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The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini is a commemora-
tive monument built to honor both the man buried
in it and the revolution he inspired. In particular, it
symbolizes the tensions between the disparate inter-
pretations of the past and the future in the Islamic
Republic of Iran. As a place of pilgrimage,
recalls earlier Shi‘i shrine

its form
s, as do many of the rituals
that take place in it As a state syimnbol, it necessarily
participates in the propagandisiic

The

v role as a civic monument.’

agenda of the re-

public. traditionalism thus 1s not at the

1ts prime Just as the idea
of the nation is a recondite one, its representations
The Avatollah

Khomeini is unique in the manner i which iis de-

are varied and complex. tomb of

sign combines references to religion and to the mod-
ern nation-state, thereby sccurimg its place within the
wider discourse of architectural theory.

The duality of the tomb echoes that of posters and
billboards sponsored by the Iranian Republic, which
combine Shii iconography with the avant-garde vi-
sual language of other modern revolutions. For that
reason, one of the most important sources for the
analysis of the tomb is the governmentsponsored ar
and literature of the revolution and its altermath. The
plifies the polyvalent

N it

tollah Khomeini exemp

nb of

of modern zu‘(‘h11(‘(‘1111’(‘.—111 Iran and else-

facilitates

nature
where—that reference to historic and
contemporary events. Itis thus a reminder of the mul-
tplicity of narratives embedded in public institutions,
whose architectural manifestations are often a hybrid
incorporating the lived and imagined histories of their
patrons.

The first part of this essay situates the tomb in its

political and cultural context within post-revolution-

ary Iran. By studying the visual propaganda—that is,
posters and billboards—that preceded the construc-
tion of the tomb, I argue for a very significant link

between them. In a sense, the tomb was conjured up

in the workshops of the Office for the Propagation of

Islam (dafiar-i tablighai-i Islam?) vears before Khomeini’s

cost of

death. A complex iconography created by the propa-

gandists, which separately invoked the shrines of Fatima
al-Ma‘suma in Iran and Iman 1 Husayn in Iraq, draw-
ing upon their historical and contemporary significance
for Iranian citizens, was once again used in Khomeini’s
- Interestingly, the holiest Shi
that o[ Imam Reza in Mashihad

P ominent v

tomb shrine in fran,

.18 not featured as

in the posters, indicating that religion is

1.
1
not the sole factor determining their imagery

the shrines illustrated in
tollah Ki
religious and national identity,

yomeini funciios

e

manner o

I
i
prese ntation 1s akin to ('()l]f(‘ﬂl]"!)’-‘}\l‘} \)oxmu sddern

wends in architectural design, which place great en-

phasis on Llu overall mage, often ve ying on histori-

cal models.? In the tomb as in such works, modernit
and traditionalism merge to produce a singular, i ‘
some standards outlandish, architectural .s()lulmn.
The second part of the essay attempts to show how
the building, in use and articulation, diverges from
its image. The expectations associated with the tomb-
i which the
precedent and

sanctuary are complicated by the manner
architecture embraces both historical

modern technology. The resulting collage poinm not

2

only to the particularities of Iranian society at the end

1
of the twentieth century but also to the nature of

contenmporary architecture itsell. The tectonics of the
tomh of Khomeini generate an image of shrine /
national monument that is both familiar and diverse
in its meaning and customary and propagandist in its
use. Interpreted as a pastiche, the tomb raises an is-
sue of parody in architecture that subverts its mean-
ings and reception. It thus reveals the levity with which
one must approach such
I believe, contributes greatly o its effective-

a public building—a revela-
ton that,
ness.”
The legitimacy of Avatollah Khomeini as a politi-
cal icon is constantly debated. Scholarly attempis
understanding the chavismatic power of this leader

point to the complex political and rhetorical devices
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that were used in formulating his ideology and fur-
thering the Iranian revolution. Khomeini mobilized
his followers in a creative if at times contradictory
Third World with his
All these characteristics

manner that merged
interpretation of Shifi Islam.*
are also evident in the tomb. Like the person in whose

ideology

memory it was hliih it has a varied audience: it 1s vis-

nd schoolchildren

ited by diploy
bmug}’ll there on nahmm! h()lid?i‘,'&;; and 1tis frequented
by pilgrims on their way to the holy city of Qum, as
well as by women whose sons and husbands died dwr-
ing the Iran-Iraq war and are buried in the nearby
cemetery. It is both a civic monument and a popular
pilgrimage site, both a symbol of the state and a reli-
gious edifice imbued with
ethos emanating from the Shif

a highly charged mystical
belief in the Imam-
ate.” For many Iranian intellectuals (in and outside
Irany, it symbolizes the violent changes wrought upon
their country and serves as a reminder of the Islamic
regime’s dogmatic approach to nationhood; to many
architects it represents a reactionary spirit manifested
in a rewograde architecture. For these and other rea-
sons, it has not vet been given any scholarly attention.
It 1s time to inidate a discussion of this monument,
not only in terms of its significance to modern Iran,
but also for its place in modern [slamic architecture.

IMAGE AND [DEA

Construction on the tomb was begun soon alter Aya-
tollah Khomeini’s death in 1989. The building was
commissioned by the government of Iran and placed
under the supervision of a commitiee hc‘-a( ed by Kho-
Ahmad Khomeini (d. 1995).°

meini’s son, \n arcli-

tect, Muhammad Tehrani, was selected as it
er. Not much more mformaton, such as the criteria

for selecting the architect or the programmatic deci-
sions that 1111()1111@(1 1ts
Details of cost and land purchases are shrouded in

design, 1s publicly available.

mystery, and many rumors abound. Perhaps in an
attempt to preserve the sanctity of the man buried
there, the government closely guards the informa-
While greater
£
deepen knowledge about the tomb, the lacunae need

tion. documentation would certainly
not deter a semantic reading of this important archi-
l,ccmra] site.

