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Amu Nowruz Travels Company
Amo Nowruz Travels Company is authorized 
by Iran’s Cultural Heritage, Handicrafts and 
Tourism Organization and has established 
its commercial brand under the title of 
‘‘Amu Nowruz”. Amu Nowruz or Uncle 
New Year is a cultural figure which is known 
among all the countries that share the 
Nowruz tradition. The agency is seeking to 
introduce traveling as a means of peace and 
friendship professionally. Amu Nowruz not 
only encourages foreigners to pay a visit to 
Iran but also provides an opportunity for the 
Iranians to visit different parts of the world. 
The company came into existence based 
on the idea of encouraging people to travel 
to boost their personal spirits and improve 
their health. The company is trying to hit 
international standards, in terms of quality. 
The main goal of the company is to provide 
tourism information about Iran and other 
destinations for potential tourists and 
also to facilitate the process of choosing a 
destination.
The company offers lots of tours, both 
domestic and overseas. It also has visa 
consulting services and provides travel 
insurance, tickets and hotels for customers 
with different tastes and competitive 
prices. ‘‘Amu Nowruz” also operates 
various leisure, cultural and commercial 
tours. It’s trying to address a wide range 
of audience and maintain their loyalty. 
The company has established the website 
of www.persiaadvisor.travel in a bid to 
introduce Iranian tourism potentials for 
foreign travelers.

Story of Amu Nowruz
Once upon a time there was an old man called Amu Nowruz (meaning 
uncle Nowruz). He knew lots of stories about traveling. He used to set 
out on a journey on the first day of spring to visit different parts of the 
world during the rest of the year. One of the things he did was paying 
a visit to Naneh Sarma (meaning mother coldness). Naneh Sarma loved Amu Nowruz. She 
waited for Amu Nowruz at the end of the cold season to see him before the    New Year. One 
of the things she did was getting up early on the meeting day to clean the house, set the Haft 
Sin spread and prepare for receiving Amu Nowruz. She counted the moments for his arrival. 
But she was not fortunate as she fell asleep every year just at the moment Amu Nowruz was 
around. The story was repeated every year. And Amu Nowruz didn’t like to disturb Naneh 
Sarma’s sleep. He used to sit next to her, have something, and pick a flower from the yard to 
put it on Naneh Sarma’s scarf before leaving. The sun’s rays touched the face of Naneh Sarma 
waking her up. It was at that moment that she realized what had happened. She felt so sad 
because she had to wait yet another year to meet Amu Nowruz…
The story of Amu Nowruz is a folk tale in Iran’s oral literature and that of some other countries 
that share the ancient ritual of Nowruz. The tale is short so it’s been handed down to the next 
generations orally. Naneh Sarma represents the cold season while Amu Nowruz stands for the 
New Year and the change in nature. The pair symbolizes the arrival of the new season and a 
new chapter in the lives of people. Old things give way to new ones in the spring and different 
aspects of the lives of people are renewed. Amu Nowruz is the symbol of that renewal. 
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Editorial

Travel like Amu Nowruz!
 
My dear friends… 
Hi everybody 

If you intend to travel, it has certainly 
occurred to you to like to have an 
informed buddy by your side and 
enjoy his or her company. Amu 
Nowruz has decided to be that buddy. 
Taking advantage of its years-long 
experience in traveling and its love 
and respect of traditions and cultures, 
the company has decided to double 
the joy of trip to its customers. An idea 
came up to create a space beside 
our social network and website to 
give you more practical information 
about traveling and tourism. Taking 
the lead of the World Tourism 
Organization (UNWTO) and its 2018 
slogan which is “tourism and digital 
transformation” we have decided to 
go for innovations in tourism services.  
In front of you is Amu Nowruz’s 
electronic magazine, released twice 
each year from now on. The issue 
is going to make you familiar with 
world attractions and the valuable 
sites in places that Amu Nowruz 
works in. Our first edition has a 
slogan: you are invited too! We ask 
you to come in and know more 
about Iran’s tourism attractions and 
support us along the way. We try 
to be a good guide for you. If you’re 
willing to provide us with photos, 
films and notes feel free to contact 
us via content@amunowruz.travel.  
Waiting for your messages to come… 
Love you 
Amu Nowruz! Illustrator: Hossein Ojaghi
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 Tourism and the Digital
Transformation
Zurab Pololikashvili    UNWTO Secretary-General

This year, World Tourism Day highlights the need for investment in disruptive digital technologies 
that can help foster an environment for innovation and entrepreneurship in tourism.
We live in an increasingly connected and interdependent world with digital advances transforming 
how we inform ourselves, transforming our behaviour, and encouraging innovation. We need not 
only new tools but also new capacities and ways of thinking. So across the United Nations family 
we are designing innovative projects, initiatives and partnerships.
The sheer size of global tourism and its impact on many other sectors, and all of the Sustainable 
Development Goals, puts it at the forefront of social responsibility, which today goes hand-in-
hand with innovation on all levels.
Harnessing innovation and digital advances provides tourism with opportunities to improve 
inclusiveness, local community empowerment and efficient resource management, amongst 
other objectives within the wider sustainable development agenda. The digital transformation 
is about providing benefits to all, and we are making sure that tourism contributes to this global 
commitment.

MESSAGE ON WORLD TOURISM DAY FROM UNWTO
Illustrator: Hossein Ojaghi
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 A History that Builds
Civilization

ulture is an indispensible part of tourism and in a way the reason for embarking 
on a journey. In the past people used to travel because of business but in recent 
centuries it’s the things that a nation has that attract people from across the 
world. These belongings were objects and historical pieces in the first place. 

