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KHORASAN XXIV.
MONUMENTS OF KHORASAN

Prehistoric period. The earliest evidence of human presence in Khorasan,
dating back to approximately 800,000 years ago, has been found in the Kašaf
river basin, especially in the vicinity of the villages Ābravān, Čāhak, and
Baḡbaḡu, located some 35 km to the southeast of Mashhad (Ariai and Thibault;
Thibault). The 1949 intensive investigations of Carleton Coon (q.v.; 1904-81),
who was searching for Paleolithic (q.v.) sites in eastern Iran, identified a rock
shelter in southern Khorasan, known as Pāygodār. The stone tools of Pāygodār
were attributed to the middle Paleolithic era. Coon also carried out an
excavation at the cave of Ḵunik that brought to light some man-made stone
tools dating to the same period. The investigations of Coon showed that
hunter-gatherer people lived in Khorasan since at least 40,000 years ago
(Coon). Moreover, some Paleolithic tools have recently appeared in the
southern Khorasan and Kašaf river basin testifying to the human presence in
Khorasan during the early and middle Pleistocene epoch (Biglari).

The populations of Khorasan began to settle down in the Neolithic (q.v.) period
(late 7th millennium BCE). The most important villages of Neolithic Khorasan
are the two sites of Anaw (q.v.) and Jeitun located in southern Turkmenistan.
The rectangular houses of these settlements were constructed with mud bricks
(Pumpelly, p. 15), and the ceilings in Jeitun were erected with stone slabs
(Masson and Sarianidi, p. 40).
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A few of the Neolithic settlements inside modern Khorasan have been recently
investigated by Iranian archaeologists. The excavations at Qalʿa Khan in the
middle of the Samalqān plain unearthed architectural remains of mud-brick
walls enclosing rectangular and circular rooms (Gārāžiān, 2006). The
Chalcolithic (q.v.) phase of Qalʿa Khan, spanning from 5,000 to 3,000 BCE,
includes houses that were plastered with a thick ochre paste. The same kind of
plaster has been found in Chalcolithic remains of Tepe Borj in the east of
Nishapur (q.v.). The late Chalcolithic material culture has been chiefly found at
the Tepe Dāmḡāni in the Sabzavār plain and Yusofābād in the west of the
Nishapur plain (Gārāžiān, 2015, pp. 35-37).

The early cities of Greater Khorasan emerged about 3,000 BCE in the northern
piedmonts of the Kopet-Dag, located in southern Turkmenistan. The most
striking monuments of the Bronze Age (q.v.) appeared in the vast sites of
Namazga, Altin Tepe (q.v.), Oluḡ Tepe, and Ḵapuz Tepe. The Bronze Age
settlements of Khorasan, surrounded by massive fortifications, are frequently
characterized by monumental public architecture. A mud-brick ziggurat-like
monument has been identified in Altin Tepe and attributed to ritual activities.
The remains of the most important Bronze Age cities of the Kopet-Dag
piedmont that flourished in the late 3rd millennium BCE have been unearthed
in the archaeological sites of Gonur, Toḡloq, Namazga, Altin, and Anaw; all
were equipped with defensive fortifications. The vast settlements of the
Bronze Age disappeared in the 2nd millennium BCE and were replaced by
small, rural sites. They were surrounded with single, massive forts and placed
on mud-brick platforms. This settlement pattern was dominant in the Yaz
cultural sphere, expanding over the northern piedmonts of the Kopet-Dag, the
ancient delta of the Morḡāb (q.v.) River, northern Afghanistan, southern
Uzbekistan to the eastern Atrak (q.v.) valley, and the Bojnurd (q.v.) plain in the
southern Kopet-Dag piedmonts (Vaḥdati).

