The Sunnis, followers of the 

Prophet’s traditions, disagreed and believed that 

leadership of the Muslim community has to be gained 

through a consensus mechanism. Shiism is divided into 

a few sects. 

Site  A quantifiable, measurable and concrete entity, such 

as a piece of land 

Sufism , Sufi An umbrella term for the ascetic and mystical 

movements within Islam. While Sufism is said to have 

incorporated elements of Christian monasticism, 

gnosticism, and Indian mysticism, its origins are traced 

to forms of devotion and groups of penitents (zuhhad) 

in the formative period of Islam. The early pious 

figures, later appropriated by Sufism, include Ali [the 

first Imam according to Shiite creed], Hasan al-Basri (d. 

801), and Rabia al-Adawiyya, a woman from Basra 

(Iraq) who rejected worship motivated by the desire 

for heavenly reward or the fear of punishment and 

insisted on the love of God as the sole valid form of 

adoration (The Columbia Encyclopedia 2008). 

Sufi is a practitioner of Sufism. 

Takyeh A multipurpose space in which commemorative rituals 

for imam Hossein and the battle of Karbala are held. 

Although the name exclusively denotes this meaning, 

other day to day functions (invariably trade) take place 

within the space. 

http://www.credoreference.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/entry.do?id=8277479�
http://www.credoreference.com.ezproxy.library.uwa.edu.au/entry.do?id=8254535�
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Topomania (Topos + mania) the frantic and almost hysteric 

creation of new inscriptions, new places, aimed at 

unifying identity narratives with sites (unified 

inscriptions) to arrive at a homeland. Topomania was 

manifested in vast construction, demolition, 

reproduction and resurrection of places. 

Traditionalism A modern philosophical position that connotes a 

radical and total rejection of the present as 

characterized by modernity and modern thought, and 

instead emphasises the sacredness and immutability 

of traditions. This movement began after the First 

World War in France by Rene Guenon. 

Utopia In this thesis connotes a transcendental and partially-

metaphysical place, which in this instance is fraught 

with both idealism and revolutionary potential 

White Revolution Also known as “the Shah and People Revolution” with 

a number of principles which encompassed ideas of 

progress, development, industrialization, anti-

feudalism, and educational and administrative reforms 

were central to its principle. Land reform and 

redistribution were central to its social programs and 

this caused some discontent in the society. The White 

Revolution should also be seen in the context of the 

post-War US program for foreign aid, known as the 

Point IV Program.  
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