But later on, other things such as handicrafts, regional rituals, costumes and languages, 
along with natural attractions, took the center stage in drawing visitors. This led to the 
formation of specialized branches of tourism. Those countries who had a rich culture and 
history were the pioneers of the trend. Iran was one of them. Iran had a special position 
in the Middle East that kind of linked the east of the ancient continent of Asia to its west 
and hosted the Silk Road. The very same characteristic made Iran a desirable target for 
different governments. Local states and invasive tribes came to Iran; each held power 
for a long time and of course left lots of relics behind. Iran’s strategic position and its rich 
resources attracted colonizers to Iran too.

C
Bashir Momeni    Tour Guide

Pre-historic Iran
The region of Iran was created some three 
million years ago, during the Paleolithic era. 
Iran has experienced different ages such as 
the Paleolithic, the Mesolithic, the Neolithic, 
the Chalcolithic, the Bronze, the Iron and 
the urban. The oldest human tool of Iran 
was excavated in Kashafrood of Khorasan 
that dates back to 800 thousands years ago. 
People in that era learned to farm and make 
tools. They began to settle in areas, bury 
their dead in a graveyard and create pottery 
wheels. Primitive cities were established and 
social ranks created. Businesses and jobs were 
set up. Bronze and iron tools were used and 
glassware came into existence.

Historic Iran
It’s been some one century and a half that 
Iran’s history has been recorded following the 
discovery of cuneiform and its deciphering. 
Historic Iran begins with the Elamite Civilization. 
These people lived inside Iran’s plateau. Their 
residing area falls on today’s Khuzestan, 
Lorestan and Bakhtiari mountains. They fell to 
Assyrians, who had been living in an area called 
Mesopotamia. The Aryan tribe then migrated 
to Iran’s plateau. They were divided into three 
tribes; the most important of them were the 
Medes, the Persians and the Parthians. They 
founded the most significant powers before 
the advent of Islam, namely the Achaemenid, 
the Ashkanid and the Sassanid empires. Iran 

was at its highest point of political power and 
geographical vastness during the Achaemenid 
era. The Ashkanid had the longest dynasty in 
Iran. Under their systems people experienced 
freedom of religions and co-existence. 
Zoroastrianism became Iran’s official religion 
under Sassanian kings. They believed that 
religion was the pillar of their power. Sassanian 
kings loved luxury and money. This led to a 
widening gap between ordinary people and the 
court. Magi had their own religious dictations 
and all that led to the decay and collapse of the 
Sassanid Empire. They were heavily defeated by 
the Arabs and were eventually toppled.

Iran in the Islamic Era
Muslim Arabs invaded Iran from 635 to 641 AD 
and were victorious after numerous wars. Their 
advancement in Iran was mostly peaceful and 
the reason was Iran’s internal situation and the 
way the nation treated Muslims. The advent 
of Islam meaningfully affected the structures 
of Iranians’ lives that could be traced until 
today. As time went by some features of the 
lives of Iranians mingled with those of Arabs 
and a culture called Iranian-Islamic came into 

existence. One of the most important effects 
of the Arab migration was the expansion of 
urbanization. The trend started in the Sassanid 
era but expanded during the presence of Arabs 
and hit its best point. Lack of independent 
political ruling, the gradual change of religion 
and the multiplicity of political movements mark 
the first two centuries of Iran after the advent 
of Arabs. The Tahirid took power in eastern Iran 
in the ninth century AD forming the first semi-
independent government after two centuries. 
After them, fifteen dynasties took control of 
Iran until today and each affected the country 
in a certain way. Some such as the Samanid and 
the Timurid brought art and culture to their 
best. Shia Islam was established as Iran’s official 
religion in the Safavid era. Iranians had their first 
encounters with modernity during the Qajar 
dynasty. Iran underwent major upheavals such 
as the Constitutional Revolution which was 
inspired by European revolutions. Developing 
roads and modernity were at their best 
during the Pahlavi dynasty. In 1979 the Islamic 
Revolution brought the Islamic Republic of Iran 
into existence. 

The-4000 year-old skeleton of a woman with her embryo in Pahneh Museum - Semnan
Photo: Hessam Mirrahimi



History period

The oldest known tools: 
800 thousand years ago

The first native government in Iran
3500 BC - 645 BC

312 BC - 64 BC 
Number of Kings: 12 
Duration: 80 years in Iran

247 BC - 224 M 
Number of Kings: 30 
Duration: 471 years

224 m - 651 m 
Number of Kings: 40 
Duration: 427 years

History of Persia at a Glance

Prehistory

The first Iranian government
715 BC - 550 BC 
Number of Kings: 4 
Duration: 165 years 559 BC - 331 BC 

Number of Kings: 9 
Duration: 300 years

Islamic period

1038 M – 1194 M
Number of Kings: 16 
Duration: 156 years 

1259 M – 1355 M 
Number of Kings: 17 
Duration: 96 years

From the entrance of Islam to the first
five Islamic centuries: 
651 m until the rule of the Seljuqs

1041 M - 1231 M 
Number of Kings: 8 
Duration: 190 years 

Achaemenid

Elam

Med

Seleuci

Parthian

Sasanian

Seljuq

Khwarazmian

Ilkanid

1506 M - 1370 M 
Number of Kings: 11 
Duration: 109 years

Timurid

1736 M - 1804 M
Number of Kings: 5 
Duration: 68 years

Afshar

1500 M - 1723 M 
Number of Kings: 10 
Duration: 223  years

Safavid

Zand

1751 M - 1794 M
Number of Kings: 9 
Duration: 43 years

1794 M - 1925 M
Number of Kings: 7
Duration: 130 years

Qajar

1935 M - 1979 M 
Number of Kings: 2
Duration: 54 years

Pahlavi

since 1979 till now

Islamic Republic of Iran
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Infographist: Farzaneh Abangar
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People of the world; 
Iran!