The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini is located midway
along the north-south highway connecting the
tal, Tehran, and the city of Qum, which is home to

finished struc-

capi-

,he shrine of Fatima al-Ma‘suma. The f
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ture of the tomb, with its fouwr minarets and its golden

dome raised on a drum, shimmers miragelike on the
horizon, as a holy shrine should (fig. 1). Up close, a
rather different reality is revealed: a vast, square struc-
wre with two Usshaped appendages extending from
e 1Lhu slfl(‘ to create semi-enclosed courtyards (fw 2).

to the

mausoleum is

mmm!mn, (md moder in stark contrast is the en-

trance to the sanciuary 11'11'()11;}; h tal] Twan p/)l‘ml:‘; that,
with their tiled facades, appear to mimic older Iranian
buildings. In the rear of the complex are extensive
gardens, designed in the form ol quartered caahar
baghs, through which run vehicular pathways.”

The proximity of the tomb to Qum is significant,
for 1t was at the famous shrine and madrasa of Fatima
al-Ma‘suma that Khonieini began his career and much
of the popul;n‘ revolt dgdlnb[ the Pahlavi government

was }i‘;%‘d()" ted. 5 In many ways U‘“ tomb mirrvors the

old sanctuary: it E(ll”\ pr (‘U ])l ()IIS)IW association with

this ancient \,1\1 1 site, and 11 1)10\1(1( s a contemporary

pendant to it. The Sf Fatima al-Ma‘suma is one

shrine

1y

of only
that of Imam Reza in Mashhad) and has great reli-

two major Shi‘i shrines in Iran (the othe

since other shrines are less accessibly

—at Karbala, Najaf, Kufa, Baghdad, and

gious appeal,
located in Iraq—
Samarra
stitute the Fatima shrine complex
collection of courtyards, portal iwans, domes, and mina-
rets—have their roots in the ninth century and con-

and in Saudi Arabia. The buildings that con-

a ]1@,[(*1'()%"@ ncecouns
&

tinue to b
:’)I"p(')@l’»re\'()lllli()nm‘\' Iran, however, the architectural
the shrine of Fatima al-Ma‘suma was the

c amended in the present day. For the artists

essence of
golden dome fronted by a high talar-iwan flanked by
two minarets.”

In the posters and billhoards propagating the revo-
lutionary message, the city of Qum and its shrine are
used to represent both the secular and the religious
aspirations of the Iranian people.'” The importance
of the shrine of Fatima al-Ma‘suma is illustrated in a
poster reproduced in The Graphic Avt of the Islamic Repub-
lic, a publication n,ommcmomtmg the sixth anniver
sary of the republic (fig. 3).!'" The image shows the
silhouette of a man against a mostly green background.
Above him is a similarly silhouctted flying dove with
bleeding wings, on a background of red, orange, and
yellow bands. In the foreground, the man’s large
cupped hands are raised in a gesture of praver. From
his bloodied wrist rises a tall red tulip, the flower of
which conceals his face. Inscribed in the flower is
“Allah”

written in green, the emblem of the Islamic




RELIGIOUS 1CON AND NATIONAL SYMBOL: THE TOMB OF AYATOLLAH KHOMEINI IN IRAN

Fig. 1. Tomb of Avatollah Khomeini, distant view.

Republic. The tulip and “Allah” represent the holy
struggle of the faceless soldier; the bleeding dove is
his martyrdom.'?

The story of the suuggle is narrated visually within
the body of the soldier-martyr. On his right side is
shown the tomb of Fatima, with its distinct t@lar-fwan
and golden dome, above which waves one large red

banner inscribed with the shahada (the attestation of

no God but God™), another with the
great,” and a third with “Allah.” On

faith, “There is

God is
his left side are

phrase
thousands of protesters carrying ban-
ners, one of which reads “Khomeini is the guide”
(Khumaynt rahbar). The images of protesting masses
and the shrine of Fatima al-Ma‘suma both recall the
popular uprisings in Qum that led up to the revolu-
tion. A portrait of Ayatollah Khomeini is situated where
the soldier-martyr’s heart would be, showing the ava-
tolah to be the inspiration for his sacrifice.

The caption below the image is a quotation from
Khomeini: “Dear Nation, you gave all you had sincerely

for God, and you obtained this heavenly manna.”!?

Although Khomeini’s image has a central position in
the painting, it is the faceless man who, as the true

hero, occupies most of the composition.”

This paint-
ing, visually and textually, addresses the heroic masses
who are the strength of the Islamic revolution as well
as its consumers. The message, rendered in bold and
simple language, is easily understood. Though using
traditional Qur’anic terms, the poster is clearly a con-
temporary document.

The melding of historical and mythic events was an
important theme in the rhetoric of the Iranian revo-
lution. Thus the shrine of Fatima depicted in the poster
represented not only a sacred sanctuary but also a site
of contemporary insurrection. The propagandists
appropriated Shii martyrology to give legitimacy to
the struggles of the people to free themselves of West-
ern subjugation, a stance taken by many inteltectuals
and the clergy. 5 A year after the 1979 revolution that
deposed the Pahlavi regime, this same strategy was
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Fig. 2. Tomb of Avatollah Khomeini, aerial view. (Photo af-

vy Lihvan dar yak nigah | Tehran, 1995])

deployed in propaganda for the ensuing Iran-Iraq war.
The sacrifices of the Iranian people were now equater
to those of Imam Husayn, the grandson of the Prophet
Muhammad, and of Husayn’s followers who died on
the battlefields of Karbala, in modern lmq.16 The Shi‘i
story of Imam Husayn was illustrated in the revolu-
tionary posters that commemorated his martyrdom,
an event reenacted every vear with great fervor by Shi‘is
worldwide.”

The idea of Karbala as both a political and a reli-
gious battlefield is illustraied on a roadside Diliboaid
in Khuzestan (fig. 4)."% In the foreground of the com-
position, a man stares into the distance. He is carry-

ing a rolled Iranian flag and has tied a handkerchief

around his forehead, suggesting that he may be a
wounded Iranian soldier. Over the horizon appear a
golden done and two minarets, the destination of the
soldier. On his back is written, “Either pilgrimage or
martyrdom” (ya ziyaral ya shahadat), veferring o the
sacred journey on which he has embarked, to the holy
site or to his death. Below the painting, a horizontal
caption reads, “The promised site of the Party of God
(hizb Allah) is the courtyard of Husayn's shrine (salin-
i aba ‘abd Allah).” The mau is at once a pious pilgrim
and a soldier willing to die for the Islamic nation in

order to (re)gain the metaphoric and the real Karbala.
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Fig. 3.

