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Domes in Iranian Architecture
A Comparative Study of Sheikh ZahidTomb in Gilan and Daniel Nabi Tomb in Susa
Marzieh Azad Armaki', Mehrnaz Khorsand?

Abstract: Preserving the heritage and history of each country can familiarize the members of a
society with their cultural roots. Today, historical monuments are considered as the most
important structures in terms of history and culture. They are the most important tourist
attractions in the world. Many governments have paid considerable attention to historical sites
recently, which are predicted to become the largest industry in the coming ten years. These
places are also known as one of the most important scientific and research centers. Historical
monuments are the right place to attract tourism. As monuments act as an element of the culture
and civilization of a country, and due to the importance of attracting tourism, the present research
investigated Daniel the Nabi Monument in Susa and the Sheikh Zahid Gilani Tomb. In this
paper, the potentials of these two architectural masterpieces were analyzed through comparative
studies under four domains: physical, structural, climatic, and historical.
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Introduction and Objectives

ranian architecture is an epiphany of unity in plurality with many valuable features such as
appropriate design, accurate calculations, proper sheeting in form, observance of technical and
scientific issues, lofty iwans’and also various ornamentations which reveal the glory ofthe
Iranian civilization.

Domes are considered as one of the most advanced techniques in covering spans used in the
ancient world in Sassanid architecture®, the apogee in Firuz Abad Palace. It was the 4" hegira
century when the Amir Ismail Samanid tomb> brought back the dome to the Iranian architecture
once again. Similarly, the iwan was reflected in the architecture of the mosque and transformed
the architecture of the mosque as a main element in construction (Nasr 2016, 4). Traditionalism
has envisaged domes as a symbol of the principle plurality in unity and unity in plurality
(Ayeenvand 2018, 6). Mathematics and geometry have been necessary studies in creating domes
in Iran, either in spiritual or non-spiritual monuments.

The conical dome looks very much like a pyramid or cone and often sits on a cylindrical or prism
base. One of the most famous of these kinds is the Gonbad-e QabusDome® in Mazandaran, a
well-known example of the 4" hegira century architecture. This type of dome wasused for kings
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2 Masters of Architecture, Olum Tahghighat University, mehrnaz_khorsand90@yahoo.com
3 Aniwanis a rectangular hall or space, usually vaulted, walled on three sides with one end entirely open.

4 The Sasanian Empire period (224-651 CE) witnessed the highest achievement of Iranian civilization and constituted the
last great pre-Islamic Persian Empire before the Muslim conquest.

3 The Samanid mausoleum, built in the 10th century C.E., is located in the North-Western part of Bukhara, Uzbekistan. It
is considered one of the iconic examples of the early Islamic architecture and is known as the oldest funerary building of
the Central Asian architecture.

© The Gonbad-¢ Qabus is a monument in Iran and a UNESCO World Heritage Site since 2012. It is the best known tower
tomb in northern Iran.
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of the Seljuq’ tombs. The conical dome was used more often in the Caspian boundaries and is the
most common dome in this area, firstly due to climatic issues and secondly owing to its
resemblance to the sloped roofs in the Caspian area. In this district, domes are built using
wooden truss, tiles and clay. If the conical dome is to be built in brick, it is often double-shelled
in order to create a suitable visual scale and an intense structure from the inside (Heidarpour
2013, 50).

This article aims to study the differences between Sheikh Zahid Gilani tomb in Lahijan and
Daniel Nabi Tomb in Susa respectfully, remnants of the late Timurids® and early Safavids®. This
paper considers the main differencesbetween the two monuments.

Methodology

The methodology applied in the paper is descriptive and analytical, using information gathered
through library studies and field work. The researcher observed the sites in person to studythem.
Thus, analysis has been based on direct observation. Based on the data obtained,Sheikh Zahid
Gilani and Daniel Nabi Tombs were analyzed and the results have been presented in tables in
terms of physical, historical, climatic and structural aspects. The physical domain consisted of
the form of architectural extroversion and introversion, openings, color, rhythm and layout. The
historical domain consisted of centralization, ornamentation and geometry. Issues such as
elongation, green space and materials were studied under the climatic domain. The comparisons
made are presented in ten tables.