t’s been a long time that historical monuments and natural treasures of every 
country are considered as global wealth and humans believe the treasures 
belong to everyone. These works have been registered by global organizations; 
a move that shows their universality; works such as historical buildings, rituals, 

handicrafts and even natural heritage. Each of these landmarks or arts is considered a 
potential for tourism, attracting lots of tourists each year.
Iran is a rich country in this regard. It has lots of registered natural sites, historical 
buildings, rituals and handicrafts. Getting familiar with Iran’s heritage is an interesting 
experience.
Amu Nowrouz, in its first edition, guides you to find out more about some of these 
registered works on UNESCO World Heritage list that includes 22 historical buildings and 
a natural site.
To learn more about UNESCO click on the link below:

I

Ramin Nouri    Tour Manager and Tourism Active 

h t t p s : / / w w w. p e r s i a ad v i s o r. t r ave l /
about-persia-category/unesco-heritages/

1.Choghazanbil
Khuzestan, Shush\ Date of registration: 
1979
It’s an ancient prayer room in a step-like 
form that belongs to the Elamites (3500-
645 BC) that was built around 1250 BC in 
the ancient city of Durontash. The place 
was used to worship a god of ancient Ilam 
called Inshoshinak, who was the guardian of 
the city of Shush. The place is called the first 
religious site of Iran. It is also one of the oldest 
refineries of the world and the oldest sample 
of glass in Iran was found there.

2.Takht-e Jamshid
Fars, Marvdasht\ Date of registration: 1979
It’s a huge stone structure build on flat 
highlands. The palace was the ceremonial 
center of the Achaemenid Empire (559-330 
BC) and a symbol of its grandeur. Parseh and 
Persepolis are the other names of the structure. 
The palace was built under Darius the Great 
(522-486 BC), Khashayarsha (486-465 BC) and 
the first Achaemenid King Ardashir (465-424 BC).

3.Naghshe Jahan Square
Isfahan, Isfahan/ Date of registration: 1979
It’s a huge rectangular square in Isfahan, a remnant 
of the reign of King Abas I, of the Safavid dynasty 
(1588-1629 AD). There are four famous landmarks 
around the square; namely, Shah Mosque, Sheikh 
Lotfollah Mosque, Ali Qapou Palace and the 
entrance to Isfahan’s old bazaar, called Gheysariyeh 
Gate. The gate built in 1603 AD was once a polo 
field for Safavid horse riders but now Isfahani artists 
put their handicrafts on display there.

4.Takht-e Soleyman
West Azerbaijan, Takab/ Date of registration: 2003
It’s an ancient archeological site located round a 
fountain. It could be said that people have been 
there from the first century BC until the 16th century. 
The most extended religious-social apparatus of the 
people of Iran in the Sassanid era excavated until now is 
located there. The site includes a complex of Sassanian 
palaces and the fire temple of Azar Goshnasp, built 
in clay bricks. Azar Goshnasp is one of the three most 
important fire temples of the Sassanid age. Ganjak and 
Shiz are other names of the ancient site.

https://www.persiaadvisor.travel/about-persia-category/unesco-heritages/
https://www.persiaadvisor.travel/about-persia-category/unesco-heritages/
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5. Bam and its historical perspective
Kerman, Bam/ Date of registration: 2004
It’s one of the biggest cities of the world that 
is made of mud and clay. People have been 
living there since 2000 years ago. It’s divided 
into two parts: the region of peasants and the 
royal zone. The city was severely damaged in a 
2003 earthquake.

6. Pasargad
Fars, Pasargad/ Date of registration: 2004
It could be called the first significant 
architectural sign of the Achaemenid era (559-
330 BC). Monuments such as the tomb of 
Cyrus the Great, primitive models of Iranian 
gardens, Darvazeh Palace, Baram Palace, 
Private Palace, Royal Garden’s fountains, the 
tomb of Kamboujiyeh, Takh Tal fortifications, 
Mozaffari Caravanserai (belonging to the 
Islamic era), the sacred zone and Balaghi Strait 
are located in the arena.

7. Soltaniyeh Dome
Zanjan, Soltaniyeh/ Date of registration: 2005
It’s a masterpiece of Iran’s architecture in the 
Illkhanid age. It is in the capital of Ilkhan Mongols 
and is the third highest dome of the world after 
Santa Maria del Fiore in Italy’s Florence, and Hagia 
Sophia in Istanbul. It was built in the beginning 
of the 14th century upon an order by Uljaytu, the 
Mongol king. Tiles have been used to decorate 
the building. There are paintings on plaster, and 
perforated plaster works. Clay blocks and shaped 
plaster moulds have been used as well.

8. Bisotun Inscription
Kermanshah, Hersin/ Date of registration: 2006
It’s the biggest stone inscription in the world 
and the first known Iranian text. The Bisotun 
inscription is the most important text of the 
Achaemenid era. It’s the longest inscription 
belonging to Darius the king (522-486 BC). 
The inscription is carved on five columns and 
in three languages of ancient Persian, Elamite 
and Akkadian (it’s a language belonging to 
Mesopotamia region). It depicts the story of 
Darius’s victory against Bardia the liar and rebels.

9. Historical Churches of Azerbaijan
West and East Azerbaijan provinces/ Date of 
registration: 2008
It includes three churches; namely, the church of 
Saint Tadeus or Gharreh Kelisa (West Azerbaijan, 
Chaldoran), Saint Mary Chapel or Chapel of 
Dzordzor (West Azerbaijan, Maku) and Saint 
Stepanos Monastery (East Azerbaijan). All of 
them have been built between the 7th and the 
14th centuries. Iranian and Byzantine cultures 
have been mixed in these buildings. 

10. Shushtar Historical Hydraulic System
Khuzestan, Shushtar/ Date of registration: 2009
It’s a connected set of bridges, dams, mills, 
waterfalls and huge water canals built in the 
Achaemenid era and the Sassanid age to use 
water power as much as possible. Huge mills 
used to work upon water power.