Poster. (From The Graphie Art of the Islamic Republic)

The importance of this site is asserted by its location
in the center of the composition and is reinforced by
the attention given io it by the soldier, as well as by
the winding path that leads to it from the base of the
composition. By this diminishing path the observer is
drawn into the painting, one step behind the soldier,
and shares his point of view. The photographer of the
billboard has attempted to give it added immediacy
by aligning its painted horizon with the horizon of the
swrrounding landscape.™

The shrine of Imam Husayn 1s a recurrent topic on
billboards painted during the Iran-Irag war. Often
references are also made to Ayatollah Khomeini who,
like Husayn, stood against a powerful 011(':11'1'\12“ The
pictorial conflation of these two personalities occurs
on a billboard (fig. 5), whose center is occupied by a
faceless horseman wearing a black turban and a green
cape. A yellow glow emanates [rom behind him and
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g. 5. Billboard. (From Profiles of the Revolutionary Ait)
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dynamically propels him almost out of the picture
plane. Directly below his horse stand three soldiers.

forming the hase of a triangular black

g composition
with th

direction in which the soldiers move,

e horseman at its apex. On one side, in the
1s a shrine with

a golden dome and minarets rising from a portal iwan;

this is meant o be the shrme of Husayn in Karba
On the other side of the horseman is the face of

tollah

on the shrine.

Ava-
Khonemi, whose L{'d/(‘ seems 1o be concentrated
The faceless horseman is meant to rep-

resent Imam Husayn, moving toward his final resting
place. He is garbed as an Iranian cleric to connect him
to Kh who in turn is turbaned in black to in-

dicate his direct descent from the family of Muhammad

omeini,

(and Husayn). The shrine, although placed asymmetri-
billboard, all the
human subjects: the soldiers, Khomeini, and Imam
Husayn.
Although

cally on the is the central goal of

the shrine of Eﬂ';liim;‘z al-Ma“suma hiad

meaning as the birthplace of the Iranian revolution,

shrine of Tmam Husavn

this other. move distant,

that sustained its radical zeal. In the revolutionary

rhetoric of the time, the latter was an emblem of the
righteous war against Iraq, being [ought to regain the
Shi‘i holy cities fic Saddam Hussein.

With its image plastered on billboards and banners

ym the villainous &

all over the country, this building signified martyrdom
and sacrifice. Becanse Qum and Karbala came to rep-
resent the true aspirations of the revolution, it is not
surprising that the design for the tomb of Ayatollah
Khomeini likewise assumed the form of a Shi‘i shrine,
drawing for inspiration on myriad associations, includ-
Aya-
Khomeini thereby recalls simultancously the

ing at least two architectural sites. The tomb of
tollah
legendary battlefield ol Karbala, the 1978 uprisings
at the Qum madrasa, and the Iran-Iraq war. Through
association and articulation, it captures the national-
ist ethos and procures for itself the role of a monu-
ment of state.

In the preface to their catalogue of Iranian revolu-
tionary posters, Profiles of the Revolulionary Art, the
editors celebrate the most of
whom do not even possess the official title of artst
[and] can never be separated from the masses who
are their real spccl‘.aLors."’21 This 1s reminiscent of the
rhetoric of Western revolutionary movements of the

“revolutionary artists,

early twentieth century, in which the artist was sub-
suwmed by his cause.?? The editors add, “The language

ol art is the most powerful and effective form of ex-

pression. [It] is a popular language understood by all

1 KISHWAR
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classes of people. This..art is..applied effectively by

our people to pl(,mmlc and further the pious objec-
tives of our revolution., We can, therefore, view this
kind of art as a comprehensive history of our revolu-
ton and its true values as well as s relation (o the

people.™ The goal of this propagandist art was 1o

I

.
-1
!)5‘()])%(
e Iranian

docunient the historic moments of the Islamic Repubiic

and avgmentits legitimacy. Hs audience was the

of Tran, as well as those ontside to whom th

1

revolution was to be exported. The paintings and bill

boards used different representational swyles, vanging
from the twentieth-century political documentary sl\'h’
typical of revolutionary posters to narrative murals
reminiscent of Iranian coffeehouse puinting.”! We
see a similar merging ol modern and historical refer-
ences in the design of Avatollah Khomeini’s tomb.

Nationalist image-making is by necessity controiled

1

;md homogenous. Nonetheless, the reality, as seen

s

e
ough the diversitv of the tomb’s audience and th

{4)111};1& xity of its architecture, is much more compli-

HYBRIDITY OF THE NEW ARCHITECTURE

The entrance to the butlding complex, with the mau-
solewm at its center,
reserved for

site (hig. 6

is through a vast parking lot
the many buses that bring visitors to the
5). Between the lot and the mausoleum is a
string of single-story sheds built of brick and metal
sheeting, which serve commercial functions from sell-
ing kebabs and cold drinks to disseminating tapes ot
Khomeini’s speeches. Loudspeakers blare music and
sermons from these kiosks, where pictures of Khonieini
and his tomb, sold.

as well as of the Shi‘i imams, are

The icons and slogans are part of the consumerist
ethos surrounding the tomb of Khomeini and point
to the fact that the edifice appeal
people, and for a variety of reasons.

Adjacent to the tomb complex, connected to it by
both vehicular and pedestrian thoroughfares,
the Bihisht

where revolutionaries

s to a variety of

Is a vast
cemetery, Zahra (“Zahra's paradise™),
and soldiers from the Iran-Iraq

war are buried. The cemetery accounts for a large
proportion of the tomb’s clientele, many of whom
come to pray at the gravesites of relatives. Tt is named
after the mother of Imam Husayn, Fatima al-Zahra,
in whose paradisical garden her martyred offspring
was laid to rest. On the side opposite the tomb, at the
eastern end of the cemetery,
the cleric Ayatollah Dr.

is a large memorial to
Muhammad Behesti and to
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Fig. 6. Tomb of Avatollah Khomeini. Schematice site plan (not 1o scale).

seventy-two others who were killed with him in a
bomb blast on June 28, 1981.2° Known collectively
as the “Martyrs of June 287 (shuhada-yi haftum tir), their
number mimics the seventy-two dead on the bat-
tefield of Karbala. The memorial is composed of
reinforced concrete columns and a ceiling of prefab-
ricated concrete half~domes. Those buried in the
Bihisht-i Zahra, famous and anonymous alike, are
regarded in the Iranian media as martyrs who died in
the name of Islam, and whose spirits are blessed in
paradise.

