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Imam Reza and Western travelers and Travel Writers

* Imam Reza has been the object of desire and curiosity for Western
travelers. When they encounter Imam Reza’s shrine, these travel
writers are impressed by its beauty and magnificence, especially its
minarets, cupola, mirror works, tiles, calligraphy, lights, fountains,
courts, etc. They also point to its unique spiritual atmosphere, his
potentia (his miracles), the intense love of his pilgrims towards him,
his martyrdom, piety, and profound wisdom as well as the
contributions of Iranian dignitaries in developing the shrine complex.
Indeed, they find the beautiful essence of Islam in Imam Reza’s

shrine. Arminius Vambery of one of these iconic travelers in the 19t
century.



Who Is Vambery?

| SR < He is a Jewish orientalist who traveled through Turkey,
N HELIEEAND Iran, Central Asia, and Afghanistan to study the
ADVENTURESIOF, linguistic commonalities between the Hungarian
language and that of Central Asia. He was well-versed
In Islamic knowledge and Oriental languages. To
achieve his objectives, he disguised himself as a dervish
desiring to see shrines of Muslim saints.

ARMINIUS VAMBERY




What is the Relevance of Vambery’s
Travelogue to the Studies of Imam Reza?

His travel narrative provides information about:

* His personal and emotional response to Imam Reza’s shrine

* Role of Imam Reza in the formation of community/communitas
 His pilgrims and their pre-entrance rituals

* The egalitarian space of Imam Reza’s shrine

* Pilgrims’ Emotional Connection with Imam Reza and his Martyrdom
* Blessings of Visiting Imam Reza’s Sacred Shrine

* The material world of Imam Reza’s shrine (Hospitality, Food, and
Accommodation)



Like Vambery, Ella Maillart in the 20th Century points to Imam Reza as the sign and symbol
of peace:

“Imam Reza is the patron saint of travelers and I like to think it was he
who helped us the day we left Meshed for the Afghan border (The Cruel
Way, 1947, 110).

In other words, Imam Reza and his blessings ensured their safe journey to the Afghanistan
Border.

Imam Reza as the guarantee of safety and peace was reflected in the Shia pilgrim’s prayer:

“Be thou for me on the road of life an assurance” (Donaldson, The
Shi’ite Religion, 1933,181).

If Imam Reza is the embodiment of peace, then he symbolizes Islam whose essence is peace.



1. The Cupola of Imam Reza’s Shrine is the Beacon/sign of
Peace and Security

Vambery was in the caravan heading from Herat to the holy
Mashhad. When they approach their destination, the sight of the
cupola of Imam Reza’s shrine stirs Vambery’s positive emotions.
Then he attributes his safe journey to Imam Reza:

“Under all these combined impressions the very cupola of
Imam Reza’s shrine seemed to [me as a | beacon which to guide
to the harbor of safety” (1884, 265).

In other words, he implies that to be in the presence of Imam
Reza’s divine realm means to be in a haven of peace and to be
far away from perils and dangers since Imam Reza guarantees
security and safety.



2. Imam Reza and the Formation of Community

Though not a pilgrim, Vambery is affected by pilgrim’s love and
enthusiasm for Imam Reza:

| even caught the enthusiasm of the thousands of people who
were flocking to the tomb of the saint and could almost imagine
myself one of the pilgrims who hail with emotions of unutterable
thankfulness and pious joy the sight of the holy place, after
having wearily wandered over the immense distances from their
several homes, India, Turkestan or Afghanistan (1884, 265).

Indeed, Imam Reza acts like a spiritual glue and forms a communitas,

characterized by unity and solidarity, regardless of travelers’s race and
religion.




* Here, Imam Reza’s love proves that identities are not
fixed and rigid but fluid and flexible, thus the travel
writer can leave his Western/Jewish self and
experience Islamic identity as Guattari notes that “I
[here travel writer] is other and multiplicity of others”
(Chaosmosis,1995: 83).




3. An Ethnographical Look at Pilgrims’ Practices

* In his journey, Vambery acts like an observant ethnographer too. He records how
the pilgrims express their gratitude for being blessed with the sight of spiritual
beauty when they catch the prospect of the cupola of Imam Reza’s shrine from

afar:

* [Pilgrims] on coming within sight of it [Imam Reza’s shrine],
are prompted, by their feelings of devotion and gratitude at
having been permitted to behold the glories of the city, of
Meshed. [So, they] offer up some tangible tokens of their
sentiments by heaping up stones, adorning trees and bushes with
rags representing all the colors of the rainbow, and the singing
of sacred songs and the chanting of hymns (1884: 265).