11. Tabriz Historical Bazaar
East Azerbaijan, Tabriz /Date of registration: 
2010
It’s the biggest roofed market of Iran and one 
of the biggest in the world. It is located on the 
Silk Road and is some one kilometer long. The 
market is divided into four smaller bazaars. 
There are halls, shops and caravanserais 
there dating back to the fourth century and 
afterwards.

12. Tomb of Sheikh Safiaddin Ardabili
Ardabil, Ardabil/ Date of registration: 2010
It’s a complex that includes the mausoleum of 
Sheikh Safiaddin Ardebili, the grandfather of 
the Safavid dynasty, the tomb of Shah Esmaeel I, 
the first Safavid King (905-930 AC) and a couple 
of Iranian martyrs killed in the Chaldoran war 
(1515 AC). The best kinds of tiles, mosaics, 
plaster moulds and inscriptions of the Safavid 
calligraphers have been used in the complex.
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13. Persian Garden
Fars, Mazandaran, Isfahan, Kerman, Yazd 
and South Khorasan/ Date of registration: 2011
The category includes nine Iranian gardens; 
namely, Pasargad and Eram gardens in Fars 
province, Chehel Sotun and Fin gardens 
in Isfahan province, Abbasabad Garden in 
Mazandaran province, Shazdeh Garden 
in Kerman, Dolatabad and Pahlavanpour 
gardens in Yazd province and Akbariyeh 
Garden in South Khorasan province. These 
gardens are built based on the principles of 
Iranian garden making. The rules say that the 
garden has to be built on the way of a brook, 
four walls should encircle the garden and 
there should be a palace and a pool in the 
middle of it.

14. Jame Mosque of Isfahan
Isfahan, Isfahan province/ Date of 
registration: 2012
Otherwise known as Jome (Friday) Mosque, 
the Jame mosque is one of the masterpieces 
of Iranian architecture. The mosque is built on 
remnants of buildings from the Sassanid era. 
It has different sections such as Nezamolmolk 
Dome, Tajolmolk Dome, Mozafari School 
and Uljaito Altar. The structure is specifically 
important because different parts of it have 
been formed during the course of history 
until recently; for the same reason one can 
see different forms of Iranian architecture in 
the mosque.

15. Gonbad-e Qabus Dome
Golestan, Gonbad Kavus/ Date of registration: 
2012
It’s the tallest tower of Iran and the world 
which is fully made of clay bricks. It’s a relic of 
the reign of Al Ziar (931-1044 AC). The tower 
is 53 meters tall. There are clay inscriptions 
in Kufi calligraphy there. The tower is one of 
the first structures where the art of muqarnas 
making (hanging decorative stuff) has been 
used as part of Iranian-Islamic architecture.

16. Golestan Palace
Tehran, Tehran province/ Date of registration: 
2013
It’s a collection of buildings dating back to the 
Safavid (1501-1736), Zand (1751-1794), and Qajar 
(1785-1925) eras. It is placed in Tehran’s Arg Square. 
The building process started at the time of King 
Tahmasb of the Safavid dynasty and expanded in 
the Qajar period. Shamsolemareh, which is the first 
multi-storey building of Tehran, is close to the first 
Iranian museum built in the arena.

17. Shahr-i Sokhta
Sistan and Baluchestan, Zabol/ Date of 
registration: 2014
It’s the remnant of an ancient state-city in Iran’s 
eastern plateau and belongs to 5 thousand 
years BC. The city is composed of five parts: the 
residential area, the central zone, the industrial 
zone, monuments and a graveyard. It’s one of the 
most advanced cities of the world in the ancient 
times. Explorers have found traces of brain surgery, 
artificial eyes, the oldest piece of animation and the 
most ancient piece of backgammon board in the 
city.

18. Meymand Cultural Landscape
Kerman, Shahre babak/ Date of registration: 2015
Historical houses have been carved out in the 
heart of mountains. This place is one of the first 
residential places of human beings in Iran. The 
people of the village kind of follow their old 
traditions even until now. They migrated from 
the city in three phases. This, along with other 
natural, economic, social and cultural factors has 
led to the creation of a semi-desert perspective, 
unique in Iran and the world.

19. The ancient city of Susa
Khuzestan, Susa/ Date of registration: 2015
It’s one of the most ancient residential areas of 
the world. Some say it dates back to 4000 years 
BC. It was the capital of the Elamite government 
in 2700 BC. The city is spread across a vast area. 
The palace of King Ardeshir II, Apadana Palace, 
the Eastern Gate, Hadish Palace, the Fifteenth 
City, the Achaemenid Village, the Jame Mosque 
of Susa, a group of buildings belonging to the 
Islamic era, Acropol hills and the Castle of the 
French are all located there.
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20. Persian Qanat
Khorasan Razavi, South Khorasan, Yazd, Markazi, 
Isfahan, Kerman/ Date of registration: 2016
It’s a system of underground canals built to 
conduct water through Iran’s desert areas. It is 
2000 years old and includes the qanat of Qasbe 
in Gonabad (Khorasan Razavi), Baladeh Ferdows 
qanat (South Khorasan) the qanats of Hasanabad, 
Mehriz and Zarch (Yazd), Ebrahimabad of Arak’s 
qanat (Markazi), Mozdabad and Vezvan qanats 
in Isfahan, the two-storey qanat of Ardestan 
(Isfahan), Joopar qanat, Akbarabad qanat and 
Qasemabad Barvat qanat (Kerman).

21. Lut Desert
South Khorasan, Sistan and Baluchestan/ Date 
of registration: 2016
The first natural phenomenon of Iran on the 
list of UNESCO is spread across the three 
provinces of South Khorasan, Sistan and 
Balochistan and Kerman. The tallest sand hills 
of the world are located in this area. It’s also 
the hottest spot on the earth. Lots of comets 
have struck the earth there; a volcano called 
Gandom Beryan is in the desert.