Achaemenid period (550-331 BCE). In contrast to the central and western parts
of the Iranian plateau, the eastern territory of the Achaemenids (q.v.) is
shrouded in ambiguity. According to classical sources, the northern desert of
Khorasan was visited by the steppe nomads, including Scythians and
Massagetae (qq.v.), who left nothing of monumental architecture in this
region. Nevertheless, due to the archaeological investigations in the southern
piedmonts of the Kopet-Dag along the Atrak valley, six archaeological sites
have been identified as Achaemenid settlements (Venco Ricciardi). Recent
excavations at the site of Rivi in the Samalqān plain have shed new lights on
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eastern Achaemenid architecture (Thomalsky; Jaʿfari). The last two seasons of
excavations at Rivi revealed a portion of a columned hall, which resembled
the details of the palaces of Pasargadae (q.v.). Archaeological investigations in
the western portion of Greater Khorasan revealed also some vestiges of
Achaemenid architecture in the Gorgān (q.v.) plain. The Achaemenid phase of
Tureng Tepe includes the remains of a colossal mud-brick building abutted by
storage rooms (Deshayes, p. 491). Some Achaemenid materials have been also
reported from Narges Tepe (Abbāsi) and Yarim Tepe (Crawford), both located
in the Gorgān plain.

Hellenistic and Parthian periods (331 BCE-224 CE). The Hellenistic monuments
of Greater Khorasan are concentrated in the eastern borders of the region,
located in present-day northern Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and
Uzbekistan. Āy Ḵānom (q.v.), the most important Hellenistic archaeological site
located in the middle of the Oxus (Āmu Daryā, q.v.) valley, contains the
monumental buildings of a Hellenistic city including a gymnasium, a theater, a
fountain, and funerary monuments (Veuve), encompassed within a girt of
powerful mud-brick ramparts (Leriche). The main building of the city was a
palace composed of several courtyards, two of which possessed columned
porticoes; residential quarters; administrative sections with offices and
reception rooms; and also a treasury, in which a large number of storage jars
was found, several of them bearing economic inscriptions in Greek (Rapin and
Grenet).

The Hellenistic elements of architecture continued into the Parthian period.
The first capital of the Arsacid dynasty in Nisa (qq.v.) includes monuments
that were constructed and decorated in Hellenistic styles. The excavations at
this city brought to light a monumental funerary building of the Parthian era
with a flat, crenelated roof, a façade characterized by an outer portico of
slender columns, and wall decoration with terracotta plates nailed to the wall,
reproducing Ionic capitals in relief (Pugachenkova, pp. 60-69). The most
important monument of Nisa was a large building, the so-called Square House,
in the center of which was a large courtyard that originally functioned as a
place of assembly and banqueting (Invernizzi, 2000; 2001), but, perhaps from
the 1st century CE, it became a treasury for the storing of objects that were no
longer used and of precious goods (Invernizzi, 2010).

The Arsacid dynasty gradually moved into western Iran and established its
political capital in Ctesiphon (q.v.). At that time, Khorasan was governed by
local dynasties. The dispersed Parthian forts in Khorasan testify to the local
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governors ruling over small territories. The limited excavations at Šahr Tepe
in the Darragaz (q.v.) plain revealed some Parthian materials, but no
monumental architecture. There is, however, a mound at the center of the site
that contains the remains of a monumental building (Nāmi et al.).

Qalʿa Khan in the Samalqān plain in northern Khorasan contains another
Parthian monument, and it is surmounted by a massive mud-brick building
and was occupied until the Sasanian period (Gārāžiān et al., 2010). The
unexcavated mound of Nehbandān castle (Arg-e Nehbandān) also contains
what is probably a Parthian compound that was occupied until the late Islamic
period (Zāreʿi et al.).

Sasanian period (224-651 CE).  According to the Middle Persian text
of Šahrestānīhā ī Ērānšahr (q.v.), Khorasan was one of the four military
divisions of Sasanian Iran (Daryaee, tr., pp. 17-18). In the Res Gestae Divi
Saporis, Šāpur I (q.v.) listed some of the Khorasanian cities on the eastern
Sasanian borders including Marv (Merv, Mary, present-day southern
Turkmenistan), Herat, Abaršahr (qq.v.), Čāčastān, and Sogdia (Sprengling, p.
14). The earliest Sasanian monument of Khorasan is probably the rock
drawings of Kāl-e Jangāl near Birjand (q.v.) that are partially inscribed with
Parthian inscriptions. The rock drawings of Kāl-e Jangāl present a man
dressed in Parthian costume wrestl ing a l ion.  Regarding the
toponym gry’rtḥštr (Gar-Ardaxšīr), observed in this inscription, Walter Bruno
Henning (q.v.) proposed that perhaps this place-name was given by Ardašir
I (q.v.), the founder of the Sasanian Empire, or given in his honor (Henning, p.
134).

