Rahpooye Honarha-ye Sana’ee Quarterly
Vol. 5, Issue 17, No. 3, Autumn 2025

An Analytical Study of the Decorative Features of
Wooden Doors and Cenotaphs in the Imamzadehs
of Tehran Province

Seyede Narges Hosseini', Alireza Sheikhi *

Received: 2025/5/8, Accepted: 2025/8/8
Doi: 10.22034/rac.2026.2060108.1131

Abstract

The advent of Islam in Iran profoundly reshaped the nation’s cultural and artistic
landscape. As Islamic beliefs took root, Iranian artists gradually integrated reli-
gious themes into existing artistic traditions, seeking to express devotion to the
Ahl al-Bayt and to ensure that their works remained spiritually and culturally
significant. This development is most vividly reflected in the architectural and
artistic heritage of holy shrines and Imamzadehs, which serve as repositories of
Iranian-Islamic artistic identity.

Among the various artistic elements in these sacred spaces, wooden artifacts
hold a uniquely important place. These include carved wooden cenotaphs, inlaid
doors, ceilings, windows, trusses, railings, Qur’an lecterns, tomb enclosures,
and supporting columns. These works were created not only as structural com-
ponents but also as spiritual canvases adorned with vegetal motifs such as Islimi
and Khatayi, and inscriptions including Qur’anic verses, supplications, poetic
praises, and epigraphs naming artists or donors. The stylistic features of these
pieces vary according to historical periods and regional artistic traditions.
Doors and thresholds held deep cultural and symbolic significance in Iran. His-
torically, monumental and ornate doors were integral parts of cities, palaces, and
mosques, symbolizing hospitality, generosity, and reverence. In the context of
Imamzadehs, wooden cenotaphs are especially noteworthy. Crafted by master
artisans across Islamic centuries, they reflect profound respect for the buried
holy figures and express the artisans’ devotion to the Prophet’s descendants.
The region that includes modern-day Tehran has long held religious importance
due to the presence of prominent scholars and Alavi Seyyeds. Consequently,
many holy sites were built there, resulting in a rich yet vulnerable artistic heri-
tage. According to the Endowment Organization of Tehran Province, there are
332 Imamzadehs, although only twenty-five were initially identified as contain-
ing valuable wooden artifacts. Field research revealed that many wooden doors
and cenotaphs have been stolen or removed for protection and are now stored in
the provincial warehouse. This situation underscores the necessity of systematic
documentation and preservation.
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This research focuses specifically on identifying and studying remaining wood-
en doors and cenotaphs in shrines across Tehran Province, covering a broad
geographical area including Shemiranat, Rey, Varamin, Shahriar, Damavand,
Firuzkuh, and other regions. The study is carried out in three stages: first, cate-
gorizing artifacts by location and historical period; second, visually and themat-
ically analyzing inscriptions and motifs; and third, determining carving styles
and construction techniques characteristic of each era and region.

Following initial documentation, the study analyzes decorative motifs, inscrip-
tions, and carving styles in detail. One major goal is to identify woodcarving
masters by deciphering inscriptions, thereby creating a comprehensive record
of artisans and their works. Wood, due to its availability and workability, has
always held a key place in Iranian art and architecture. However, its vulnerabil-
ity to climate and physical wear makes preservation essential. Wooden artifacts
also carry deep cultural meaning, reflecting local beliefs and artistic traditions.
Although previous studies have discussed Iranian woodcarving in general, Teh-
ran Province’s religious wooden works have not been systematically examined.
This research therefore fills a significant academic gap by presenting a con-
tent-based classification, analyzing carved motifs, and introducing indigenous
woodcarving styles specific to Tehran. It also aims to guide future researchers
and contribute to preserving Iranian-Islamic artistic heritage.

The central question of this study is: how can the wooden artifacts of Tehran’s
Imamzadehs be classified, and what distinctive ornamental features do they pos-
sess? Existing literature demonstrates that no unified classification has yet been
developed for these works, and attention has been limited to well-known exam-
ples. Tehran’s turbulent history, marked by military invasions and migrations of
Seyyeds to remote regions, explains the difficulty of previous fieldwork and the
scarcity of comprehensive studies.

Comparative analysis shows noticeable regional variation. For example, carved
wooden works from Firuzkuh differ stylistically from those found in Tehran or
Damavand. Such differences reflect local cultural identities and historical de-
velopments. These stylistic variations serve as markers for identifying artistic
influences and can help assess relationships between local styles and broader
Iranian artistic traditions.

Historical transitions also contributed to stylistic change. After the Safavid pe-
riod, and especially during the Qajar and Pahlavi eras, simplification in orna-
mentation emerged, although certain forms such as Qajar inlay work maintained
exceptional refinement. Overall, Tehran’s wooden artifacts represent two main
stylistic categories: rural-traditional ornamentation rooted in local culture, and
styles shaped by broader historical and cultural shifts. The works documented
in this research, spanning from the late Seljuk to the end of the Pahlavi period,
reflect a dynamic artistic tradition shaped by both continuity and transformation.
In conclusion, this research provides comprehensive historical, stylistic, and
technical documentation of wooden doors and cenotaphs in Tehran Province’s
Imamzadehs. It highlights the significance of these artifacts in Iranian-Islamic
art, emphasizes the urgent need for preservation, and lays a scholarly founda-
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tion for further study. By cataloging regional styles and identifying woodcarving
masters, the study contributes to the cultural memory of Iran and supports future
efforts to protect and revive traditional woodcarving arts.

Keywords: Carving of Tehran Province, Wooden artifacts of Tehran shrines, in-
laid door, wooden cenotaph, carved door.
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