22. Historic City of Yazd 
Yazd, Yazd/ Date of registration: 2017
It’s one of the largest adobe cities of the world. 
There are spectacular mosques, aqueducts, 
mills, houses and religious centers there. Wind-
catchers and domes have decorated Yazd’s 
skyline. This is one of the characteristics of 
architecture in Iran’s desert areas.

23. Sasanic Archaeological Landscape of 
Fars Region
Fars province, Firouzabad, Bishapour and 
Sarvestan/ Date of registration: 2018
There are eight landmarks of the Sassanid 
era in the cities of Firouzabad, Kazeroun and 
Sarvestan. The historical city of Bishapour, 
the Shapur Cave, the Sassanian Palace of 
Sarvestan, Ardeshirkhoreh City, the Palace of 
Ardeshir Babakan, Ghale Dokhtar, Deyhimsetani 
inscription and the inscription of Ardeshir’s 
victory (226-241 AC) over Ardavan V (208-224 AC), 
the last Ashkanid king are all located in the area.

Infographist: Farzaneh Abangar

* Only one of the gardens and qanats registered on the global list has been Located on the map
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 Tourism with Ethnic
Groups in Iran
Shirin Najvan     M.A. in Tourism Management

Persians
They are the dominant population in Iran. 
Their forefathers were Aryans. They lived in the 
mid part of the plateau of Iran in the second 
century B.C. They also chose the name of Pars 
or Persia for Iran. Farsi-speaking people of Iran 
are a mixture of different tribes from ancient 
Iran. Persians live in Afghanistan, Tajikistan and 
Uzbekistan as well. Farsi-speaking people are 
the biggest group based on language in Iran. 
Millions of refugees and lots of Iranian people 
have traveled to Tehran and other major cities 
of Iran that speak Farsi. So the language has 
become their main or second language. The fact 
has added to the population that speaks Farsi.

Turks and Azeris
They are the second biggest ethnographic 
group after Persians. Most of them live in Iran’s 
northwest and the provinces of West Azerbaijan, 
East Azerbaijan, Ardabil and Zanjan. Small 
communities of them live in other provinces 
too. They speak Turkish and their traditional 
music and dance called Lezgee is famous. Turks 
and Azeris are usually categorized as one; but 
they have different backgrounds. Turks have 
migrated to Iran from the east. But Azeris are 
descendants of the Medes in Iran.

Lors
They are an Iranian ethnic group living in 
the country’s west and southwest. The Lori 
language is a Persian one rooted in the 
Western Iranian language. Lori dialects are the 
closest to Farsi. Most of Lors live in Lorestan, 
Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari, Kohgiluyeh and 
Boyer Ahmad and Hamedan’s west and south. 
Some of them live in Markazi, Qazvin, Fars, 
Isfahan and Bushehr provinces. Their intimacy 
with the Nature has made their spirits high 
and their hearts vast. One can experience 
these characteristics firsthand by traveling to 
the areas they live in and speaking to them. 
They receive tourists very kindly.

Arabs
It’s been 1400 years that Arabs live in Iran. Most 
of them live along the Persian Gulf coastline 
and Khuzestan province. They are divided into 
different tribes. They speak Arabic and their 
main profession is fishing and doing business 
on the sea. Those living in Khuzestan work 
in the agriculture sector and have date palm 
gardens. Arabs live based on tribal values. 
Most of them are Shia Muslims and some are 
Sunnis. Marking Islamic Eids or holy days are 
one of their most important rituals.

Different ethnic groups are the reason behind the diversity in Iran’s tourism. 
Their co-existence has brought about cultural, historical and natural 
attractions. Those who seek to pick a unique experience of Iran for themselves 
need to know these people very well. Traveling to Iran would be an amazing 

opportunity for tourists to learn about these groups and tribes. Travelers interested in 
knowing Iranian tribes and nomads would be confronted with several main groups in 
here. Each of them dwells in certain regions.
Persians are the main ethnic group in Iran. They make up the bulk of the country’s 
population. Other tribes are scattered. Turks and Azeris- whom are known to be one 
because of their cultural proximities, stand next to Persians in terms of population. 
Kurds, Lors, Arabs and the Baluch are the other ones respectively.
These tribes have their own nomads. This means that there are smaller groups of 
people whose lives are based on moving from one place to another. Nowadays many 
of these people have been settled. But still there are people who change their residence 
every now and then. Their immigration is itself an attraction for many tourists.

I

Bakhtiari women from nomads of Lor ethnic group
Photo: Hessam Mirrahimi
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Baluch
The ethnic group lives in southeastern 
Iran, where the province of Sistan and 
Baluchestan is located. Their land is called 
Baluchestan which is completed with 
parts stretching into the neighboring 
country Pakistan. They speak Baluchi. Their 
handicrafts, including needle works, are 
very famous. Baluch women wear clothes 
decorated with the handicraft. Khash, 
Mirjaveh, Zahedan, Mokran, Iranshahr, 
Chabahar and Saravan are the most 
important district of the province.

Kurds
They are an Iranian ethnic group living in 
the country’s west and southwest. The Lori 
language is a Persian one rooted in the 
Western Iranian language. Lori dialects 
are the closest to Farsi. Most of Lors live 
in Lorestan, Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari, 
Kohgiluyeh and Boyer Ahmad and 
Hamedan’s west and south. Some of them 
live in Markazi, Qazvin, Fars, Isfahan and 
Bushehr provinces. Their intimacy with 
the Nature has made their spirits high and 
their hearts vast. One can experience these 
characteristics firsthand by traveling to the 
areas they live in and speaking to them. 
They receive tourists very kindly.