A definitely early Sasanian monument of Khorasan is the rock relief preserved
partially in the Baḡlān (q.v.) province of northern Afghanistan. This relief
shows Šāpur I, mounted on a galloping horse and hunting a rhinoceros. Three
figures stand around the king; one of them in front of the horse is clothed in
Kushanid garments (see KUSHAN DYNASTY). This relief symbolically narrates
the conquests of Šāpur I in the southern Hindu Kush range (q.v.; Grenet;
Grenet et al.).

According to the Zoroastrian tradition, one of the three sacred fires of
Sasanians, Ādur Burzēn-Mihr (q.v.), was located in Khorasan on Mt. Rēvand
(Bundahišn, TD1, fol. 32r [9.21]; Anklesaria, tr., p. 97; Bahār, tr., p. 72). The
exact location of this fire temple (see ĀTAŠKADA) is a matter of debate, and
a čahārṭāq (q.v.) in the northwest of Sabzevār has been tentatively attributed
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to the Ādur Burzēn-Mihr (Hāšemi Zarjābād et al., p. 80). This building, known
locally as the Khone-ye Div (Ḵāna-ye Div, ‘House of the Demon’), is located
over a high mound in the mountains of Rēvand County about 40 km northwest
of the city of Sabzevār. The ground plan of the building is a simple rectangle
extended to a cruciform plan by four arched recesses, making the building a
typical čahārṭāq. On the northeastern side of the čahārṭāq, there is a very
narrow (0.80 m) passageway, probably for access to the main room and to the
area south of the čahārṭāq (Kaim and Hashemi).

 

Plate I. The Bāzeh Ḥur čahārṭāq. Photograph courtesy of the author.

Another monument resembling Khone-ye Div in plan and structure is the
Bāzeh Ḥur čahārṭāq (PLATE I). The recent excavations, carried out for the first
time around this building, revealed that the dome chamber was embraced by
two narrow rooms on the northern and southern sides, and the western and
eastern niches were once blocked (M. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2017). The excavations
brought to light the remains of a columned hall with at least sixteen columns
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in two rows abutting the eastern wall of the čahārṭāq (M. Labbaf-Khaniki,
2018, p. 415). Some 400 m south of the Bāzeh Ḥur čahārṭāq, excavations in
2018-19 revealed the remains of a Sasanian edifice that has been mentioned in
a Qajar travel book as Qaṣr-e Doḵtar (Afżal-al-Molk, p. 130) and is now called
Qalʿa-ye Doḵtar. The excavated area of this compound includes remains of a
hypostyle room abutting a massive brick čahārṭāq. The čahārṭāq was
surrounded by an ambulatory with a fire altar at the center that was once
erected beside a platform. The excellent masonry and magnificent decorations
of stucco and wall painting, as well as the location of this fire temple in the
ancient region of Bust, lead us to suppose that it was probably the Zoroastrian
sacred fire of Ādur Burzēn-Mihr.

Plate II. The stone building of Aspāḵu. Photograph courtesy of the author.

The stone building of Aspāḵu (PLATE II), another preserved Sasanian building
located in northern Khorasan, has been identified as the church and fire
temple near the Robāṭ-e Qara Bil caravanserai (Chassagnoux; Towḥidi). This
monument consisted of a deep porch leading to a dome chamber. The
doorway arches and dome of Aspāḵu were constructed in the Sasanian style,
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resembling the techniques applied in the Bāzeh Ḥur čahārṭāq and other
Sasanian monuments of the Iranian plateau (see ARCHITECTURE iii.
SASANIAN PERIOD).

