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and visitors.
The mausoleum is called Mashhad al 

Ridha, or “the place of martyrdom of al 
Ridha (Reza),” which gives the city of 
Mashhad its name. A dome was built over 
the tomb in the ninth century, and the 
small settlement that existed then even-
tually expanded to become the city it is 
today. The shrine itself has for more than 
a thousand years been constantly added 
to, reconstructed and restored.

The mausoleum lies inside the main 
mosque. After leaving my shoes at a coun-
ter, I walked through several halls and 
courtyards to reach the tomb. Men and 
women separate in to different sections. 
The women’s section was packed with 
pilgrims, many reciting verses from the 
Koran or praying. The crowd was so large 
I couldn’t get close to the tomb. The 
atmosphere was both spiritual and 
mournful.

Once outside the shrine complex, I 
decided to check out the nearby Imam 
Reza Bazaar, weaving through the cars 
stuck in the traffic.

The bazaar was one of the biggest I’d 
ever visited. It boasts more than 1,700 
stalls spread out over two floors and sells 
virtually anything you could name from 
clothes, perfumes and cosmetics to tur-
quoise jewelry, spices and religious 
souvenirs. 

The main corridor running down the 
center of each floor is almost a kilometer 
long, and it would be easy to spend hours 
just browsing the stalls.

The bazaar was clean and neatly deco-
rated with lamps and the Iranian flag, and 
well-maintained. There were signs in the 
corridor for visitors, and at every inter-
section I found drinking fountains 
provided.

If the heart of this bustling city is the 
Imam Reza shrine, then the attendant 
sense of spirituality has truly permeated 
the whole of Mashhad

The Imam Reza Shrine not only gener-
ates a sense of spirituality but also pro-
vides the business life of Mashhad.
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“T
raffic ... traffic,” my 
driver Reza said 
desperately as we 
neared my hotel in the 
busiest area of Mashhad 
on a sunny day.

Mashhad, Iran’s second-largest city 
and the capital of Khorasan province, is 
around 900 kilometers east of Tehran. It’s 
an important city for Shiite Muslims 
because it houses the mausoleum and 
shrine of Imam Reza, the seventh descen-
dant of the Prophet Muhammad and the 
eighth of the Twelve Imams of the 
Twelver Shiite sect.

My hotel is located a few hundred 
meters away from the shrine, one of the 
most important and most visited holy 
sites in Iran. The area is the most 
crowded I’ve seen in any Iranian  city. 
The street is lined with hotels, shops, res-
taurants and cafes. The stores sell every-
thing from souvenirs and snacks to gar-
ments and jewelry.

“Mashhad is the city with the most 
hotels in Iran,” says Sadeghi, my local 
guide.

It’s not surprising, given that this city 
of around 3.1 million people sees some 25 
million pilgrims visiting every year. On 
occasions like the anniversary of the mar-
tyrdom of Imam Reza, hotels are booked 
out well in advanced.

Despite being a holy city, Mashhad is 
fairly open. Like in any Iranian city, 
women are required to dress modestly 
and cover their hair, but to enter the 
shrine women must wear a  black chador, 
an outfit that wraps around the head and 
whole body and leaves only the face 
exposed.

On the street, I didn’t wear a chador 
and the locals appeared unconcerned as I 
was clearly a tourist. There were also no 
restrictions for solo female travelers. I 
could go out and eat in any restaurant by 
myself.

The scene around the shrine complex 
is abuzz 24 hours a day. I visited the 
shrine at three different times: early 
morning, midday and evening. At night, 
the street in front of my hotel didn’t sleep. 
Taxi drivers were standing by, money 
changers and a few stores stayed open, 
and pilgrims were moving to and from 
the shrine.

On the pedestrian bridge to the shrine 
I met pilgrims from various countries. 
Many came in family groups, with grand-
parents and children too. Women shared 
candy with passers-by, in the spirit of 
sharing and love.

When I visited the shrine during the 
day, I came in through the women’s 
entrance. No photography is permitted 
inside and I was asked to leave my cam-
era, as well as wear a chador which is 
provided for female visitors. I then 
passed through a turnstile that opened to 
the gigantic shrine complex. The first 
thing I saw was the golden dome of Imam 
Reza Mosque. At nearly 600,000 square 
meters, it’s the largest mosque in the 
world by dimension.

I took in the view of the huge court-
yard filled with pilgrims, young and old, 
men and women, healthy and disabled, 
all there in a spirit of high religious fervor. 
The architecture of the whole complex, 
the beautiful painted tiles and calligraphy 
of the mosque’s facade, was astounding. 

Suddenly a female attendant 
approached me. “Your hijab is important 
for you,” she said, pointing to an errant 
lock of hair that had slipped out of my 
chador and down my forehead.

The whole shrine complex includes 
nine courtyards, four sanctuaries, 26 
porches, a university, museum, library 
and a  hospital, and is open 24 hours a 
day, with both male and female atten-
dants working to care for the complex 

Mashhad, a Holy Shrine No 
Longer Wholly For Pilgrims

The holy city of 
Mashhad welcomes 
visitors and pilgrims 
alike to experience 
the spiritual 
wonders and 
colorful bazaars the 
city has to offer.   
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