Theoretical Approach

Iranian Domes

In general, a Persian dome may be considered as a structural consonance or a hierarchy of
ordered parts which manifest the relationship between positive-negative spaces. The final
configuration of Persian domes resulted in the continuous architectonic development of their
elements which mainly occurred until the Ilkhanid era (Ashkan 2019, 110).

Domes may be known as a result of arch-shaped vaults with a rectangular base inspired by
Ilamite tombs in Choghazanbil (1100-1300 B.C), which were later developed and changed into
domes with circular bases. Semi-spherical or curved spaces with different bases, supported by
circular or square forms, constitute an appropriate definition for domes, although the structure
underneath the domes may vary (Behzadfar 2003, 75). Introduction of Islam in the 7th
centurydeveloped many forms of architecture. These structural innovations included pointed
domes, drums, and conical roofs, double and triple shells.

In Ancient Persia, domes were associated with the divine side of life, as their circular shape
represented perfection, eternity and the heavens. Due to the scarcity of wood in many areas of the
Iranian plateau, the Persian tradition of dome-building dates back to the earliest Mesopotamian
architecture when domes were considered as an essential part of buildings.

Many of the oldest domes before Islam appeared in the form of a square dome. A square dome
was often a square-shaped plan, and its structure included four piers on four sides and four zigzag
vaults which joined the walls to one another. Therefore, the four joined vaults formed on the four
sides of the square created a space where a curved or domed ceiling was to be constructed and as
a result was called a square dome due to its form. Most Iranian domes were built on square or, in

7.The Seljuq dynasty was an Oghuz Turkic Sunni Muslim dynasty that gradually became Persianate and in the
medieval Middle East and Central Asia.

8 The Timurid Empire, self-designated as Gurkani, was a Persianate Turco-Mongol empire comprising modern-

day Uzbekistan, Iran, the southern Caucasus, Mesopotamia, Afghanistan, much of Central Asia, as well as parts of
contemporary India, Pakistan, Syria and Turkey.

% The Safavid dynasty was one of the most significant ruling dynasties of Iran from 1501 to 1736.
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some cases, octagonal plans, and to transform a square or octagonal to a circle, squinches or
other elements were used on the sides (Falamaki 2005, 21).

The conical dome is classified under the category of ridged domes. This kind of dome is
commonin Khuzestan province and the periphery. The ridged dome is a conical dome with
ridges, decreasing in diameter as it rises. Some believe this dome was inspired by the form of
Choghazanbil Ziggurat. The Daniel Nabi Dome in
Susa is a double-shelled dome. Underneath the inner shell on top of the shrine, there are mirror
ornamentations, and the external shell is white with stair-like forms made of Sarooj'’.
Characteristics of the Monuments in Gilan and Khuzestan Province

Gilan is bordered by the Caspian Sea and Azerbaijan from the north, Ardebil from the west,
Ghazvin from the south and Mazandaran from the east side. Gilan province has a relatively high
humid climate, which is due to its being situatedbetween the Alborz Mountains and the Caspian
Sea. This is one of the most humid provinces in Iran, and its architecture is dependent on the
climate from form to choice of material. Gilan’s urban fabric is non-condensed to benefit
maximum air blind.

Unlike deserted areas in Iran, material in this region is mostly wood and vegetal fibers. Open and
cross plans are extensively used. Facades with white washed walls and bright colorful beams and
columns are created due to the impact of climate. The orientation of most buildings is east-west
elongation, and its typology varies based on family needs, privacy, social interactions and
climatic issues. The most significant factor in the formation of architecture in the region is
climate, and family interactions have been defined based on this limitation (Ghobadian, 2014).
Other important factors that play a role in shaping the architecture of rural housing in Gilan are
the beliefs and cultural characteristics of the people of the region. Since ancient times, Gilan has
had different cultural manifestations compared to other parts of Iran. The culture of men and
women working together in farming and fruit gardens lead to open residences. Also, long
working hours of women in the fields or outside the house minimized the use of curtains and
partitions inside the residential space (Tombe 2014, 64).

