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ABSTRACT

Muharram commemoration to remember sacrifices made by Imam Hussein, the
grandson of the Prophet Muhammad and his companions is one of the special and
deep-rooted Islamic events, tied to spirituality for centuries. These processions are
often held in specific routes or ‘mourning pathways. These paths and related spaces
over time, in addition to being memorable and creating identity, have become
spiritual in their own ways. But the contemporary Iranian urban planning pays more
attention to material aspects and has moved away from spiritual spaces. Extensive
physical changes and interventions in traditional cities, as well as threats and damage
to mourning pathways, highlight the need for further research. This article, using
comparative-qualitative studies and bringing evidence and numerous examples from
different Iranian cities and emphasizing Ardabil, has tried to interpret the collected
data, while proving and introducing mourning pathways as sacred and spiritual
paths, determine their spiritual dimensions and aspects. The spiritual effects of
mourning before and after the events along with their margins have been studied.
The results show that various sacred-religious, physical-spatial, cultural-social,
historical-political and natural factors constitute mourning pathways and then the
socio-cultural dimension added weight to it. On the one hand, these pathways
connect spaces to history, and on the other hand, they add a special symbolic and
semantic dimension that distinguishes them from other paths.
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INTRODUCTION

Muharram mourning by Shias is considered as one of the most important and
widespread rituals deep rooted in the Islamic tradition (Mazaheri, 2016) and is an
urban phenomenon that has been tied to spirituality for centuries. Shiite
communities have defined, invented and reproduced their identities over time
through these rituals and are constantly evolving. These events are often held on
specific mourning paths that cross traditional passages and sacred sites. These paths
and related spaces over time, in addition to being memorable and creating identity,
have become sacred and spiritual. But the contemporary Iranian urban planning
pays more attention to material aspects and has moved away from spiritual spaces.
Extensive physical changes and interventions in traditional cities, as well as threats
and damage to mourning routes, highlight the need for further research in this area.

PURPOSE

The main purpose of this article is to introduce and prove Muharram mourning
routes in Iran as sacred and spiritual and the second purpose is to determine the
characteristics, personality, and spatial aspects of the mourning routes.

METHODOLOGY

This article has been done using comparative-qualitative studies and bringing
numerous evidence and samples from different Iranian cities with an emphasis on
the city of Ardabil, during the mourning days of Muharram between 2018 and 2021
and in order to respond to questions: How do Muharram mourning routes in Iranian
cities lead to the production of a sacred and spiritual atmosphere? What are the
spatial characteristics of mourning routes? To collect and analyze data the
ethnographic method as well as three methods of documentation, participatory
observation and interviews have been used to understand the sanctity of the paths,
provide a deep and objective description and analysis. Finally, by interpreting the
collected data, the spiritual characteristics of the mourning paths are determined.

FINDINGS

With the arrival of Muharram, mourning processions become an urban ritual and
phenomenon (Masoudinejad, 2018) and by attracting different segments of the people
in the streets, they give a special spirituality to urban spaces. Mourning paths in
Iranian cities despite the passage of time are still fixed (Aminzadeh, 2000, 57-63).
These paths visuialize as the most important pedestrain routes in the ancient city
system and are an example of collective interaction in the physical structure of urban
spaces (Rezazadeh Ardabili, 2009, 79). Repetition of mourning ceremonies in specific
paths with spiritual goals and sacred destinations causes them to find a prominent
character and become part of a structure for residents that shows a semantic structure
of the city (Ahri, 2015, 25). The spiritual mourning paths are supported by tangible
and intangible elements that are evidence of this heritage and confirm its existence:



"path" and "ritual elements related to path"; which, as a space, in order to carry out
ritual activities to achieve sacred ritual goals, are presented as tangible elements in
confirming its physical existence. The sacred buildings in the path of mourning and
other artistic, historical, human and cultural elements that are found along with it are
the symbol and sanctification of this space. Intangible elements; mourning rituals and
related activities are reasons for the process of exchange and interaction between
people. The constant and renewed presence of these prominent elements show how
the sacredness has increasingly penetrates the spatial debate and influences various
dimensions of the mourning path.

CONCLUSION

We argued that Muharram mourning routes in Iranian cities have the values and
capacities of a spiritual atmosphere. We also realized: 1) Ignoring these paths
gradually leads to the risk of forgetting their capacities and spiritual content, which
they have been carrying for a long time. The studies indicate that the richness of
mourning routes in Iranian cities and the recognition of its relationship with identity
and generative components are related and indicate the historical capacity of the
city. Mourning paths carry the message of Ashura and are a social guide. Some also
express the spirit of time and place, but its nature emphasizes the sanctity of the
place and the religious-sacred importance of the city.

These paths have become a platform for interacting and holding ceremonies
and rituals, and as a result, strengthening and promoting local communities around
them, which creates a chain of life. In addition to connecting many urban
neighborhoods, it has become an important cultural way on an urban scale. Signs
and elements related to the path, events and cultural effects that have over time
become the attraction and place of return of human beings.

Various sacred-religious, physical-spatial, cultural-social, historical-political and
natural factors form the spatial aspects of mourning paths. Among them, being
sacred and then the cultural-social dimension takes on more weight in urban spaces.
These paths, on the one hand, link spaces to history and, on the other hand, add a
special symbolic and semantic dimension that distinguishes them from other spaces.

NOVELTY

Research novelties include:

1. Introducing mourning paths in Iran as sacred and spiritual spaces and
highlighting spiritual values of these and related collections;

2. Assisting the cultural planning and formulating policies for the protection and
improvement of mourning paths within the framework of a comprehensive urban
plan and using their capacity in the cultural sustainability of Iranian cities;

3. Assisting to register spiritual mourning paths in Iran in the world heritage list as a
cultural way proposed by ICOMOQOS in order to strengthen and perpetuate them.
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