Building Ayatollah Khomeini’s tomb adjacent to the
Bihishtd Zahra finthers its association with Husayn and
the batdefield of Karbala. It had been Khomeini's wish
to be buried in the Bihishti Zahra alongside his com-
patriots, but in order to preserve the privacy of the
cemetery, the committee decided instead to build the
mausoleum on a separate site nearby. The tomb of
Avatollah Khomeini is nevertheless an integral part
of the cemetery, especially in its reference to prece-
dent. although this reference is inverted. Commonly,
the sacred aura surrounding a shrine encouraged
others to bury their dead near it, resulting in the

development of a cemetery. Here the sequence is

reversed: the cemetery preceded the tomb and is the
reason why the tomb was built there.

Khomeini’s burial place is at the center of a large
development that, in addition to shops, will eventu-
ally house a madrasa, a library, rest houses, and a
bazaar. This overall scheme again has precedents,
although the development of older shrine complexes
took centuries, whereas this one will be completed in
a few vears. The goal of the authorities is to replicate
not just the image of the shrine complex but also many
of its functions.?”

The mausoleum itself is a long, single-story, shed-
like structure, with a tightly controlled entrance foyer
(where shoes are checked and security personnel keep
surveillance over the visitors) tacked onto the front.
The main facade is pierced by twenty-four doors, each
leading into the romb chamber, suggesting a freely
accessible space. The simplicity of the walls, which are
clad in light brown brick, contrasts with the elaborate
gold sheathing that covers the four minarets and the
dome. The tall drum (also clad in gold) on which the
dome is raised sits directly on the roof, without any
transitional massing between horizontal and vertical
volumes.




216
All the minavets are detached from the building;

one is in the primary courtyard. Circumscribing each
minaret is a Qurianic verse from sura al-Bagara (The
Cow), which refers to “true guidance” and tolerance
of those who are not Muslim and is frequently inscribed

on Islamic monuments. particularly funerary ones:

“There shall be no comy

e gud:
ance is now disunct from error. He that renounces
idol worship and puts his faith in Allah shall grasp
firm handle that will never hreak. Allah hears all and
knows all.”?

Avatollah Khomeini's relationship to the govern-
mentwas ambiguous: he seldom used the word “Tran”
but instead stressed Islam and the universal state. In
so doing, he emphasized the mission of his revolution
as the spreading of Islam beyond national boundaries.
Reference to a common Islaimn was part of the revolu-
tionary agenda that sought to create links with other
non-Western countries. By utilizing common Quianic
verses and traditional components like dome and
minarets, the tomb itsell balances architectural svm-

bols of the Iranian and the Islamic past and pres

The choice of a traditional shrine mausoleum 1o
mark Ayvatollah Khomeini's grave connects him to
earher religious leaders and claims immortality for his
message. The timelessness of his image is also repre-
sented in portraits, where he is always shown wearing
his tradittional clerical garb. The impression is one ol
stability and constancy, a moral statement about the
uprightness of Khomeini’s character and guidance.
With its golden dome and minarets, the tomb analo-
gously gives the impression of being a traditional in-
stitution, although its simple title, aramgalh (resting
place), distinguishes it from previous religious sanc-
tuaries and underscores the more secular dimensions
of Avatollah Khomeini’s LlL](,h(,)I*il)i“)” This distincuon

is important, since Khomeini-—although popularly
referred to as an imam-—was not a religious figure but
rather a scholar and the ideologue of the Islamic revo-
lution; his power ultimately lay in the profane arena
of polirics.m

The radical aspects of the design of the tomb are
best understood through conparison with an impor-
tant predecessor, the memorial to Reza Shah Pahlavi
in Rayy (fig. 7). (Although the presentleaders of Iran
may disagree with this comparison on the grounds that
Khomeini was not a king but a cleric, the fact that he
is seen as the father of the Islamic Republic and the
feader of the revolution hestows on him a status simi-
lar to that of the Pahlavi shah who ushered Iran into

KISHWAR RIZVI
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Fig. 7. Memorial to Reza Shah, plan and elevation. (After C.
Adle. ed., Téhéran: Capitale Bicentenaire [Paris, 1992])

the twentieth century.) A collaboration by three voung
Iranian architects—Al Szldcrq, Mohsen Forughi, and

Keykobad Zafar—Reza Shah’s memorial was completed
in 1950. It was in the shape of a tall, tapering cube,
capped by a flat domical roof. Its facade was austerely
but expensively clad in white marble slabs, with the
entrance through a so-called Pahlavi arch (fig. 8) into
the simple square space of its interior, within which
lay the catafalque of Reza Shah. The severity and ab-
straction of its design related the mausoleum to the
memorials of other twentieth-century political lead-
ers, suich as Reza Shah’s contemporaries Kemal Atatirk
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‘Fig. 8. Memorial to Reza Shah. (After R. Beny, fran, Elements
of Destiny [London, 1978])

in Turkey and Muhamimad Ali jinnah in Pakistan.
Atatirk’s mausoleum refers to Hittte architecture;

Jinnah’s incorporates Sultanate architecture of the
I

ndian subcontinent in its design. The tomb of Reza
Shah, with its oblique references to Sasanian arches

and square plan of Seljuk tomb towers, falls somewhere

V7

in between the other two. [t was demolished in 1879

and, as the Tfocale for state ceremonial and public

gatherings on official holidays, has been replaced in

a
)

funcion by the tomb of Avatollah Khomeini.