The analysis of architectural data is an undertaking designed to discover and to understand the
significance of variation. To be precise with the comparison, Khuzestan is introduced. The
geography of Khuzestan has been a major factor in the development and shaping of its
prehistoric and historic cultures and civilizations.

Khuzestan is bordered with Lurestan from the north, Isfahan and Bakhtiari from the north east
and east, Ilam from the north-west and Bushehr and the Persian Gulf from the south. It is
surrounded by the Zagros Mountain range to the north and east, the Persian Gulf to the south, and
the Iraqi border to the west. Khuzestan can be divided into three climatically different zones
(Pabot 1961, pp. 9—14). This province is situated in the southof Iran and therefore has a relatively
warm climate, whereas its northern sides are located on higher altitudes and have a mild climate.
Nomadic migration in this province is a result of varying climate and geographical situation.
People’s economy depends firstly on ranches and secondly on agriculture, gardening and
handicrafts. Khuzestan ranks second in terms of nomadic migration in the country.

Architectural Analysis of the Sheikh Zahid Gilani and the Daniel Nabi Tomb

The Sheikh Zahid Gilani Tomb, belonging to the 9th century, is a monument in Sheikhur village,
three kilometers away from Lahijan in Gilan province. Some documents indicate that this
monument was dedicated to Sheikh Tajideddin Ibrahim known as Sheikh Zahid’s!! tomb, one of

lo.Sarooj is a traditional water-resistant mortar used in Iranian architecture. It is made of clay and limestone mixed in a
six-to-four ratio to make a stiff mix

1 7ahid means eremite in Persian.
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the well-known mystics and dervishes in Iran. The appellation of the village is due to the vicinity
of the tomb. This tomb is one of the best phenomena of architecture in Gilan, and its elements
and structure are in complete accordance with the climate of the city, as well as the participation
of vernacular Gilani architects and artists in the monument. It is a turquoise eight segment dome,
surrounded by fields of tea and rice and jungles. The site is considered as one of Gilan’s tourist
attractions.

Three parts of the walls have restored tiles, covered in simulative ancient tiles. The south-east
and the partition between the west and south parts, originally belong to the monument. The
dimensions of the tiles are 12 cm and differ on each side, showing lack of a uniform template
when built.

The conical dome of the tomb, one of the most significant examples of architecture in Iran, is a
spectacular sight. Blue and yellow tiles give a unique manifestation to this pyramidal eight storey
monument. The roof in this monument is made of clay tile and the iwan of the second room is
also covered in clay tiles. The conical dome of this building has twelve small blind arcades on
the sides, and the building itself is made of bricks.

The dome has a very steep slope to pass the rain, a very considerable climate issue in the
province. The floor of the iwan is covered in simple blue ancient tiles. The plinth of the walls
continues up to a 140 cm height from the floor tiling. The tiles have twisted floral motifs which
belong to the Qajar era. This is very potent evidence which indicates that other tiles were added
later on throughout history and do not belong to the original monument.

The basement of the tomb is a room with vaults coated with plaster, and in the middle lies the
tomb. The sides of the tomb is covered in yellow ancient rocks with no manuscript and the
overhead of the mausoleum was built using new mosaics with cement mortar. The basement
opens to the tomb from north and south by a few short stairs, while the southern part opens
towards the tomb via a skylight (Kiani 2004, 17).

As to the Daniel Nabi tomb, the entrance of the shrine is located on the west side of Khomeini
Street, ornamented in identical Iranian tiles dating back to the Islamic era. Above the entrance
reads the quotation: “Threshold of Holy Daniel Nabi”. One will enter the main courtyard after
passing the entrance. The shrine has two big yards, surrounded by chambers and iwans with the
Iranian-Islamic design. The chambers are allocated to pilgrims who visit the place (Eghtedari
1996, 75).

