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The term “Shirvani-poosh” refers to a type of covering specifically designed for the
shrine enclosure, which exclusively covers the ceiling of the tomb chamber. This study
aims to recover the design and patterns of a number of shirvani-poosh covers
associated with the second shrine enclosure of Imam Reza, known as the Shrine of
Shah Sultan Husayn Safavid. These covers were typically used individually and
without a doreh poosh (enclosure cover). The question is: What are the designs and
patterns of the shirvani-poosh covers of the Shah Sultan Husayn Safavid shrine? This
article adopts a historical and descriptive-analytical approach, relying on documentary
and field studies based on note-taking and visual analysis. Sampling was conducted
purposefully, and the examination of seven shirvani-poosh covers from the Qajar era
related to this shrine revealed the following: The design in two of the covers is based
on reflective (mirror-like) symmetry, while in the other five, it relies on repetitive
patterns across the surface, either through grid-like framing, linear repeats
(moharramat), or simple repetition (vagireh-style). Except for one case, which is
devoid of patterns (moharramat shirvani-poosh), plant motifs play a significant role in
the decorative arrangements. Only one cover features an animal motif, specifically a
peacock. Overall, the principle of repetition—ranging from axial symmetry to
countless repetitions across the surface in the vagireh style—emerges as the
fundamental decorative feature of the analyzed shirvani-poosh covers in the Holy
Shrine of Imam Reza, with most examples relying heavily on repetitive plant motifs.
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Extended Abstract

The Holy Shrine of Imam Reza (PBUH) has witnessed numerous shrine enclosures throughout its
history, with documented evidence confirming the existence of at least five. The second enclosure,
known as the “Steel Shrine” or the “Shah Sultan Husayn Shrine,” was endowed to the sacred complex
during the reign of this Safavid king. However, due to inscriptions added in later periods, some have
mistakenly attributed it to the era of Fath-Ali Shah Qajar. This steel shrine featured a wooden, dome-
like roof and was adorned and completed with various coverings, including shirvani-poosh and short or
tall enclosure covers. The Shah Sultan Husayn Shrine remained installed over the holy tomb until the
Pahlavi era. During the period from its construction to its removal, numerous coverings were used on
its structure, categorized as shirvani-poosh and enclosure covers. This article aims to analyze the
designs and patterns of different types of shirvani-poosh covers, which were often used individually
and typically placed over the shrine’s roof without an additional enclosure cover.

To maintain the comprehensiveness of the study and avoid stylistic discrepancies caused by
differences in textile weaving and finishing, the focus was exclusively on samples used during the
Qajar period on the dome of this sacred shrine. The structure of these textiles, based on their cutting
and stitching techniques, indicates that they were not merely simple fabrics draped over the shrine.
Instead, they were specifically woven—or at least sewn, decorated, and finished—with the intent of
serving this purpose. The central question is: What are the designs and patterns of the individual
shirvani-poosh covers of the Shah Sultan Husayn Safavid Shrine (i.e., those without additional
coverings or at least without long enclosure covers)? Regarding the necessity of this research, it should
be noted that, despite their importance, the coverings of the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza (PBUH) have
received limited analytical attention. Instead, they have often only been the focus of descriptive studies.