Turkmens
Iran’s Turkmens are part of an ethnic group 
that lives in Central Asia and are of Turkish 
origins. They speak Turkmeni language. 
They were nomads until the beginning of 
the 20th century but settled in villages and 
cities as time went by. Most of them live in 
the Caspian Sea’s southeast and Turkmen 
Sahra which covers parts of Golestan 
province’s north, Khorasan Razavi’s north 
and Torbat-e-Jam and North Khorasan 
province. Bandar Turkmen, Gonbad 
Qabus, Kolaleh, Aq Qala, Gamishan and 
Incheborun are among the most important 
cities that Turkmens live in.

Kurdish men dancing traditionally, otherwise called 
Halparkeh
Photo: Reza Nouri
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Islam: is the official religion of Iran. Its advent 
in Iran dates back to the Arab invasion and the 
fall of the Sasanid dynasty in the 7th century. 
People of Iran came to convert to Islam little 
by little. Quran is the holy book of Islam. The 
religion is divided into two sects: Shiaism 
and Sunnis. Sunnis are the first sect of Islam. 
Its followers recognized Abu Bakr as the first 
caliphate who succeeded the prophet of Islam, 
Mohammad. Sunnis comprise nearly 10% of 
Iran’s population. The rest are Shias. They deem 
Imam Ali as heir to the prophet of Islam and his 
successor. Shias are themselves divided into 
different branches. The most common is those 
who believe in twelve Imams or the Twelvers. 
They believe that Imam Ali is the first leader 
of Muslims after the death of the prophet. 
They also see eleven of his children and 
grandchildren as the succeeding leaders. Shia 
Islam has been the official religion of Iran since 
the Safavid era. The most important holy place 
of Muslims in Iran is the mausoleum of Imam 
Reza, the eightth Shia Imam, in Mashhad, which 
is the capital of Khorasan Razavi province.

Zoroastrianism: or Mazadayasna, is the 
first official religion of Iran. The main source 
of deism for the religion is the book of 
Avesta. Zaraoster taught its followers that 
there’s only one God and that’s called Ahura 
Mazda. His three main teachings are: decent 
word, decent action, and decent thought. 
Historical inscriptions prove the religion 
has been in Iran since the Achaemenid era 
and was recognized as the official religion 
under the Sasanid kings. Although with the 
advent of Islam, many Iranians converted to 
it, Zoroastrianism continues to have its own 
followers. Zoroastrians also believe in the 
sanctity of four natural elements of water, 
wind, earth and fire. Zoroastrians worship in 
a place called Atashkadeh, or fireplace. The 
main fireplace of Zoroastrians in Iran is in the 
city of Yazd where the holy fire of Varham 
is kept. The fire has been burning for more 
than 1500 years. It’s good to know that most 
of Zoroastrians of Iran live in Kerman and 
Yazd provinces but they live along others in 
different other cities as well. 

Religions in Iran
Elnaz Darvishi    M.A. in History

ran is known as a religion-governed country from the dawn of history up until 
now. The reason is the geographical vastness of the country that made it need 
a center of power to unify the society based on religion. There are five officially 
recognized religions in Iran; namely, Islam, Zoroastrianism, Christianity, 

Judaism and Mandaeism. The diversity of religions in Iran has created different cultural 
capacities. Today the situation has turned into a non-tangible attraction. 

I

Christianity: Iranians and Armenians 
began their relationship since the seventh 
century BC when the Medes lived in Iran. 
Christianity found its followers in Iran since 
the first century after the birth of Jesus 
Christ and missioners came to promote 
the religion in western and northwestern 
Iran. At that time, the Parthian Empire was 
ruling over Iran; they believed in freedom 
of belief. Therefore, those Christians who 
were persecuted in Rome fled to Iran. They 
built churches. That’s why you can see many 
old churches in Iran’s northwest and west. 
Different sects of Christianity, including 
Protestants, Orthodoxes and Catholics 
have their own places of worship in Iran 
and hold their rituals. 
Judaism: The followers of Moses, 
known as Jews, have been present 
in Iran since 2700 years ago. They are 
considered as a minority. Jews pray and 
worship in a place called synagogue. 
The tomb of Danial the prophet is in 
the city of Shush. The tomb of Esther 
and Mordechai, who was a leader of the 
Jewish tribe in Iran in the Achaemeneid 
era, is in Hamadan. Both are places of 
worship for Iranian Jews.
Mendaeism: is the religion of John 
the Baptist and its followers are 
called Mendaists. It’s a monotheistic 
religion and has a holy book called 
Ginza Rabba, which means the Great 
Treasure. Followers of John the Baptist 
have been living in Iran since 2000 
years ago. They see water as an especially 
important element. Baptizing in running 
water is a pillar of their religion. That’s 
why they’re known as the Baptists as well. 
This religious minority never promotes its 
ideas.

*All followers of the religions mentioned have their 
own representatives in Iran’s Islamic parliament, 
except Mendaists, because they’re short of quorum. 

Photo: muhammad afzan bin awang / shutterstock
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Historically, the language is divided into three 
distinct periods of Old Persian, Middle Persian, 
and New Persian. Ancient Persian languages are 
languages that were widespread here in Iran 
from 2000 B.C until the invasion of Alexander. 
These languages included Avesta, Saka, Median, 
and Ancient Persian.
Middle Persian languages belong to Iranian 
tribes that lived in Iran from the fall of the 
Achaemenid Empire until the invasion of Persia 
by Arabs. The middle languages are divided 
into two categories; eastern and western ones. 
Saka languages, Bactrian language, Sogdian 
language, as well as Khwarezmian language are 
among eastern middle languages,while western 
middle languages include Parthian Pahlavi and 
Sassanid Pahlavi.
New Persian languages appeared in Iran after 
the invasion of Arab Muslims in 651 B.C. Dari is 
the main language in this group. The language 
was the official language of the country since 
Ya’qub Laith Saffari, and little by little replaced 
all other languages of the country. The Seljuks 
spread Persian language in Anatolia; Persian 
language was also spoken in the Ottoman 
Empire’s territories.  After the colonization 

of eastern countries, the language slowly 
lost its place. Today, Dari language is used in 
Afghanistan, Tajikistan and Iran.
Tags: Alphabets, Farsi, Pahlavi, Idioms, Proverbs

