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Discourse in Selected Safavid
and Qajar Inscriptions at the
Imam Reza Shrine: A
Relational ~ Analysis  of

inscriptional units—four Safavid and six Qajar—from the Enghelab and Azadi courtyards.

Each unit was segmented into semantic parts and examined for statement type, mode of

Themes, Modes of Address, address, relations among statements, enunciative authority, subject positions, and
and Enunciative Positions.
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assessed separately. In the four Safavid units, sacred or transmitted authority leads to love,

. supplication, or pilgrimage and then to aid, forgiveness, or intercession, while the patron
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remains outside the principal semantic chain. Two Qajar units continue Qur’anic and

pilgrimage-oriented patterns. In four patron-oriented—commemorative units, however,
royal command, endowment, administrative agency, building work, and date are integrated
into the shrine’s sacred frame through syntactic, causal/instrumental, or spatial relations.
Reconfiguration is not a property of all Qajar inscriptions, but a pattern confined to this
cluster. The Imam remains the sacred center; the patron becomes a visible servant; the
pilgrim is a devotional addressee and proposed witness to building memory; and the shrine
is both pilgrimage site and historical institution. The conclusions remain limited to this

non-representative corpus.
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Introduction

Architectural inscriptions at the Imam Reza
Shrine intersect religious text, pilgrimage
space, material architecture, and institutional
memory. The selection and placement of
verses, hadiths, prayers, poetry, and building
records organize relations among sacred
authority, addressees, and human agents. Here,
Shi‘i discourse means the public articulation of
statements on the Imams and Ahl al-Bayt,
walaya, love, tawassul, intercession,
pilgrimage, and service to the shrine; it neither
encompasses all Shi‘i belief nor reconstructs
pilgrims’ lived reception.

Previous studies document dates, scripts,
calligraphers, and contents, but often treat
themes independently or inscriptions as
indivisible wholes. The unresolved issue is
whether praise of the Imam, the ruler’s name,
command, endowment, and date merely
coexist or form one linguistic and spatial chain.
The study therefore asks what continuities and
changes govern statement linkage in selected
Safavid and Qajar inscriptions and what
positions these arrangements construct for the
Imam, pilgrim, patron, and shrine.
Distinguishing thematic inventory from
semantic organization grounds this historical-
comparative inquiry.

Materials and Methods

The research uses a qualitative, historical-
comparative, case-based design and a limited
archaeological reading of Foucault. It concerns
fixed inscriptions in the Enghelab and Azadi
courtyards. Purposive selection required
defensible Safavid or Qajar attribution, a
known installation site, a complete statement
or reliable transcription, and evidence for a
Qur’anic, hadith-based, devotional, panegyric,
or foundation-commemorative type.
Maximum variation served coverage, not
statistical representation. The corpus contains
four Safavid and six Qajar units; museum,
portable, unlocated, and post-Qajar objects
were excluded.

The analytical unit was a continuous writing
program segmented into verses, hadiths,
couplets, invocations, names, actions, and
dates; multifunctional segments received
multiple codes. Coding addressed statement
type, mode of address, enunciative authority,
subject positions, and architectural placement.
Relations were assessed as adjacency,
syntactic/narrative linkage,
causal/instrumental  relation, or spatial

hierarchy. Analysis moved from transcription-
image comparison, segmentation, and
evidence registration through two coding
rounds to pattern detection, historical
comparison, and contextualization. Textual
stability, material-surface condition, and
permissible use were recorded separately;
restored units supported analysis of secure text
and location, not attribution of current
execution to the original period. Quoted
evidence, specialist sources and images, a
negative case, and sensitivity analysis
supported validity. Because coding was
conducted by one researcher, the codebook and
evidence matrix make the decision path
auditable  without claiming intercoder
reliability.

Discussion and Findings

In the four Safavid units, the dominant
chain moves from sacred or transmitted
authority to love, salawat, tawassul, or
pilgrimage and then to aid, forgiveness, or
intercession. The Nadi Ali prayer makes
the addressee a supplicant and Imam Ali
the source of aid; the mihrab band frames
the Ahl al-Bayt as collective mediators;
and hadiths on love and pilgrimage connect
action to an eschatological outcome.
Signatures and dates remain documentary
margins, while patronage and building
action stay outside the principal chain. The
restored Hadith al-Kisa unit supported only
documented content.

The Qajar corpus is  internally
heterogeneous. Surah al-Munafiqun, with
no explicit reference to the Imam or patron,
1S a negative case against assigning an
automatically Shi‘i or patron-centered
meaning to every shrine inscription. A
hadith from Uyun akhbar al-Rida continues
the chain of knowing the Imam’s right,
pilgrimage, and intercession. Four patron-
oriented—commemorative units reorganize
sacred reference and building memory.
Unit 5 links royal command with
completion, endowment resources, shrine
administration, and date; Unit 8 places the
names of God and the Imam above the ruler
and date, although spatial adjacency alone
does not prove religious legitimation. Unit
9 joins “the grace of God,” “the Imam’s
aid,” and “the king’s command”
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syntactically and instrumentally to
administrative action and completion. Unit
10 joins praise of the Imam, royal service
and command, the Imam’s endowment,
gilding, and date within one poetic-spatial
program.

The change is not the removal of religion,
but the entry of named agents and building
actions into semantic organization. The
Imam remains sacred center and
intercessor; in the Qajar cluster he also
becomes the source of aid and criterion of
service. The patron appears as commander
or visible servant subordinate to the sacred.
The pilgrim 1is both supplicant or
beneficiary and a proposed witness to
names, works, and dates, although this
textual position does not establish actual
reading. The shrine becomes a sacred-
institutional place with endowments,
administration, agents, and project
memory. Script and language matter only
with textual and spatial evidence;
removing restored units did not alter the
patron-oriented result.

Conclusions

Reconfiguration cannot be inferred from a
higher frequency of rulers’ names or building
themes. The term is warranted only where
religious elements remain but enter a new
chain with command, endowment, human
agency, construction, and date. It is therefore
confined to four patron-oriented—
commemorative units and coexists with two
Qajar cases of Qur’anic and pilgrimage
continuity. The study shifts from whole
inscriptions to semantic segments,
distinguishes adjacency from syntactic,
causal/instrumental, and spatial relations, and
tests interpretation against a negative case and
restoration constraints. Differential survival,
purposive selection, single coding, and the
absence of field data on visibility and audience
reception limit generalization. A larger corpus,
visibility =~ mapping,  comparison  with

endowment  records, and  multicoder
assessment can test the framework further.
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