The invasions of the Central Asian nomads to the northeastern frontiers of
Iran intensified in the Sasanian period. To guard against the northern
invaders, the Sasanian settlements of Khorasan were equipped with
fortifications, and some military garrisons were established. According to
Šahrestānīhā ī Ērānšahr (Daryaee, tr., p. 18) and archaeological findings (R.
and M. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2012; Rante and Collinet, p. 12), Nishapur was founded
during the reign of Yazdegerd I (q.v.; r. 399-420 CE) as a military base against
the northern enemies (M. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2014b, pp. 90-92). This fort
developed in the late Sasanian period and became the metropolis of Khorasan
in the medieval ages.

Marv was another Sasanian urban center in Khorasan, populated by
Zoroastrians, Christians, and Buddhists. The Sasanian remains of Marv have
been discovered in the principal areas of the early city, Erk-Kala and Gyaur-
Kala, including a mid-Sasanian quarter, a late Sasanian residence in the
citadel, and some portions of the Sasanian fortifications in the southwest
corner of the city (Simpson).
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Plate III. The fire altar (ātašdān) of Bandiān. Photograph courtesy of the
author.

The  permanent  incurs ions  of  northern nomads ,  especia l ly
the Hephthalites (q.v.), into northeastern Iran had obliged the Sasanian kings
to recognize some local powers and grant them a piece of land
called dastgerd (q.v.), and in return they would protect the frontiers of the
Sasanian empire. One of the seignorial estates has been identified at Bandiān
in Dargaz. The Sasanian compound of Bandiān includes the remains of a fire
temple, a residential quarter including a columned hall, and a cylindrical clay
structure that probably served as the tower of silence (daḵma, see CORPSE).
The fire temple of Bandiān contains an in situ fire altar that is still preserved
in a good condition (PLATE III). The walls of the columned ayvān (q.v.) of the
fire temple are decorated with stucco panels showing various scenes,
including hunting a deer; fighting, perhaps against the Hephthalites; praying
beside a fire altar; as well as vertical lines of Middle Persian inscriptions
(Rahbar, 1998; 1999; 2004).

The remains of another fire temple, the so-called Mele Hairam, have been
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identified in the Serakhs (Saraḵs) oasis in southwest Turkmenistan. The
temple was accessed through the entrance passage leading to a small
courtyard with two niches at northern and southern sides and a deep porch at
the western side leading to the main room of the temple. The mud-brick
benches alongside the western porch were decorated with stucco panels. The
lower portion of a fire altar, resembling roughly an hourglass in shape, was
unearthed in the middle of the main room (Kaim, 2001; 2004, pp. 325-26).

A collection of Sasanian engravings has been found in the village of Kuč, 29
km southeast of Birjand. These engravings, including geometric, floral, and
figurative motifs, as well as Middle Persian inscriptions, were created on the
surface of a chlorite rock in the gorge called Lāḵ-Mazār (q.v.; R. Labbaf-
Khaniki and Baššāš; Livshits).

The Sasanian traditions in art and architecture continued into the Islamic
period, and many monuments on the eastern borders of Greater Khorasan
were created according to the Sasanian style. Although the Sogdian murals of
Afrāsiāb and Panjikant (qq.v.) were drawn in the 7th-8th centuries (Azarpay),
they show clearly the influences of Sasanian art. Moreover, the wall paintings
of Doḵtar-e Nošervān (q.v.; Mode) and Ḡulbiān (Lee and Grenet) in modern
Afghanistan were produced under the cultural hegemony of the Sasanians.

Islamic period (651 CE-present). Archaeological investigations have clearly
shown that the Sasanian settlements of Khorasan were occupied by the
Muslims, who constructed some Islamic monuments, including congregational
mosques (masjed-e jāmeʿ) in the middle of ancient cities. The excavations at
Nishapur revealed that the Sasanian buildings had been used by the early
Islamic occupants, and, perhaps after an earthquake, the ruins of the ancient
structure served as the foundation for the later medieval buildings. Nishapur
reached the height of its prosperity under the Samanids and Saljuqs in the
10th to early 13th century CE. The Metropolitan Museum of Art excavations in
the 1930s revealed the ruins of monuments including a madrasa (see
EDUCATION), bazaar, palace, etc., decorated with panels of stucco and murals
(Wilkinson). Iranian excavations at Šādyāḵ, the royal quarter of Nishapur,
exposed a manor house dating back to the Saljuq period, including a throne
hall embraced by four rooms, for a royal family (R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2004; M.
Labbaf-Khaniki, 2006). Nishapur and Šādyāḵ were entirely destroyed due to
the Mongol invasion in 618/1221, and then Timurid Nishapur was founded at
the location of the modern city of Nishapur, some 5 km to the north of the old
city (R. and M. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2007, pp. 141-42).
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Ṭus was another important city of Khorasan, established in the pre-Islamic
period, and its governor was the marzbān of Khorasan, the kanārang (eastern
border margrave), in the Sasanian period (Ṯaʿālebi, p. 743; Pers. tr., p. 359). Ṭus
was surrounded by a massive mud-brick wall 6 km long and was pierced with
nine gateways, four of which have survived. Arg-e Ṭus appears today in the
form of a high, earthen mound situated about 300 m west of the tomb of
Ferdowsi (q.v.; R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 1999a, pp. 64-65).

