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The Safavid era marked a significant expansion of Shia culture in Iran,
leading to the establishment of numerous rituals and ceremonies honor-
ing the Imams. Among these, the birthday celebrations of the Imams have
gained prominence in recent centuries, becoming an integral part of Shia
customs and traditions. The holy shrine of Imam Reza in Mashhad serves
as a focal point for many of these religious ceremonies, which are conduct-
ed with meticulous attention to detail and specific protocols. Some of these
ceremonies trace their origins to initiatives undertaken during the Qajar
and Pahlavi eras, highlighting the cultural, sociological, and historical sig-
nificance of understanding their formation and the factors that influenced
their development. This research focuses on the birthday celebration of
Imam Reza in Mashhad, a pivotal religious observance for the Shia that
has witnessed remarkable growth in the past two centuries. The primary re-
search question seeks to identify the factors that transformed this birthday
ceremony into a grand Shia celebration during the Qajar era and the subse-
quent Islamic Revolution. The findings of the research reveal that the Qajar
dynasty, particularly through the initiatives of Naser al-Din Shah, Mozaftar
al-Din Shah, and officials stationed in Mashhad, played a crucial role in the
development of Imam Reza’s birthday celebration. During the Pahlavi era,
administrative discipline, executive instructions, the creation of dedicated
endowments, and media attention contributed to the expansion and wide-
spread observance of the birthday celebration in Mashhad.
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Introduction

The celebration of the birthday of Imam Reza (as) emerged as one of the cer-
emonial events in Qajar and Pahlavi society and subsequently transformed into
one of the most important celebrations for the Shiites of Iran. This celebration is
one of the most significant ceremonies of the Imam Reza Holy Shrine, held with
even greater splendor, and in recent decades has expanded beyond the shrine of
Imam Reza (as) to various locations throughout Iran. The organization of this
ceremony has been accompanied by ups and downs every year from the Qajar
period to the present day, adding to its grandeur. This cultural transformation and
the formation of customs and traditions related to it are attributed to the personal
initiatives and cultural policies of each respective era. This issue has received
less historical and social examination to date. Therefore, the present study aims
to investigate the factors and influential figures involved in the expansion and
establishment of the celebration of the birth of Imam Reza (as) at the Holy Shrine
and in the city of Mashhad, from the Qajar period to the Islamic Revolution,
through a historical perspective relying on documents and deeds.

Research Method

This study was conducted using historical research approaches and utilizing
documentary, printed, and library sources in a descriptive-analytical manner,
examining the influential factors on the expansion of the dimensions of the cel-
ebration of the birth of Imam Reza (as) from the Qajar period. In this research,
documents from the Central Library of Astan Quds and its publications were
utilized to document the formation process of each stage of this celebration in
the most sacred sanctuary of Iran.

Background of the Celebration of the Birth of Imam Reza (as)

The history of holding some religious ceremonies at the Imam Reza Holy Shrine
dates back to the Safavid period, but the celebration of the birth of Imam Reza
(as) is more reflected in the Qajar period documents. An old reference to this
celebration dates back to 1273 AH, which was likely the oldest mention of this
celebration, held on the 11th of Rabi’ al-Awwal until the late Qajar period. Since
1341 AH, it has been held on the 11th of Dhu al-Qa’dah. The organization of this
ceremony had a gradual and developmental process, with each of the Qajar and
Pahlavi kings and the custodians of the Astan Quds contributing to its splendor
through their initiatives and efforts. This celebration was held in the court and
the Astan Quds during the reign of Naser al-Din Shah, influenced mainly by his
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cultural initiatives. The initiatives of this king in holding the Salaam ceremony
in the court and later in the shrine of Imam Reza (as), and sending congratulatory
messages for the birth celebration, were the initial steps of this occasion. The
celebration, accompanied by illuminations in the sacred courtyards of the Holy
Shrine of Imam Reza (as), was one of the initiatives of Naser al-Din Shah. An-
other initiative was sending congratulatory messages via telegraph. This custom
later became an important tradition in the Astan Quds, continuing until the late
Pahlavi period. Officials also took actions to enhance such ceremonies.

