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Bahai Shrines
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New Y ork: Columbia University, 1989

Of the Bahai sites of pilgrimage and visitation, the most important are the
tombs of Baha?-Allah and the Bab in Israel and the houses of the Bab and
Baha?-Allah in Shiraz and Baghdad.

Shrines and holy placesin Israel. Since Baha?-Allah’s exile to Palestine

in 1868, the Bahai world spiritual and administrative center has been in the
Acre (?Akka)/Haifa area. The most important Bahai holy places there are: (1)
The shrine of the Bab, halfway up Mt. Carmel in Haifa. ?Abd-al-Baha? had

the Bab’ s remains secretly brought from Iran in 1899 and built a stone

building in traditional Levantine stylein 1909, where the Bab's remains

were placed. ?Abd-al-Baha? himself was buried therein 1921. In 1948-53
Shoghi Effendi added a white marble superstructure, consisting of a columned
arcade topped by a drum and gold dome, designed by the Canadian Bahai architect
William Sutherland Maxwell (1874-1952). The Shrine of the Bab is surrounded by
extensive gardens. (2) The Monument Gardens, also in the area of the shrine,

are the white marble tombs of several members of ?Abd-al-Baha? s family:

his sister Baha?iya (Bahiya) Kanom, his brother Mirza Mahdi, his

mother Nawwab, and his wife Monira. Each tomb isin the form of a small dome
supported by columns. (3) The International Bahai Archives, built above the
shrine of the Bab by Shoghi Effendi in 1954-57 to exhibit historic relics and
documents. It is constructed of white marble in the style of a Greek temple.

(4) The seat of the Universal House of Justice, alarge columned white marble
building of classical style completed in 1983. (5) The mansion of Mazra?a, a
house used by Baha?-Allah in 1877-79. This was a summer house of
?Abd-Allah Pasha about 6 km north of Acre that ?Abd-al-Baha? rented for
Baha?-Allah once the authorities no longer insisted on his close confinement

in the city. A stone house set amid the fields and orchards of the coastal

plain, it was leased by the Bahaisin 1950 and purchased in 1973. (6) The
mansion of Bahji, alarge house 2 km northwest of Acre, built by ?Abd-Allah
Pashafor his mother in 1821. Baha?-Allah moved to the house in 1879 and
remained there the rest of hislife. After Baha?-Allah’s death the house



fell into disrepair. Shoghi Effendi gained custody of the house in 1929 and
restored it. He eventually acquired large parcels of land around the house,
which have gradually been developed into acircular park. (7) The shrine of
Baha?-Allah, a small stone building next to the mansion of Bahji.
Baha?-Allah was buried in a house used by his son-in-law adjacent to Bahyi.
Eventually a monumental superstructure is planned for this shrine as well,
which isthe Bahai gebla.

A number of other historic sites are owned or controlled by the Bahaisin the
Acre/Haifaarea. These include the cell in the prison barracks where
Baha?-Allah was confined, the houses of ?Abbud and ?Abd-Allah Pashain
Acre, the house of ?Abd-al-Baha? in Haifa, and several gardens near Acre
used by Baha?-Allah. For the most part these have been restored and are
visited by Bahai pilgrims.

The two other sites of Bahai pilgrimage are no longer in Bahai hands. The house
of Baha?-Allah in the Kark district of Baghdad was seized by the Iraqgi
government in 1925. This was the house Baha?-Allah lived in for most of his
stay in Irag. Baha?-Allah declared it a site of pilgrimage in his book of

laws, the al-K etab al-agdas (K etab-e agdas). The house of the Bab in

Shiraz—a beautifully preserved nineteenth-century middle-class homein the
old part of the city—was seized by the authorities and demolished in 1980.
Thiswas ordained to be a place of pilgrimage both by the Bab in the Bayan

and by Baha?-Allah.

Bahais also consider a number of historic sites elsewhere to be holy
places—places visited by the Bab, Baha?-Allah, or ?Abd-al-Baha?; sites

of martyrdoms; and tombs of martyrs and important believers. These include a
number of placesin the West visited by ?Abd-al-Baha? and alarge number of
placesin Iran—notably the houses of Baha?-Allah in Tehran and

Mazandaran; houses associated with the Bab in Shiraz, Busehr (Bushire),
Isfahan, and Urmia; the site of the conference of Badast; and the cell where
Baha?-Allah was imprisoned in 1852-53. These were expropriated following the
revolution in 1979.

A Baha who is ableis obligated to make a pilgrimage once in his lifetime to
pray at the shrine of Baha?-Allah or at the house of the Bab in Shiraz or

the house of Baha?-Allah in Baghdad. In addition, it is considered

spiritually uplifting to visit places associated with holy souls and martyrs.
Thereislittle ritual associated with visiting the Bahai shrines. Visitors are
expected to remove their shoes and maintain an atmosphere of quiet reverence
but are otherwise free to do as they wish. Bahais commonly wear their national
dress on formal occasions while on pilgrimage.

Bibliography : D. S. Ruhe, Door of Hope: A Century of the Bah&? Faith in

the Holy Land, Oxford, 1983, is a meticulously researched account of the Bahai
holy placesin Israel, mainly written for the use of pilgrims. E. Braun and H.

E. Chance, A Crown of Beauty, Oxford, 1982, isasimilar work written for
visitors. R. Rabbani, The Priceless Pearl, London, 1969, esp. pp. 228-66, isa



biography of Shoghi Effendi with a great deal of information on the development
of the Bahai shrines. U. Giachery, Shoghi Effendi: Recollections, Oxford, 1973,
contains much information about the architecture of the shrines. A Synopsis and
Codification of the Kitéb-i-Aqdas, Haifa, 1973, p. 61, n. 26, summarizes Bahai
law concerning pilgrimages and visits to holy places.
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