To address this gap, the present article first introduces the concepts of design and patterns in
textiles, followed by an introduction to the Shah Sultan Husayn Safavid Shrine and an emphasis on the
significance of textiles in the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza. Subsequently, it examines seven examples of
shirvani-poosh from the shrine and presents the findings. This descriptive-analytical article, which
employs a historical approach and falls within the realm of qualitative research, is categorized as a
developmental study. Among the statistical population of shirvani-poosh covers from the Holy Shrine
of Imam Reza (PBUH), the focus is on those used for the second shrine enclosure, known as the Shah
Sultan Husayn Safavid Shrine. These covers were typically used individually (i.e., without additional
coverings or at least without long enclosure covers). The specific cuts of these textiles confirm their
function as shirvani-poosh. Thus, the sampling method in this research is purposeful. It is worth noting
that, given the exact installation date of the shrine—towards the end of the Safavid era—these shirvani-
poosh covers emerged in the subsequent historical period. Accordingly, among the statistical
population of shirvani-poosh covers associated with the Shah Sultan Husayn Safavid Shrine, these
seven textiles belong to the Qajar period in terms of chronological classification. These coverings were
woven and sewn approximately between the mid- to late-Qajar era, spanning from the reign of Naser
al-Din Shah to Ahmad Shah. Typically, a cover is placed over the shrine of Imam Reza (PBUH), and
these covers are replaced periodically. The covers are not all identical; sometimes a simple cover is
draped over the shrine, while at other times, exquisite covers adorned with precious gemstones by
skilled artisans are placed on the blessed shrine. Some of these covers are currently preserved in the
museum and treasury of Imam Reza (PBUH). The coverings used on the shrine are categorized based
on their function into two types: shirvani-poosh and enclosure cover.

The shirvani-poosh covers come in two forms: simple rectangular covers and tailored covers. The
tailored shirvani-poosh covers are often made of four sewn pieces, including two trapezoids and two
triangles or four rectangles. These tailored cuts are designed to ensure the shirvani-poosh fits properly
and smoothly over the shrine’s dome without wrinkles. The enclosure covers are also divided into two
types: short and long. The long enclosure covers completely wrap around the sides of the shrine’s
lattice structure and are composed of four pieces. Short enclosure covers, depending on their width,
cover part of the height of the shrine’s lattice structure. They are typically made of a single piece and
wrap around the lattice.

Throughout history, thousands of covers have been donated to the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza
(PBUH), many of which were prepared and gifted by wives of kings and women of power and wealth.
These covers were offered to the sacred complex to adorn the roof of the blessed shrine, and the names
of several donors are mentioned in the history of the Astan Quds. In this study, the focus is on shirvani-

100

Visual Art Studies of IRAN, Vol 2, Issue 1



101

A Study on the Design and Pattern of Seven Shirvani-Poosh Covers of the Razavi Shrine...

poosh covers that belong to the tailored category, meaning they have a space at the top to accommodate
the dome’s apex (taq). These covers were specifically designed for this purpose and were placed on the
second shrine enclosure of the Holy Shrine of Imam Reza during the Qajar period.

This study reveals that in two of the examined covers, the repetition of patterns is based on
reflective symmetry, specifically half-repetition mirror designs. In the other five examples, extensive
surface repetition was employed, most often arranged in a grid format. Simple unit pattern repetition or
moharramat also played a role in these designs. Thus, it can be argued that repetition and vagireh-based
patterns are key elements in the textiles used for the design of the shirvani-poosh covers of the Holy
Shrine of Imam Reza (PBUH). Regarding the thematic aspects of the patterns, apart from one example
featuring only moharramat without any additional motifs and another adorned with small peacocks
alongside floral elements, plant motifs dominate the decoration of the shirvani-poosh covers for the
steel shrine enclosure. These motifs, rendered in bright colors—often gold, green, and yellow—
commonly employ vagireh-based or reflective repetition to cover the fabric surface, evoking an image
of a piece of paradise.

The findings of the study, based on an examination of seven shirvani-poosh covers from the Qajar
era, which were typically used individually or at least without a long enclosure cover, indicate that
repetition, in the form of reflective or transfer symmetry, is a fundamental principle in designing these
textiles. Independent, non-repeating patterns, such as ravayi or afshan styles, were not suited to this
purpose. Furthermore, although some opportunities for animal motifs, such as peacocks, existed and
even plain fabrics were deemed acceptable, the dominant preference was for plant motifs integrated
into repetitive designs. These motifs enhanced the decorative appeal of the shirvani-poosh and, more
appropriately, defined its visual identity.
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