The tomb of Khomeni stands in opposition to the
mausoleum of Reza Shah—one a newborn institution,
the other a fading memory. Khomeini's memorial does
not refer o an ancient historical entity such as Sasa-
nian Persia or Hittte 'lfnrl«%y.w Its inspiration is in
Shifite martyrology, but also in the more recent past—
m the lived experience of modern Iranians.™ Most of
the people who come to it frequent holy sites and
recognize the building as a shrine wpe. This familiar-

‘ is exploited by the architecture of the tomb,

ace simultancously for religions perfor-

mance and for the dissemination of nationalist ideol-

Iy photographs of the Reza Shah memorial, the
public is invisible, overshadowed by the grandiosc
pagean(ry accompanying the roval family. In contrast,
photographs of the tomb of Khomeini in government
publications show it thronged by people (fig. 9). Al-
though supreme authority is bestowed on the clergy,
in the political ideology of the Islamic Republic of Tran,
political and social agency is given to the masses, who
are seen as the soul of the revolution. In posters, groups
of revolutionary men and women fill entire composi-
tions with dynamic and potent images of protest, and
m 1)11(»1(')5%’1‘;11)')1.\' the tomb of Khomeini is shown as a
magnet around which the people crowd. Although its
grandiose scale and ambitions programmatic require-
ments are appropriate for a building honoring the
leader of the Islamic republic, its apparent openness
and easy accessibility mark it as a public space belong-
ing to the Iranian people.

In its form, the design of the tomb employs a cre-
ative, if parodic, counterpoint in which the architec-
tre displays a critical relationship to its ancestry that
goes beyond imitation. Symbols hiterally appropriated
from other contexts include the golden minaret
modeled after that of Imam Husayn’s shrine, and the
dome from Fatima al-Ma‘suma’s shrine in Qumn. In con-
trast, the concrete and steel infrastructure of the dome
and minarets, with prefabricated metal sheets bolted
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Fig. 9. TomDb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Interior view looking toward burial chamber. (Photo after Tihran dar yak nigah)

ieny, are curious reminders of contemporary
technology (fig. 10). The abruptness with which the
dome joins the roof and the minarets meet the ground
highlights their role as fragmentary architectural signs,
conveying meaning in and through their historical
allusions and their modern sensibility.™ Their embed-
ded messages situate the tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini
very much in the present and mark its context both
spatially and ideologically.

COMPLEXITY AND CONTRADICTION

The mausolcum is a large hypostyle hall, approximately
two hundred feet square. The plan of the building is
uncomplhicated, and the resulting space 1s as overpow-
ering as the voices emanating from the loudspeakers

outside. Entering the tomb precincts, one experiences
no notable spatial transition other than the small foyer
and shoe-check. One immediately encounters the main
sanctuary, and one’s movement through the space is
interrupted only by three steps. This open plan of
the hall has its functional explanation: security can
be closely maintained and large crowds accommodated
(fig. 11). Unlike other state monuments, the tomb
of Khomeini has a festive air; children play in the
great hall, and people cven sit and sip tea on the
carpeted floors. In tone, the tomb is closer to popu-
lar shrines, which function as informal gathering spac-
es. Its air of sanctity has been altered by its program,
however: nowhere is the religious ethos enforced by
the rituals of removing the shoes or donning an ex-
tra veil. One seeks a place of meditation and reflec-
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Fig. 11, Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Schematic plan (not to scale).
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ton expected iin a funerary structure, but the archi-
tectural design does not allow it. The individual is
consumed in the rhietorical space of ideology.

On the roof are three clerestory zones that bring
i natural light. The structural grid of twelve columns
to a side is spanned by a metal space frame in the form
of trusses, which allow for wn expansive space that
provides open vistas throughout the interior. In con-
trast to most shrines, which consist of distinct rooms
arranged in hierarchical and compartmentalized order,
the tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini is a vast, open arena—
completely open when it was first constructed, but by
1996 separated by a wall into male and female sections.
The roof and columns are built of prefabricated metal
members, the most expensive elements in the mauso-
lewm (fig. 12). Light fixtures are placed at the joints
of the trusses 1o highlight the abstract grid of the
superstructure, and the imported technology of the
roof is left exposed to display its tectonic virtuwosity.
The plain metal columns and the vast area they pro-

vide are most suitable for state-s ored ceremonies.

Buring the Islamic month of Muharram, for example,
the columns are draped in black and green textiles
on which are emblazoned religious epithets and images
of Khomeini and the current leader of the republic.
Hordes of people come to hear the sermons and to
perform the flagellatdon that is part of the “ashira cere-
monies.?

The tomb of Ayatollah Khomein draws upon tra-
ditional architectural elements to which interesting
twists have been added, primarily in their material
articulation. Visitors™ attention converges at the cen-
ter of the building where Khomeini’s cenotaph lies,
surrounded by a metal grill (zavih) (fig. 13). Unlike
the elaborate silver- and gold-plated grills that enclose
many cenotaphs of Shi‘i imams and Sufl saints, this
structure is made of plain metal strips soldered together
to form a lattice grid. The four comers of the burial
enclosure, which is covered by a green canopy, are
embellished with bouquets of plastic flowers, cheap
decoration suggesting an attitude of “anti-elitist avail-
ability” and meant to convey an image of Khomeini
as simple and unprc‘.l,enIi(ms.:"ﬁ This message is rein-
forced by the inscription from sura al-A%af (The El-
evated Places) encircling the cornices of the burial
chamber:

He

slease: yet my mercy encompasses all things. Twill show
I pl yer my cy encompasses all things. 1 will sl

[Allah] replied: “T will visit my scourge upon whom

mercy to those that keep from evil, give alms, and be-

Fig. 12. Tomb of Avatollah Khomeini. Interior detail.

lieve in Our signs; and to those that shall follow the

Aposile, the unleitered Prophet, whom they shall find

described in the Torah and the Gospel. He will enjoin
righteousness upon them and forbid them to do evil.
He will make good things lawful to them and prohibit
all that is foul. He will relieve them of their burdens and
of the shackles that weigh upon them. Those that be-
lieve in him, those thar aid him and {follow the light to
be sent forth with him, shall surely triumph.” 37

The reference to the Prophet Muhammad as “wnomt,

“the unlettered prophet,

»

reinforces the official per-

sona of Imam Khomeini—a humble yet upright leader
who will help his followers achieve success and salva-
ton in this world and the next. The references in

the verse to the Torah and the Gospel underscore

the tolerance and inclusiveness of Islam, echoing the
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Fig. 13. Tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini. Interior view of burial

message of the verses inscribed on the minarets out-
side.