*Pilgrims feel overjoyed at seeing Imam Reza’s shrine and its cupola because they associate the
distant view of the Imam's shrine with a spiritual vision that is uncorrupted by sins (Bess Allen
Donaldson, The Wild Rue, 1935, 64) and this observation results in their spiritual euphoria and
their sense of profound satisfaction.

*The act of tying cloth on the trees and bushes which interestingly bears resemblance to the
longstanding practice of fastening padlocks to the shrine of Imam Reza. By fastening the pieces
of cloth, the pilgrims of Imam Reza sincerely hope that Imam Reza will intercede with God on
their behalf and resolve their problems and impasse in their lives since Imam Reza Is
acknowledged and held as the granter of wishes.

Here, piling stones and praying are examples of pre-entrance rituals that reflect the pilgrims’ and
travelers’ deep reverence for Imam Reza and mirror their emotional encounters.

In the words of Liyakat Takim , “ The praesentia [presence] of the Imam can be felt from long
distance and [...] ziyara [prayer] can be recited from distance [...] and it can facilitate emotional
response with Imam” ( 2004, “Charismatic Appeal or Communitas” 114 in Journal of Ritual
Studies). Also, these pre-entrance rituals reflect their ‘adab’ or good manners toward Imam Reza.



Imam Reza Martyrdom and Pilgrims’ Sympathetic Attitude

 Vambery dwells on Imam Reza’s martyrdom; nevertheless, he makes a mistake when he
claims that Ma’mun murders him with poisoned wine instead of poisoned grapes (1884,
266).

« Despite his historical fault, Vambery, as a sharp observer, established a psychological
link between Imam Reza’s martyrdom and his fellow travelers. His observation
convinces Vambery that Imam Reza’s martyrdom in a strange land (Persia) deeply
affects the imagination of travelers and gives rise to their genuine empathy and
sympathy towards him.

* In other words, these travelers and pilgrims psychologically identify themselves with
Imam Reza and feel at ease in his vicinity. Thus, it is not accidental that they not only
honor him with the title of “Sultan al Gureba (Prlnce of Strangers)” but also revere him
as their patron Imam or saint (ibid.).



A Sociological Perspective: Spirit of Egalitarianism in Imam Reza’s
Shrine

Like a sociologist, Vambery appreciates and acknowledges the
egalitarian atmosphere that governs Imam Reza’s shrine. For him, it
IS a sublime and touching spectacle to see the rich and poor bemg
equal In performing their “acts of pious tenderness” In the spirit
of “unfeigned humility” (276). As a Hungarian Jew, Vambery
suffered from social and racial discrimination by his Christian
countrymen in his hometown (Alder & Dalby: 1979). This explains
why he Is deeply moved by the direct observation of sociocultural
egalitarianism In Imam Reza’s Shrine where socioeconomic
boundaries disappear. Indeed, In Imam Reza’s shrine, Vambery
witnesses the soul of democracy and tolerance that was absent In
nineteenth-century Europe. Echoing Vambery’s observation, Morinis
maintains that pilgrimage functions against anti-social hierarchies
and strictures (1992, 8).



2.7. The Generous Hospitality In Imam Reza’s Shrine

« Vambery points to the gracious hospitality in Imam Reza’s shrine. Vambery refers to
Imam Reza’s hospitality and the facilities that his shrine provides for his pilgrims.
These welfare facilities include free food and accommodation: “He [Imam Reza] is very
hospitable, and every newcomer has the choice of becoming his guest [...] and [pilgrims
can] eagerly avail themselves of the privilege of boarding and lodging at his Highness's
expense” (1884, 278). Vambery emphasizes that the administrators and custodians of
Imam Reza’s shrine strive to offer premium services to the pilgrims who are Imam’s
guests: “The convenience of the guest is cared for on a very large scale” (ibid.).

* Here, the travel writer attests to the commitment of Imam Reza Shrine to his guests’
welfare and this generous hospitality resonates with the Islamic culture since hospitality
In Islam i1s a well-established tradition. Islamic hospitality obliges Muslims to treat
guests and strangers with kindness, dignity, and respect (EI-Aswad 2016, 462). As the
sterling epitome of Islamic culture, Imam Reza’s shrine discharges this divine duty with
grace and utmost care.



Conclusion

 Thanks to interacting with Imam Reza’s pilgrims and taking part in
the divine world of his shrine, the travel writer understands the
profound cultural and spiritual importance of Imam Reza.

By a close reading of Vambery’s travel narrative, one concludes that
In Vambery’s estimation, Imam Reza (as a divine light and
Intercessor) Is the essence of true Islam since he Is a shining
embodiment of Islamic noble ideals such as love, peace, tolerance,
healing, generosity, and equality.



The End

Thank you very much for attending this
presentation