The only preserved monument of old Ṭus is a brick building called the
Hārunia, serving as a mausoleum or ḵānaqāh (q.v.), established in the vicinity
of another religious construction in the 13th-14th century CE (R. Labbaf-
Khaniki, 1999a, p. 65). Due to the archaeological excavations, the remains of an
old mosque appeared some 150 m southwest of Hārunia. The remains
belonged to one of the earliest mosques of Khorasan, constructed in the
columned šabestān style. Some remains of a bazaar and a madrasa serving
until circa 15th century CE were also found in the vicinity of the mosque
(Toḡrāʾi).

Archaeological excavations in a suburb of Ṭus at an old cemetery revealed the
remains of an octagonal platform that was once surrounded by a brick
enclosure. Beneath the platform, an underground cruciform chamber was
unearthed. It has been identified as the mausoleum of Abu Ḥāmed
Moḥammad Ḡazāli (q.v.). According to the archaeological investigations, the
underground chamber (sardāb) was constructed in the earlier phase (ca. late
11th-early 12th century CE) and the tomb-tower was erected in the 13th-14th
century CE (R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2008). Regarding the remains of Ḡazāli’s tomb,
it is supposed that the building resembled the well-preserved Il-Khanid (q.v.)
towers of Mil-e Aḵangān (22 km north of Mashhad), Mil-e Rādkān (26 km
northwest of Čenārān), and Borj-e ʿAliābād (12 km northeast of Bardaskan),
with a conical dome and the engaged columns embedded in the façade.

Due to archaeological excavations at Šāhzāda Ḥosayn mound in Qāʾen, the
remains of a great mosque were discovered, the plan of which resembled the
hypostyle plan of early Islamic mosques. The piers of the mosque were
constructed with pisé and mud-brick buried under another mosque that was
built in the 10th century CE (R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2012, pp. 104-7). The new
Masjed-e Jāmeʿ of Qāʾen is located some 250 m northwest of the old mosque. It
was constructed in the Timurid period above the ruins of perhaps an earlier
mosque (Nāderi).
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Plate IV. The tomb of Arsalān Jāḏeb in Sangbast. Photograph courtesy of the
author.

The archaeological site of Sangbast, some 40 km south of Mashhad, contains
some of the most important monuments of Islamic Khorasan. The oldest
monument of this site is a buried caravanserai, which reportedly was
constructed by Arsalān Jāḏeb, the governor of Ṭus under Sultan Maḥmud (r.
998-1030). The entrance portal of the caravanserai was flanked by two brick
minarets; one has survived. According to historical documents, Arsalān Jāḏeb
was buried at the caravanserai and a mausoleum was erected above his grave.
The tomb of Arsalān Jāḏeb in the vicinity of the caravanserai is a brick
construction with a rectangular plan and a low-rise dome established on an
octagonal drum (PLATE IV; R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 1999a, pp. 43-46; Musātabār
and Ṣāleḥi Kāḵki; see ĀSTĀN-E QODS-E RAŻAWI).
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Plate V. Robāṭ Šaraf. Photograph courtesy of the author.​