Farsi Alphabets
Iranians used to write Farsi in cuneiforms. Then 
Pahlavi alphabets replaced it. The new alphabets 
included Pahlavi Ashkani (in vogue during the 
Ashkanid era) and Pahlavi Sasani (used in the 
Sassanid Empire). Farsi alphabets and Arabic 
alphabets are basically the same. But there are 
characteristics that distinguish the former from 
the latter. The alphabet nowadays used in Iran 
has been borrowed from the Arabs (Islamic 
calligraphy or Kufi calligraphy). Despite that 
we can say that Islamic calligraphy was largely 
shaped by the people of Iran. Later on Iranians 
created Farsi alphabets. After the advent of 
formal correspondence Pahlavi alphabets 
replaced Farsi. The language has 32 letters. 

Farsi
A Language Rooted in History

The main language of the Iranians is Farsi, but local languages are also used 
in the media and the press, and their literature is taught at schools along with 
Persian. Language is one of the main elements of each nation’s identity; Farsi is 
a sign of Iranian identity that show the influence of Iranian culture.

Farsi is rich in terms of proverbs and idioms, and according to historical classifications 
it is placed among new Iranian languages, and has led to the enrichment of Persian 
literature; numerous poets and writers who have spoken this language in different 
historical eras after Islam prove this claim.

T
Saba Karkheiran    M.A. in History

Inscription of Khashayarsha of Achaemenid dynasty in 
Ganjnameh, Hamedan 
The left column is in ancient Farsi language and the other 
two in Elamite and Babylonian languages respectively. The 
two belong to the ancient world.
Photo: Iurii Kazakov / shutterstock
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A Brief Look at Iran’s Culinary History
Iran’s school of cooking is rooted in history; 
yet, there’s little we know about the way 
they cooked before the advent of Islam. 
The remaining drafts and evidence in this 
regard point to cooking at courts, palaces 
and among the rich. There are paintings on 
ancient findings that indicate the fact. The 
remaining texts from the Sasanid era also 
bear reference to some common dishes of the 
time and their cooking methods. 

Taste Persia!

ne of the signs of a 
nation’s identity and 
cultural progress 
is the skills and 

cultural elements that nation 
uses in choosing ingredients 
and cooking methods; the 
issue can differentiate a nation 
from others. This is true when 
it comes to Iran’s culinary 
system. Iranians hold one of 
the oldest and most important 
schools of cooking. Their way 
of treating food has affected 
other countries as well and is 
in itself a tourist attraction.

O

Samira Mohebali    M.A. in Iranistics 

Iranian breakfast
Photo: shabnam askari

Arabs were living in a harsh climate and 
geography; so their culinary patterns were 
simple. After the fall of Sasanid kings those 
of them who had come to Iran came to learn 
from Iran’s civilization and the lifestyle of the 
Sasanid. Arabs were present in the Abbasid 
court as well; that helped them learn from 
cooking methods of the royals and the urban 
and rural societies of Iran. It should be noted 
that Iran’s culinary system was also minutely 
affected by the culinary culture of Arabs.
From the twelfth century on some invader 
Turks came to rule Iran. They learned a lot from 
Iran’s foods and lent their own to Iranians. 
Using different kinds of noodles in Iranian 
dishes is an example of the latter.

The bulk of what we know about Iran’s cuisine 
belongs to the Safavid era and afterwards. 
Based on cooking books written by court 
cooks, cooking was prodigal and luxurious 
at the time. These books have the recipes for 
different kinds of rice, stew, cutlet, meat ball, 
etc. 
The Qajar dynasty was prodigal too. It was in 
this era that using different kinds of meats, 
rice, stews, syrups, jams, sweets and fruit 
became common among people. One of the 
interesting developments of this era is the 
introduction of potato and tomato into Iran 
in the beginning of the 19th century. The 
new food changed some recipes. The main 
beverage of the era was coffee; it was usually 
used after the main course.

The Features of Iranian Cuisine
Four main features of Iranian cuisine are: 
using lots of rice, cooking the food for a long 
time, nearly similar recipes and mild taste.
Using lots of rice: rice has been a cereal 
in high demand from a long time ago. It’s 
companionship with a stew was a discovery 
of Iranian cooks. Iranians call baked rice 
pollow. There are two words for baked 
rice: Chellow and Pollow. Simple baked 
rice is called chellow and rice mixed with 
vegetables is known as pollow.
Cooking for a long time: Iranians cook 
food for a long time on moderate heat. It’s 
a feature of many dishes. This is unique to 
Iranian taste and Iranians are used to it.
Nearly-similar recipes: the main dishes in 
Iran’s culinary system usually enjoy similar 
recipes. In fact, these dishes could be used as 
examples and other ones could be derived 
from them. This depends on the cook’s 
creativity in mixing new ingredients.
Mild taste: Iranian dishes are not extreme in 
taste or odor. All of them use spices, although 
not too much.

Daily Meals
Iranians have three main meals: breakfast, 
lunch and dinner.
Breakfast: the traditional Iranian breakfast 
is made up of Iranian cheese, butter, cream, 
top milk, different jams and honey along 
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with traditional flat bread (Lavash, Barbari, 
Tafeton, Sangak) and sweetened tea. Milk, 
walnut, scrambled or boiled egg and tomato 
omelet are also used in breakfast. Porridge 
(which is a kind of thick soup made up of 
wheat and mutton) and Kalaeh Pache (lamb’s 
head and feet) are among the warm dishes 
sometimes used as breakfast during cold 
seasons.
Lunch and Dinner: Iranians use pollow, 
along with stews or baked meat, either 
boiled or grilled.