The tomb is situated in the middle of the two courtyards and designed with intricate tiles. There
are two minarets ten meters long on the two sides of the entrance, and the following appears on
it: “1330 hegira date (1912), architect Molla Hussein Memar Bashi”. Glass and plaster
ornamentation as well as white marble have created a specific spiritual space. The most
significant part of this tomb is the hexagon dome and the ridge form made of Sarooj. Memar
Bashi is said to have rebuilt this dome (Khakpour 2005, 10). This ridged dome is categorized
under conical domes with low stairs and is one of the most well-known domes in southern Iran.
The ridged dome of Daniel Nabi has 25 ridges which are associated with the cone. This domical
design of the dome has been inspired by the stair-like form of the vernacular architecture in the
region. The height of the dome is 5.20 meters and the diameter is 10.5 meters.

Based on some of the most significant domains in architectural studies, four main domains were
studied in this article as follows: Physical Domain, Climatic (Vernacular-Regional) Domain,
Traditional-Historical Domain and Structural Domain.
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Table 1: Physical Domain of Sheikh Zahid Gilani Tomb

Picture

Description

1. Natural Field: Dependent on natural
ground slope

2. East-west layout of the monument

3. Rhythms: Creating rhythm to emphasize
orderly visibility of geometry and volume of
monument

4. Rhythms: In this monument, two repetitive
and discontinuous rhythms have been applied.
Brick columns, stairs and wooden ceilings
apply orderly and uniformed rhythms. Tile and

wood have been used in the walls of the tomb.

5. Extroversion: The existence of long
iwans(verandas) around rooms

Physical
Domain of
Sheikh
Zahid
Gilani
Tomb

Source: Data Adapted from Authors 2020
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Table 2: Physical Domain of Sheikh Zahid Gilani Tomb

Picture

Description

6. Color: colors
such as red,
yellowish  cream,
blue, brown and

turquoise are often Physical
applied Domain of
Sheikh
Zahid Gilani
Tomb
7. Monument is
located on podium
8. Applying
iwans(verandas) or
other covers in the
monument
9. Openings: Often
in the form of a
dome
Picture Description
2574
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1.Green Space

Climatic

(Vernacular-

2. Natural Field: Regional)
The ground Domain . of
topography as a ) Sh.E!lkl}
natural field, has an | Z2hid Gilani
important role in the Tomb
form and entrance

of the tomb

O eme— . 3. East-west

i W elongation in order

i a3 to benefit more

) mreremgeam O , light and optimal
W . ‘ wind

4. Applying rock,
wood and clay as
vernacular
material

Source: Data Adapted from Authors2020

Table 4: Traditional Historical Domain of Sheikh Zahid Gilani Tomb

Picture Description

1.Axial Symmetry: Symmetry exists in
the main volume and facade of the dome
area to fortify visual stability

2. Centralization: The geometry of the
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dome emphasizes vertical correlation axis,
relation between horizontal move on | Traditional
ground and sky to create turning point Historical
Domain of
4 Sheikh
E 3. Spatial Sequence: Hierarchy in tomb Zahid
= via spatial sequence. Gilani
— Tomb
4. Ornamentation: Applying seven color
tiles(Haft-rang) in the dome and using
floral, cross and Moaghali (written motif
tile) tiles in designing the tomb
5. Geometry in Ornamentation: Using
45 degree lines and triplex and
quintuplet rhythms in dome tilework
and facade brickwork
6. Function: Niches available for
pilgrims use as resting area
Description
Iwan: There are iwans on
the north, east and south side
along the chambers. The
plinths in the iwans reach up
to 115 cm using seven Structural
colored tiles which belong to | Domain of
the Qajar era. Sheikh  Zahid
Gilani Tomb
3.  Roof: The  most
significant part of the
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monument is the conical
dome. The steep slope is to
pass the rainfall. The dome
is covered by yellow, blue,
white and black tileswith
geometrical shapes.