The simple zar7h is the focal point of the tomb com-
plex. It is the site for state ceremonials, during which
international visitors lay wreaths to honor the memory
of Ayatollah Khomeini. Itis also where pilgrims to the
edifice enact rituals of piety, such as reading the pil-
grimage prayers (ziyarat-nama) that are framed above
it and throwing money in supplication through its open
lattice. Because so many husbands, brothers, and sons
are buried in the nearby Bihishti Zahra, many visi-
tors to the tomb are women.*® Their presence high-
lights another important aspect of its design: its familiar
shrine typology, which links an institution patronized
mostly by women, m Iran and elsewhere in the Islamic
world, with the state monument. By creating a space
where female presence is welcome—indeed, expect-
ed—the builders also acknowledge the revoluton’s
debt to Iranian women, whose powerful rale in the

chamber.

Islamic revolution is documented in textual and visual
media disseminated by the government.

Above the burial chamber is a brightly illuminated
and mirrored hemispliere. Eight massive colunmns in
the green color of Islam hold up the intricate muqarnas
dome, made of mirrored glass. Within the drum are
two rows of large stained-glass windows depicting red
wlips. Instead of the Quranic inscriptions that encircle
the drums of traditional Islamic funerary and religious
structures, these windows feature huge, highly stylized
tulips. Thus they not only illuminate the cenotaph
below;* they also commemorate the martyrs who lie
buried in the adjacent Bihisht- Zahra cemetery. Their
placement is an appropriate coda to a tomh meant to
represent the nationalist and populist ethos of the
Islamic Republic of Tran.
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CONCLUSIONS

The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini is an edifice intended
for a diverse audience, be it diplomats, pilgrims, or
tourists; 118 standard religious iconography has been
given contemporary significance 1o cater to this pub-

lic. Just as the art of the Islamic Republic of Tran was

brought out onto the streers i the form of posters
and >1Hh()‘11f1 5, the architecture of its most represen-
I;H'w: monument m1s<-]1‘?<'<mx<‘im1.«1; Incorporates a
Ih@ 1()1]1] (mci the posters both challenge assumyp-
tions about taste and who determines it; they also call
Into question concepts of modernity and 1o whom it
belongs. Superficially at least, the revolutionary dis
course 1 hran embraces mod(lml) with a pragmatism
whose goal is to create symbols in a bold and direct

manner. In posters, the socialist clenched fist s trans-

formed nto a Shi% paija, the open haud represent

ing the family of't

he Prophet (Muhammad, Al
Analc

Fauma,

sgously, the :/n"eh!iccmrv
incorporates modern materials that transform a ua-
ditional commemorative type into a contemporary

monument. As Avatollah Khomein wrote:

For if by manifestations of civilization is meani techni-
cal innovations, new products, new invennons, and ad-
vanced industrial techniques which aid in the progress
of mankind, then never has Islam, or any other mono-
theist religion, opposed their adoption. On the contra-
v, Islam and the Quw’an emphasize science and in-

dusiry. 0

The tomDb of Ayatollah Khoneini (md the revolutionary

t
the gm'cx'mm‘m of

which is 1 elr patron,

advance 11( ])oht ical and social agenda of Ihls gov-
Both
promote the revolution and its ideology, to Iranjans
as well as to the world, in a way that is famihar vet
The posters and billboards are primarily
didactic in function, although they certainly attempt
to present their message in a visually appropriate and

ernment at one of its most crucial moments.

polyglot.

appealing manner; this sacrifice of aesthetic values

to message also pertains to the tomb, which makes
use of inexpensive materials and a simple architec-
tural parti to convey its funciion as a national and
religiouns memorial. The building itself performs as a
poster, in that its image precedes, and often super-
sedes, its function. In this manner of representation,

the tomb of Avatollah Khomeini belongs to a class of
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postmodern architecture; its significance is not m-

ited to Islamic art history alone.

The tomb of Ayatollah Khomeini goes hevond the

role of propaganda to assume an zm'hii(‘(‘rm':d iden-

tity \A"nm(* meaning s not in‘.nmm. le but ¢

s Tran by evolke

made veles “ransiaton in both e a

and con-

s remarkable for its case, sell~confidence,

viction of design. As o monument 1o ihe leader of the

revolution and the Islamic regime, the tomb has
secure place in the architectural history of Tran. It
surpasses its national significan
ol the late twentieth cen-
tury, which recast history in creative and complex
ways. !

ce o incorporate post-
modern architectural rends

Its articulation nevertheless suggests @ sensc
ol uncertaingy: The draped fabric covering the columins
can announce more than one message; the

slogans
may reveal some other belief; nothing s fixed or ab-

solute.

The lightweight construction of its 0
manence. The j
h ‘w('-;nmiu’ilr,'

A wransitory and ephemeral archi-

the impression of imper

wns to rool trusses, althou g
looks precarions.
tecture, the tomb refers 1o thimeless precedents. Pre-
cisely these aspects of the religious past and the political
present are also iluminated in the visual art of the
Islamic Republic. Both capture an important moment
m Iranian history.

New Haven, Conneclicul

NOTES

Awthor's note: This essav is dedicated 1o the memory of Margie

Seveenko.

1. The seminal text on natonalism is Bernard Anderson. Tmag-
ined Communities: Reflections on the Ovigins and Spread of Na-
1983).
Bhabha, have pointed 1o the
1he modem nation; see
(London. 1990y,
Before the 1

fionalism (London, Many writers, most notably Homi
“ideological ambivalence™ of
H. Bhaba, ed., Nation and Narration
ranian revolution, the Shi‘i clergy represented
by Avatollah Khomeini and reformist intellectuals like Ali
Shari‘at utilized the Ihird World

ing cultural, political. and economic self-suliiciency and in-

rhetoric of the regard-
creased political awareness by tollowing Franz Fanon's iceal
of what he called the (sec his The Wietched
of the Farth [1963]). For the Iranian intellecuals, Islam pro-
vided an alternative scheme for progress and a source for

“native intellectual”

renewal within their own tradition: their hope was (o rein-

vigorate their society in order to resist "a [ixed.
and immobile fate™ (AL Shariad, A,

L Favjadi [Texas, 19747 p. 4.