Khorasan, as the gate to the Iranian plateau, served as a connecting bridge
between the east and west of the Old World. Accordingly, one of the most
important caravanserais along the Silk Road was established in the heart of
Khorasan. Robāṭ Šaraf (PLATE V) located between Nishapur and Marv was
constructed in the 12th century CE, probably on the ruins of an older
caravanserai called Abkina by Ebn Ḵordāḏbeh (q.v.; p. 24). Robāṭ Šaraf
includes two courts, each overlooked by four ayvāns facing each other. The
façades of the ayvāns are decorated with ornamental brickwork and
sanctuaries (meḥrābs) and the interior façades of the ayvāns are covered with
stuccoes including Arabic inscriptions in Kufic and ṯolṯ scripts (Dānešdust; M.
Labbaf-Khaniki, 2006; see CALLIGRAPHY).

In the middle of the ancient city of Zuzan, the remains of a great medieval
monument called Malek Zuzan mosque-madrasa have survived. The
preserved portions of two ayvāns standing within 45 m of each other are
decorated with a combination of tile and brickwork, including an inscription
in nasḵ script that bears the date of construction of the building in 616/1219

https://www.iranicaonline.org/COM-7316


Volume XVII, pp 36-46

13

(Blair; Adle; R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 1999b). The archaeological excavations at this
mosque revealed the remains of an older mosque that includes a magnificent
meḥrāb dating to the Saljuq period (R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 1999b).

The Masjed-e Jāmeʿ of Gonābād (q.v.) is the first mosque of Khorasan that was
planned in a two-ayvān style. This mosque was built in 609/1212 in the vicinity
of an older mosque and was expanded in the Il-Khanid period. The façade of
the main ayvān is covered with brickwork including Kufic inscriptions and
geometric motifs (Zamāni). The Masjed-e Jāmeʿ of Ferdows (q.v.), another
mosque of Khorasan, was constructed in the early 13th century CE with two
ayvāns. This mosque is also decorated with brickwork that was occasionally
combined with tile work (R. Labbaf-Khaniki and Ṣāber Moqaddam, 2006, pp.
26-27). The Masjed-e Jāmeʿ of Sangān was built contemporaneously with the
mosques of Zuzan, Gonābād, and Ferdows, with two ayvāns, one of which is
preserved. The mosque of Sangān was also decorated with carved and molded
bricks mixed with tile work (R. Labbaf-Khaniki and Ṣāber Moqaddam, pp.
28-29).

About 40 km northeast of Zuzan, there is the ruined city of Ḵargerd. The only
surviving monument of the city is the Ḡiāṯiya Madrasa. The plan of this
monument is in the form of a rectangle of dimensions 56 m × 44 m, and the
entrance ayvān is located at the middle of the northeastern side. It has two
main rooms serving as mosque and madrasa. A decorated meḥrāb adorned
with colorful tilework is installed on the qebla wall of the mosque. The central
court has a four-ayvān plan, and the end wall of each ayvān was decorated
with moqarnas and painted panels. According to an inscription, the madrasa
was established by the well-known architect of the Timurid period, Qewām-al-
Din Širāzi and his brother Ḡiāṯ-al-Din Širāzi (q.v.) in 848/1444 (O’Kane, 1976).
Qewām-al-Din carried out some other architectural masterpieces of Greater
Khorasan including the ḵānaqāh and madrasa for Šāhroḵ (r. 1405-1447) at
Herat (812/1410); the so-called moṣallā (an open plain), madrasa, and mosque
for Gowhar-šād Āḡā (q.v.) at Herat (819-40/1417-37); the shrine of ʿAbd-Allāh
Anṣāri (q.v) at Gāzorgāh (q.v.), near Herat, for Šāhroḵ (828/1425 and 831/1428);
and the Gowhar-šād Mosque (q.v.) at Mashhad (820/1418; Wilber, p. 32). The
latter is one of the largest four-ayvān mosques in Iran that was built in the
reign of Šāhroḵ. The main ayvān is flanked by two minarets that are
approximately 40 m in height. The decorations of this mosque have been
repeatedly changed and replaced throughout history and the only intact
element is the moqarnas installed on the ending wall of a maqṣura (annex)

https://www.iranicaonline.org/COM-9751
https://www.iranicaonline.org/COM-2113
https://www.iranicaonline.org/COM-2392
https://www.iranicaonline.org/DUM-5497
https://www.iranicaonline.org/DUM-5497
https://www.iranicaonline.org/COM-1986
https://www.iranicaonline.org/COM-2393


KHORASAN XXIV. MONUMENTS OF KHORASAN|Meysam Labbaf-
Khaniki

14

ayvān (Pope, pp. 1016, 1124-26, 1133, 1791; Eʿtemād-al-Salṭana, Maṭlaʿ, pp.
137-52).