3. Window and Door:
Overall, all openings are
inspired by the domical form

Table 5: Structural Domain of Sheikh Zahid Gilani Tom

Source: Data Adapted from

Source: Data Adapted from Authors 2020

Table 6: Physical Domain of Daniel Nabi in Susa

Picture

Description

1. Natural Field: The river adjacent
to the monument and hills on the east
side

2. Elongation of monument: Based
on the angle of sun radiation and
other climatic factors in the region,
the best orientation is 5 degrees
southwest to15 degreessoutheast.

3. Rhythms: The existence of orderly
blind arcades has created the rhythm

Physical
Domain
of Daniel
Nabi in
Susa
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Table 7: Physical Domain of Daniel Nabi

3. Rhythms: Repetition, a necessity in
traditional Iranian architecture in
central Iran, is seen in the periodic
ceramic columns.

Description

4. Introversion: The
existence of internal courtyard

. Physical
5. Color: Using colors such | pomain of

as red, tannish yellow, blue, | paniel Nabi in
brown and turquoise

Susa

6. The Monument is situated
on ground without baseline

7. Using iwan around the
monument  with blind
arcades and awnings

Source: Data Adapted from
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Table 8: Climatical Domain of Daniel Nabi in Susa

8. Openings: Most openings
have a domical form

Picture

Description

1. Dry and Tropical Space

2. Natural Setting: The
existence of a river and a hill
near the tomb has an important
role in the entrance and form of

the tomb.

Due to severe sunshine in east
and west direction, the
monument has east-west
elongation. The result is an
increase in air blind and a
decrease in humidity insidethe
monument.

Using tiles, clay and adobe as
vernacular materials.

5. Base Line: Lack of base line
in order to Dbenefit from
humidity

Climatic
(Vernacular-
Regional)
Domain of
Daniel Nabi
in Susa

Source: Data Adapted from Authors 2020
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Table 9: Traditional Historical Domain of

Picture

Description

1.Axial Symmetry: Symmetry in the
main volume, facade of the dome and
minarets, to fortify visual stability

2. Centralization: The external shell
of the dome has urban and symbolic
function, which can be noticed from
the farthest distance of the city as a

landmark

3. Hierarchy: Hierarchy in entrance
and creating privacy regarding
sequence in relevant spaces

4. Ornamentations: Iranian tilework
in chambers and ivans applying
Islamic architecture, —mirrorwork,

plastering and marble work

5. Geometry in Ornaments: Using
45 degrees lines and triplex and
quintuplet rhythms in dome tilework

and facade brickwork

Traditional
Historical
Domain of
Daniel Nabi
in Susa

Picture |

Description |

Source: Data Adapted from Authors 2020
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1. Minaret: Two
minarets, ten meters high,
are located on the east
side of the monument.
The date engraved on the

monument is 1330 lunar Structural
hegira, masterpiece of | Domain of
Molla Hussein Memar | Daniel Nabi in

Bashi. Susa

2. Window and Door:
Overall, all openings
conform to the domical

form.

Source: Data Adapted from Authors 2020

3. Roof: The most
picturesque part of the
dome is the ridged shape
dome. The dome is
consisted of two shells,
the internal and the
external; external shell
holds an urban function
and the internal shell has
scale intentions.

Table 10: Structural Domain of Daniel Nabi in Susa
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Conclusion

As a covering method of buildings’ roof, domed roofs have mostly been applied in Iranian
vernacular architecture and also in the Middle East region.

Analysis of the climate and location of the two monuments, domains such as physical-structural
and cultural historical indicate that the two monuments have many functional similarities despite
differences in traditions and costumes of the region, including differences in climate. The
monuments are compatible with their climates and are similar in many respects. The main
difference between the Sheikh Zahid Tomb and the Daniel Nabi Tomb is in their structures
which are in complete relevance to their climatic conditions. The similarities are in the
architectural elements. Based on the observations, documentary studies and field work, the
results of the study show the two monuments are very similar, and have similar functions
although situated in different climates.
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