stagnant,
Veeaiting the Savior, trans.
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RELIJGIOUS TCON AND NATIONAL SYMBOIL:
The most notable proponent of this architectural design
methodology is the architect-theorist Robert Venturi. Rob-
ert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenowr's po-
lemical text, Learning from Las Vegus, rev. ed.
Mass., 1998) sheds
emphasize inmg(:

(Cambridge,
“We shall
AZE OVE Process or Jorn——in assert-

light on the effect of the tomb:

ing that architecture depends in its perception and creation

m past experience and emotonal assoctation, and that these

symbolic and representaional elements mav often be con-

tradictory o the form. structire, and program with which

they combine in the same building™ (p. 87)

]mo(l\‘ is a perfect post-modern form i sonme senses, fo)

it paradoxically both incor ])1\1 wtes and challenges thatwhich
it parodies.” (1. Hute heon, A Theory of Parody:
of Twenticth-Contury At /m nis [New York, 1985] p. 1)

4 discussion of

The 'l (fm‘//[/%gs‘
Fov
and

the differences between ‘lmsmhc‘

“parody,” see Frederic Jameson, “Postmodernism and Con-
The Awti-Aesthetic: Is.
ture, ed. H. Foster (Washingron. D.CLT983) 0 pp.
Such as Avatollah Khomeini's IHXI]UIH()Hu]l/HT()I] of the
vilayat-i fugili, the rule of
proaches
Lssays on the Islamic Revolution (Berkelev, 19935 and Mchrdad
Bowrojerdi,
Trivauph of Natizisu (New York,
On Shi't Isham,

sumer Society,” s on /’I)s‘(mn(/mn Cul-

12-13.

the jurisconsult. A range of ap-

sreproesented by Ervand Abraliamian, Khoweliisin:

Jranian Tntelleciuals and the West: The Tormented

199G).
Srjomand,
awid the Hidden Diam: Political Order, and Socieial
(,///1)/0() in Shiite Iran from the Begivning (o 1890 (Chic
1((( -

The ;n'(‘]lilm'l Muhammad T
the building,

S.oAmir The Shadow of God

Religion,

chrani was selected to design
according to a Mr. Allahvardi, a former direc-
tor of the Bihisht-i Zahra. My attempts Lo locate this archi-
tect were unsuccessful.

The purpose ol these could not be determined, as access
to the land is resuricted.

For a good discussion of the carly vears of the revolution,
see Nikkie Keddie, Roots of Revolwtion: An Inteypretive History
of Modern Iran (New Haven and London, 1981).

The dome was erected in the sixieenth century and the portal
in front in the cighteenth century. For an art historical
e Qum Rizvi,
Women and Benevolence during the Safavid

Dyvnasty,” in Women, Pe

analysis of th shrine, see Kishwar “Gendered

Patronage:

uu/luu . aitd Se ///x)ﬂ/'/lv seidalion 1 1s-
Ruggles (New York, 2000). Fora more
comprehensive documentation of the shrine, see Hossein
Twrbat-i Pakan: Asarva binaha-yi gadim mahdida’i
kwant-i Dar al-Muwinin-i Qun (Quim, 1976).

In Iran, shrines and other religious institutions are rallying
places for rehgious factions. During the Iranian vevolution,
more than 80,000 of them acted as organizational bases for
mobilizing the people. The shrine of Fatima al-Ma‘suma in
Qum, in particular, became a revolutionary symbol. See Val-
entine M

lanic Societies, ed. D. .

Modarressi,

sghadem, “The Revolution and the Regime: Popu-
lism, Islam, and the State in Iran™ in Social Congpass 36 (1989):
415-50, p. 421, The shrine of Fatima al-Ma‘suma and the
Fayziyya n'mdr;lszl in Qum have been dealt with at length by
Roy Mottahedeh, The Mantle of the Prophet: Religion and Poli-
tics in Tran L\e\\f York, 1985).

AL Abulfazl, ed.. The Graphic Arl of the Islamic Revolution (Hunar-
i girafik dar Ingilab-t Islama: ruzha-i ingilab, jang, shihada,
shakhsiyatha) (Tehran, 1985).

THE

12.

16,

19.

25

TOMEB OF

AYATOLLA

KHONMEINT IN IRAN
An exhaustve analysis of the tilip in Iranian invagery is given
Abedi, Cultwral
Dialogues i Post-moderiily and Tradition (Macdison, Wisc., 1990)
and William L. Hanawa

m Michael Fischer and M. Debating Mustims:
Persian Revo-
B. Rosen

reuse ol revo-

v, “T'he Symbolism of
Tutionary Posters,” i Tran Sivee the Recolulion. cd.
(New York, 1985). Hanawa
lutionary agery in Iranian posters and draws parallels with

1

COMmMmaents on e

Soviet and Cuban ones, {

ssroc Chaguert has pointed o

i this ssmbol wis also incorporated by de Tadeh pa

1996).

Fischer examines this poster in his essav on the

fo

{(personal communication,

minor

media” ol the Dranian vevolution: the ansiation is his

(Fischer and Abedi. Debating Muslins, p. 3705,
A uselul comparison would be the Tomb of the Unknown
Sml(lim’ which Anderson refers 1o as the most striking im-

age of the modern nation (Anderson,
p. 9).

This type of martvrology is an important [cature of the revo-
Peter Chel-
kowski and Hamid Dabashi, Staging a Revolution: The Art of
Persuasion oo the Islaniic Republic of Drai (Newe York, 1999). p

99

hnagined Comnenitios,

lutionary rhetoric of the Islamic Republic. Sce

csignificance of Karbuda in contemporiry fran. sce

Micheal Jo1 v e From Religions Dispuie (o Reoohition
(Cambridge, Mass.. TURG)

ran I}w va (mourning) processions ovoke abstract
virtues like sacritice and salvation and are vital o the Shif

experience. See Willam L. Hanaway, Ji..
Ta'zivel: Ritwal civd Drcaa b Tran.

j. Chelkowski {(New York. 1979)

A photograph ot itis reproduced in Profiles of the Revolutionary

“Stereotvped bn-
agervin the Ta'ziveh,” in

ed. Peter

Avi:a Collection of Posters from Kurdistan, Bakhtaran, Ham, and
Nhzestan (filoaha’ i az liinar-i ingilab: meajudd a-yi yakum-i
Nlam, pub-
ton of Iskon (Dafiar-i
in English,

wanalig-i jangi: Kurdistan, Bakliaran, Nhiizistan),
lished by the Office for the Propaga
Tablighat-i Istinip (Qum, 1985). The
Arabic, snggesting that an inte)

None ol the

captions arce
and Persian. natonal audi-

ence was intended, artists are identified.