Despite the celebration of the birth of Imam Reza (as) accompanied by the
recitation of a sermon, this ceremony was not officially recognized as a holiday
until the reign of Mozaffar al-Din Shah, especially in the year 1320 AH. This was
implemented upon the suggestion of Mirza Abbas Qoli Khan Sepehr to Mozaffar
al-Din Shah. At the same time, Haji Seyyed Hossein Naib al-Tawliyah Arab in-
vented the celebration of the birth of Imam Reza (as) in Mashhad since 1313 AH,
and every year he held a grand celebration at his personal residence and garden
with lighting, fireworks, hospitality, and poetry recitation, which continued until
1335 AH. Then his son continued to carry out the celebration.

Haji Mohammad Ali Qaem Magam Al-Towlih was another influential figure in
the celebration of the birth of Imam Reza (as). He was a member of the Sadat
Rezavi family and responsible for their endowments in Mashhad. In 1341 AH,
he gifted a five-thousand toman coin to the present servants at the celebration. He
then held this celebration at his home and garden, accompanied by illuminations
and hospitality, and gave Eyd coins to the guests. After he died in 1317 AH, his
son, Abutaleb Qaem Magam, continued to hold this ceremony until 1337 AH.
Since then, this tradition has continued among the Sadat Rezavi family.

One memorable aspect of the celebration of the birth of Imam Reza (as) was
the special gifts given on the day of the celebration. This practice could have
led to a wide reflection of its cultural impact. The gifts included plants, sweets,
silver coins, gold coins, gold and silver jewelry, and pages of the Holy Qur’an
inscribed by the Imams. Among the deputy custodians of Astan Quds, Mahmood
Badr encouraged the attendees by giving coins as gifts. Although giving material
and spiritual gifts existed before, Badr, starting from 1327 AH, began giving
gold and silver coins to the guests. This paved the way for the minting of com-
memorative coins for the birth of Imam Reza (as) from 1328 AH, continuing
until 1357 AH. The next deputy custodian, Ali Motamedi, also made an effective
move. He proposed including the celebration of the birth of Imam Reza (as) in
the row of official holidays, playing a significant role in expanding this celebra-
tion. One reason for this proposal was the prevalence of non-religious markets
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in those days. With Motamedi’s efforts from 1332 AH, government offices and
public institutions in Mashhad were closed on the day of the celebration.

The ceremonies at Astan Quds were held according to the instructions of the
custodians. Administrative discipline and adherence to regulations during the
Pahlavi period were one of the reasons for the stability of holding ceremonies.
In this period, detailed guidelines for celebrating the birth of Imam Reza (as) at
Astan Quds were written by Alaa al-Sultan, emphasizing the illuminations in
the courtyards. With the military’s control over the financial and administrative
structure of Astan Quds from the late Qajar period, such ceremonies were in-
fluenced by military conditions. The precise execution of the celebrations was
accompanied by military salutes. The venue of the celebrations was also moved
from the ancient courtyard to the new courtyard.

In addition to personal initiatives, endowments played an influential role in
spreading Shia culture. The most significant endowment specific to the birth
of Imam Reza (as) belonged to Movid al-Dawla, but the endowment of Banu
Kuchak Agha Afkham al-Sultanah Sanai had a profound impact on these cere-
monies. In 1334 AH, she endowed the villages of Magsudabad Radkan, Saifabad,
and Aliabad for the celebration of the birth of Imam Reza (as) and stipulated that
half of the endowments’ income be spent on the expenses of the celebration and
the feast on the celebration day. She emphasized that these ceremonies should
be held similarly to the celebration of the 3rd of Sha’ban, the day of the birth
of Imam Hussein (as), and that guests should be treated magnificently. This en-
dowment led to a wide presence of guests at the celebration, necessitating the
preparation of new guidelines to maintain order.

Since the proliferation of audiovisual equipment in Mashhad, new technology
has been used to reflect ceremonies. The first time the sermon of the birth of
Imam Reza (as) was recorded on radio was on the first of Mordad, 1332 SH.
Television entered Mashhad two decades later in 1350 SH and had a direct im-
pact on the reflection of these ceremonies. In that year, in addition to live radio
broadcasts, the ceremony of the birth of Imam Reza (as) was recorded for tele-
vision broadcast. Over a century and a half, from the time of Naser al-Din Shah
to the Islamic Revolution, various initiatives by the kings, some officials of the
Holy Shrine, and benefactors played a significant role in expanding the celebra-
tion of the birth of Imam Reza (as), transforming a simple ceremony into one of
the largest celebrations for the Shia community in Iran.
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