Another Timurid monument of Mashhad is the Masjed‑e Šāh; it contains an
ayvān, two minarets decorated with tile works, the domed čahārṭāq in the
center, and some lateral rooms. The Masjed-e Šāh served as both a mosque
and a mausoleum and was originally built as the tomb of Amir Ḡiāṯ-al-Din
Malekšāh in the 15th century CE, the Timurid governor of Mashhad (R. Labbaf-
Khaniki and Ṣāber Moqaddam, pp. 74-75).

The most important monument of Khorasan is the mausoleum of Imam Reżā
(see ʿALI AL-REŻĀ), the eighth Imam of the Emāmi Shiʿites, located in the
center of Mashhad (see ĀSTĀN-E QODS-E RAŻAWI). Imam Reżā was buried
after his death in the mausoleum, which was constructed originally as the
tomb of Hārun al-Rašid (q.v.), the fifth ʿAbbasid caliph. According to historical
accounts and archaeological investigations, the earliest structure of Imam
Reżā’s tomb was similar to the Sasanian čahārṭāqs and resembled the tombs of
Amir Esmāʿil Sāmāni in Bukhara (q.v.) and Amir Arsalān Jāḏeb in Sangbast
(Sayyedi, pp. 20-21). The Imam Reżā mausoleum was expanded in the Samanid
and Ghaznavid (q.v.) periods, and the dome chamber of the tomb was
decorated with precious luster tilework in the Ḵᵛārazmšāhid period (see
CHORASMIA ii; KHWARAZMSHAHS). In the Il-Khanid period, the mausoleum
was developed, and some ayvāns and minarets were added to the tomb.
According to Ebn Baṭṭuṭa (q.v.; 703-770/1304-69), the mausoleum of Imam Reżā
was situated in the vicinity of a madrasa and a mosque. Šāhroḵ and his wife
Gowhar-šād ordered the construction of two large halls, called Dār al-Ḥoffāẓ
and Dār al-Siāda, to the south and west of the mausoleum. The madrasa of
Bālāsar was also built in the vicinity of Dār al-Siāda. The shrine-complex
flourished in the Safavid (q.v.) period, and two powerful Safavid sultans, Shah
Esmāʿil I (r. 1501-24) and Shah Ṭahmāsp I (q.v.; r. 1524-76), endeavored to
promote the compound. At Shah Ṭahmāsp’s command, the exterior façade of
the dome was gilded, and Shah ʿAbbās I (q.v.; r. 1588-1629) developed the main
court and established two ayvāns on the eastern and western sides of the
court. He commanded also the construction of a large ayvān on the northern
side, which is known nowadays as Ayvān-e ʿAbbāsi. In the 19th and 20th
centuries, some courts and minarets were restored or constructed under Qajar
and Pahlavi governors, and the development operations are still continuing (R.
Labbaf-Khaniki, 1999a, pp. 34-42; Moʾtaman).

Another important architectural compound of Khorasan is the complex of
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Shaikh Aḥmad-e Jām (q.v.) located in the eastern area of the modern city of
Torbat-e Jām. The compound includes some ten buildings situated around a
vast open court. The highest structure is an ayvān rising to 30 m situated on
the southern side of the court (O’Kane, 1979, p. 97). The ayvān is flanked by
two buildings on the left and right, called Masjed-e Kermāni and Gonbad-e
Safid, respectively. The Masjed-e Kermāni was founded on a rectangular plan
and roofed with a lighted cupola. A sumptuously carved stucco meḥrāb is
situated in the central aisle following the Il-Khanid style. Much smaller than
the Masjed-e Kermāni, the Gonbad-e Safid is a square with deep recesses on
the north and south and shallow ones on the east and west (Golombek, pp.
36-37). The central, high ayvān leads to a dome chamber that was once erected
as a single building. According to the archaeological investigations, the dome
chamber was established in 633/1235 and then restored twice in 763/1361 and
771/1369 (R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 1999a, p. 58). Another important building of the
compound of Aḥmad-e Jām is Gonbad-e Firuzšāhi, located to the northwest of
the complex, erected on a cruciform plan mounted by a turquoise dome. This
dome chamber is the surviving portion of the Firuzšāhi Madrasa that had
been destroyed but was reconstructed recently (O’Kane, 1979, pp. 99-101).

