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Abstract

Bulbous Domes are one of the types of domes in Islamic architecture. This dome
was first built during the Timurid period on the tomb of Khajeh Ahmad Yasawi.
Soon later, it became one of the most common architectural patterns of the
Timurid period and continued to be used upto the latest Islamic centuries. In this
paper, the writer attempts to investigate and evaluate the shape evolution of
bulbous domes from the Timurid period to the Safavid period in the land of the
Greater Khorasan. The research method is descriptive-analytical, and library
studies beside field surveys were used to collect data. This research shows that
there have been at least three different generations of bulbous domes in the Islamic
Period. The first generation of them which were the bulbous domes with vertical
gadrooning soon changed to the second generation of domes. A generation which
avoided using vertical gadrooning and had helmet-shaped domes with a semi
pointed crowns. The change in the size of the tholobate (the drum of a dome) and
the dome are the characteristic features of the second generation of bulbous
domes. The third generation of the bulbous domes had long tholobates and they
were helmet-shaped domes. This generation of bulbous domes comparing to the
previous two generations had shorter tholobates.
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Introduction

The dome is one of the components of
Iranian architecture, which was
implemented in various shapes during the
Islamic period to cover spaces with different
uses. One type of these domes are bulbous
domes. The creation of bulbous domes with
long tholobate is a part the history of the
evolution of the dome shape in the culture
of Iran, which was appeared in Transoxiana
with the rise of the Timurids (1506 A.D.).
This architectural style was introduced in
the 9th century A.H. in the geographical
boundaries of Samarkand, Herat, and
Mashhad, and soon later, this became one of
the common styles during the Timurid
dynasty and after that, in Safavid dynasty
(1501 A.D.). Emphasizing on a big size,
proportional and logical design, diversity in
intrados and extrados of the dome, inventing
new types of domes, vaults and richness of
architectural decorations are the
characteristics of the architecture of
Timurid period. The architects of the
Timurid Era invented a type of
discontinuous double-shell domes on a long
tholobate, which are known as bulbous
domes. These domes have two
characteristics: A long tholobate and a
bulbous style. Looking at the history of this
type of domes in the Islamic Era, it can be
seen that from the first example of this dome
used in the tomb of Khajeh Ahmad Yasawi
in Turkestan in Kazakhstan to its last classic
ones in the Safavid period in the tomb of
Khajeh Rabie in Mashhad and Ghadamgah
in Neyshabur, there were some changes in
the construction method of both tholobate
and bulbous. These changes in shape were
initiated in bulbous domes with long
tholobate in the Timurid period in
Transoxiana region. After some time, in
other examples related to this period, a
significant disproportion of the tholobate
and the dome has been observed, which was

due to the inexperience of the architects.
Later in this period and the Safavid period,
this form of dome matured and a precise
connection and proportion can be seen
between the long tholobate and the bulbous
dome.

Materials and Methods

In this research, the researcher attempts to
investigate and evaluate the shape evolution
of bulbous domes from the Timurid period
to the Safavid period in the land of the
Greater Khorasan. In this paper, the
descriptive-analytical method is used.
Library studies and field research were the
means to collect data.

Discussion and Findings

The first use of the bulbous dome with a
long tholobate was in Timur’s dynasty,
which was built on the top of the tomb of
Ahmad Yasawi, who was Timur’s favorite
mystic. Later, a bigger version was used for
Timur’s tomb named Gur-e-Amir. In the
first generation of bulbous domes, the
tholobate was built noticeably higher and a
dome with vertical gadrooning was put on
it. The crown of this generation of domes
was more pitched; although their degree of
pitch is not the same. The architects of this
generation, apart from wusing a long
springing in a huge size, tried to show the
greatness of the structure’s architecture by
using massive domes and vertical
gadrooning which was applied on the
extrados of domes. The earlier examples of
bulbous domes were forgotten in the very
beginning of the Timurid Era, so that the
other ones like Shah-i-Zinda’s in
Samarkand with outward-facing tholobates
and domes without gadrooning and pointed
helmet-shaped crowns were introduced as
the representation of the second generation
of bulbous domes of the Timurid Era. In the
structures of this generation, gadrooning
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was not applied on extrados of the dome,
and despite keeping all the characteristics of
the domes of the first generation (i.e. height
and grandeur), the crown on the top of the
facade of the structure had a slight
transformation. Furthermore, the
proportions of the tholobate and the crown
of the dome have been changed in this
generation. This means that sometimes the
tholobate became higher and the upper part
became shorter, and sometimes the opposite
can be seen in other examples. Following
the Timurid style, at the beginning of the
kingdom of the Safavid and Shaybanid the
third and last generation of the bulbous
domes of Khorasan were implemented in
religious places and Shiite tombs. In the
Safavid examples in Khajeh Rabie,
Ghadamgah, and Sultan Mohammad Abed,
the greatness of Timurid bulbous domes
cannot be seen. However, the dome and the
tholobate are used together in a good
harmony. In the last generation of bulbous
domes, the dome has been changed from
being helmet-shaped with a pointed crown
to a bulbous shape.

Conclusion

One of the architectural styles in the Islamic
period is the architectural tradition of the
Timurid Period. This architectural style that
its origin goes back to Khorasan has some
characteristics such as: greatness in
structure, appropriate pattern in the design
of structures, artistic genius and the
invention of various types of arches and
domes. The bulbous-helmet-shaped dome
with a long tholobate is an example of the
mentioned case and it is one of the
architectural innovations of the early
Timurid Period in the Greater Khorasan.
From the first example of this type of dome
in the tomb of Khajeh Ahmad Yasawi to the
last classical examples in the tomb of
Khajeh Rabie and Ghadamgah monument,

at least three different ways of construction
can be observed. In the first example, the
dome was built larger than the springing and
the volume of the dome is larger than the
structure. The use of vertical gadrooning on
the extrados of the dooms is one of the
examples of this escalating and a prominent
feature of the first examples of bulbous
domes in the Greater Khorasan. After some
time, bulbous domes with gadrooning were
replaced by the more pointed helmet-shaped
domes which were without gadrooning. The
change of proportion of the tholobate and
the dome, which comes from the architect’s
taste of art or ability, is one of the
characteristics of the second group of
bulbous domes in the Greater Khorasan. In
the Safavid Period, as a result of the political
and religious condition, bulbous domes
were used for holy shrines and monuments.
This group is the last evolved form of
bulbous domes in the Greater Khorasan. In
this group, despite paying attention to the
dome as an important architectural element,
an effort can be seen to create proportions in
a dome and a harmony with the structure.
Some domes which were used on the graves
of important political, religious, and cultural
figures regardless of their connection with
different generations of bulbous-helmet-
shaped domes, had a high position in
Timurid and  Safavid architecture.
Therefore, the emphasis on height and
greatness in this group of domes can also be
probably evaluated in this context and in
line with their construction reason.
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