The realism used to depict this is in keeping with other
revolutionary art, as pointed ont by Hanawav, “The Symbol-
ism of Persian Revolutionary Posters.” p. 3.

In his speeches, Khomeint publichy identified himsell with
Imam Flusayn as a revolutionary who stood fivm in his be-
liel and was ready
Staging o Revolution, .

According 1o Shari‘ati,

to die for it (Chelkowski and Dabashi.
2205
Avisto-

art no longer exists “..in the

cratic palaces and the comfortable lifestyles of the vich,” but
must “lextend] itself into the crowd and [spread] among
(Shari‘ati, A,
As Luncharsky, the Soviet Commissioner of Education. wrote
in 1920:

give revolution its service.

the masses.” Awaiting the Savior, p. 6).

“IF vevolution can give art a sword then art must
T Quoted in O, AL Shvidkovsky, “Art
and Revoluton in Soviet Russia.”
1979y, p. 13,

Profiles of the Revolutionary Art (unpaginated)
duction.
Sce Dab

Hanaway,

Art i Revolution (London.,
. English invo-

and
“The Symbolisin of Perstan Revolutionary Posters.”

ashi and Chelkowski, Staging a Revolution,

In Islam, praving at someonce’s grave s seen as a pious obli-
gation,

Thus those who visit the gravevard almost automa-
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teally must perform “pilgrimage” (o Avatollah Khomeini's
tomb. The cemetery covers a vast area, which is neatly di-
vided into burial plots and. with over 30.000 graves, is sup-
posedly one of the largest cemeteries in the world.

The construction of the memorial was overseen by a civil

cngineer, Muhammad Hasan Akhavan, who was edncated

in Pakistan. Another memornial, to the “mariyrs at Mecca”
is planned. bur constraction had not begun when T visited.
Supposedly o di0acre o has been set aside o develop the
tomb precinets. Nearby, the new Khomeini International
Abrportis planned. I precedents are any indication, we may
expect the citv ol Tehran o extend southwards towards this
new satellite, which, owing 1o its commercial feasibility, will
provide incentives for setilement.

Quian 20 2506.

That are generally referved 1o as asiana (sanctuary) or bug‘a
(shrine).

Avatollah Khomeini was not an imam in the Twelver Shi‘
sense, e, a divinely sanctioned descendant of the Proph-
et but rather a representative (na’ib-i imam); his widespread
designation as imam was a cause for anxiety among the
ulema. Arjomand dates his assumption of this tite to 1970:
omaid. TTradivdonalisiy i Twentceth-Cen

am Nativialisi to Revolutionary Islaw. ed. S, AL

S0 AMN

mdon, 19848 p. 217 10 was used in both the

jomand (1
international press and hanian propagandist Hierawre;
Avatollahy Khomeini neither acknowledged nor negated it
Both these memorials served a rather different purpose than
Tehran's Shahyad Arvamehr momuonent, which was con-
structed in 1971 by the architect Hossein Aimanat as part of
Muhammad-Reza Shah Pahilavi's celebrations for the 2500th
anniversary of the founding of the Persian empire. The tower
has been renamed “Azadi™ and co-opted by the Islamic Re-
public of Irau as a public rallving gronnd. 1 am grateful for
Talin Der-Grigorian for allowing me to cite from her un-
“The ‘Rectification’ of Collective
Memory: Tran’s Shahvad Arvamehr Monument, National

published manuscript,

[dentty, and Meaning in Architectural Forms.”
The pre-lstamic ranian identity culiivated by the Pahlavi
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regime is discussed in M. Vaziri, Iran as Imagined Nation: The
Construction of National Identity (New York, 1993).

In Khomeini’s writings, the ideal Islamic age is the present,
such that the Islamic Republic of Tran has surpassed Mu-

lanunad’s Mecca and “Ali's caliphate: see Abrahamian,
10

Khometnism: Iissays on the Islamic Revolution, p. 32,
Venuui, Scot-Brown, and lzenour once again arce the ex-

)

ponents of this avitnde. The womb of Avatollaly Khomeini

in iheir parkinee is a0 ™ ied . on which symbolic
clements have been applied. See Learning from Las Vegas (p.
a1y,
On mourning viwuals, see Chelkowskic ed. Tatziveh.,

Such works often make use of ordinary materials and refer
to commonly recognized and casily reproducible symbaols.
Sec “Kitseh™ in Matei Calinescu, Five Faces of Moderniiy:
Modernism, Avanil-Garde, Decadence, Kilsch, Postmodernism
(Durham, N.C., 1987).

Quran 7: 157,

On the relationship beutveen women and shrines. see "Wo-

men, Samts, and Sancuaries” in Fatma Mernissi, Women s
Rebellion and Islamic Memory (Adantic Highlands, N.J..
1996). The author points to the gendered space of the shyine
ws asite for women's enmancipation and emotional carhar
Sis.

According o some. Khomeini had requested that he he
buried in aficld of wlips, which may also augment the signifi-
cance of these {flowers above his cenotaph. See, for example,
the rather partisan accounts of M. AL Asghar Montazam, The
Pife-and Tines of Avatollah Khoweind {(London, 1994), p. 160,
Avatollah Sayyed Ruhollah Mousavi Khomeini, /mamn Kho-
meini’s Last Will and Testament, distributed by the Embassy
of Algeria. n.d. Earlier, Al Shariaui had written (in Arl Awail-
ing the Sawior, 1. 6), "While our goal and owr struggle may
be to find our lost and changed character, at the saie tme
knowing the West and the new waves of the contemporary
world and civilization become necessary as well.”

On postmodern architectuve, see the introductory essay in
Ko Nesbiw, ed., Theovizing o New Agenda far Avchitectire: An
Anthology of Arclitectural Theory 19651995 (New York. 1990).