There is another architectural compound in Tāybād, some 60 km southeast of
Torbat-e Jām that was established around the mausoleum of Shaikh Zayn-al-
Din Abu Bakr Tāybādi. The mosque next to the tomb has a high-entrance
ayvān leading to a dome chamber, flanked with two porticos (ravāq). The
dome chamber has a cruciform plan, and the interior walls are covered with
moqarnas, murals, and inscriptions (O’Kane, 1979, pp. 87-96).
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Plate VI. ʿEmārat-e Ḵoršid in Kalāt-e Nāderi. Photograph courtesy of the
author.​

The most important Afsharid (q.v.) monument of Khorasan is an unfinished
edifice, the ʿEmārat-e Ḵoršid (PLATE VI), located in Kalāt-e Nāderi (q.v.).
Although popularly known as Qaṣr-e Ḵoršid (Palace of Ḵoršid), it was, in fact,
established as the tomb of Nāder Shah (q.v.; r. 1736-47). The ʿEmārat-e Ḵoršid,
a brick building with an octagonal plan in two stories, has been covered with
carved alabaster (R. Labbaf-Khaniki, 1998). A strange cylindered structure has
been raised up from the ceiling, probably the drum portion of a dome that was
never finished.

Approximately 300 m east of ʿEmārat-e Ḵoršid, there is a mosque that was
originally built above an Il-Khanid tomb. This mosque, called Kabud Gonbad,
has four asymmetrical ayvāns and two šabestāns, upon one of which the dome
is placed, decorated with colorful tilework dominated by blue tiles (R. Labbaf-
Khaniki and Ṣāber Moqaddam, pp. 50-51).

Kalāt-e Nāderi, the main stronghold of Nāder Shah Afšār, is located in a
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strategic valley embraced by natural steep cliffs and equipped with linear
walls and a sequence of towers and keeps. These defensive installations are a
portion of a system of defense that provided Khorasan with a northern barrier
against raiders from the Central Asian steppes (M. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2013).

As the main invaders of Khorasan, Turkmen continued to plunder the
settlements until the late Qajar period. To provide a defense against the
Turkmen invasions, some barriers were established along the border of
Khorasan. The remains of linear walls and keep towers on the Kopet-Dag
ranges in Mazdurān and Āq-Darband reflect the challenge of security in this
region (M. Labbaf-Khaniki, 2014a, pp. 438-39). Moreover, the strategic city of
Saraḵs in the northeastern corner of Iran was enclosed by a massive wall
equipped with bastions, providing a garrison for the Persian military force
against Turkmen threats (Riāżi Heravi, p. 73; Eʿtemād-al-Salṭana, 1988, pp.
1815-16).

The main contemporary monuments of Khorasan were created with the
contribution of the Anjoman-e Āṯār-e Melli (q.v.; The National Monuments
Council of Iran) during Moḥammad Reżā Pahlavi’s reign (1941-79). Regarding
the prominent historical figures of Khorasan and their works and professions,
Anjoman-e Āṯār-e Melli created the magnificent monuments for Ferdowsi in
Ṭus, Nāder Shah in Mashhad, Mollā Hosayn Wāʿeẓ Kāšefi (q.v.) in Sabzavār,
Ebn Yamin (q.v.) in Faryumad (q.v.), Farid-al-Din Aṭṭār, Omar Khayyam, and
Kamāl-al-Molk (qq.v.) in Nishapur; all are considered as contemporary
architectural masterpieces of Khorasan (Baḥr-al-ʿOlumi).
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