The Most Famous Iranian Dishes
Different kinds of Kebabs, especially the one 
used with rice which is called chellow Kebab, 
are very common in Iran. Chicken Kebab is 
another kind made of chicken meat. Ghormeh 
Sabzi and Gheymeh are the most famous 
Iranian stews. They’re eaten with chellow. 
Fesenjan is a stew used in ceremonies. These 
are some of the most famous pollows of Iran: 
Zereshkpollow, Baghalipollow, Sabzipollow, 
Morasapollow. These pollows normally 
accompany veal, mutton or chicken. Abgoosht 
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is another popular dish of Iran which is made in 
different ways based on the region.
Shirazi Salad is a mixture of tomato, cucumber 
and cubed onion put in vinegar, lime juice or 
sour grape juice and some salt. Different kinds 
of yoghurt, mixed with spinach, eggplant and 
cucumber are also used for lunch or dinner; 
pickles have their own place in Iranian’s cuisine. 
The traditional beverage in Iran is Dough.

Rasht, the Creative City of Food
Rasht is a city in the province of Gilan. It’s 

adjacent to the sea and lots of vegetables grow 
nearby. That’s why the city has a unique culinary 
culture. Some say 170 kinds of dishes are 
cooked in Rasht, some are made of vegetables 
only. Moreover, the city has a rich variety of 
meat dishes. Different foods are made using 
local animals, birds and wild animals living in 
the surrounding. There are lots of restaurants 
and local food selling centers. This shows the 
importance of food and its variety in Rasht and 
among its people. UNESCO registered Rasht as 
the creative world city of food in 2015.

Photo: 1 ,3 ,5 Velveteye. 2 Shahram Jafari. 4 Mehranimfd / shutterstock
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Fereshteh Derakhshesh    Tour Guide and Travel Blogger

Handicrafts
The trace of culture in course of time 

The main branches of handicrafts in Iran 
include: traditional textile, wooden framework 
handicrafts, traditional clothes, traditional 
embroideries, traditional print, manual arts used 
in architecture, pottery and ceramic, leather 
handicrafts, metal handicrafts, sea handicrafts, 
wooden handicrafts, traditional paper-based 
handicrafts, stone handicrafts and glass works. 

1)   Traditional Textiles: refers to the process of 
making traditional textiles. This art includes 26 
main branches: silk weaving, blanket making, 
textile making, rug weaving, camel-wool 
making, cloak making and Termeh weaving. 
Termeh is the name of a soft textile made up 
of silk and fluff. It is decorated with traditional 
designs and shapes such as botte jeghe or the 
bowing cedar.

ran has an ancient history 
and is the origin of one of 
the most important human 
civilizations. Archeological 

findings, some dating back to eight 
thousand years ago, clearly indicate 
that the country had been the cradle 
of culture and art since long ago. 
Handicrafts are good manifestations 
of the fact. Iranian handicrafts are 
divided into fourteen major branches 
and include some 300 products; this 
fact alone proves that the art-industry 
of handicrafts has a long history in 
Iran. Handicrafts embody various 
aspects of history, nature and cultural 
identity of different Iranian tribes.

I

  Photo: Wjarak / shutterstock
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2) Handicrafts using 
wooden frameworks: 
these works need a wooden 
framework to be made. 
The frames are vertical 
and sometimes horizontal. 
Different kinds of carpets, 
rugs and mats are made 
with the framework. Iran’s 
carpet is internationally-
known. It’s made up of 
fluffy yarn, silk, cotton, wool 
or other stuff. The culture 
and local traditions of each 
region affects the way a 
carpet is woven. It’s good to 
know that UNESCO’s Global 
Heritage Convention has 
registered the skill of carpet 
weaving of Fars province 
and the same skill in Kashan 
province (2010). The Global 
Council of Handicrafts has 
also registered a sort of rug 
called Shirakipich from Sirjan 
city in Kerman province in 
2017. The city of Tabriz has 
been registered as the world 
city of carpet in 2015.

3) Traditional Clothes: the 
products cover different 
parts of body and include 
headbands, hats, shawls 
and others; each is made 
according to the traditions 
of a region. Footwear is used 
by nomads, and is made 
up of cotton, silk or leather. 
Different kinds of footwear 
include Giveh, Charough 
and Chamoush. Giveh is a 
traditional shoe. A sort of it 
made in the Kurdish city of 
Marivan was registered in 
2017. It is called Kalash in 
Kurdish.

4) Traditional Embroideries: 
it’s the art of decorating 
clothes with shapes, threads 
and colors using needles 
and hooks. There are more 
than 100 different kinds 
of embroideries, and it’s 
the broadest branch of 
handicrafts spread across Iran. 
Needlework, patchwork, coin 
work and golden band works 
are examples of the art.

5) Traditional Print: it’s 
the art of printing different 
shapes on different material, 
using a stamp. The two main 
kinds of traditional print are 
called batik and qalamkar. 
The latter is one of famous 
souvenirs of Iran.

6) Manual Arts used in 
Architecture: this is the 
art of shaping lime, plaster 
and making muqarnas. This 
art is decorative in nature 
and tends to the exterior of 
buildings.

7) Pottery, Ceramic and Tile: 
these products are made up 
of clay and then baked in a 
furnace. Bowls, jugs and vases 
are the oldest things human 
being has made. The most 
ancient of them goes back 
to 8000 BC. Tiles are mostly 
used in decorating buildings. 
Different kinds of it include 
perforated tiles, golden 
tiles, mosaics, rainbow tiles 
and clay mosaics. The city of 
Laljin in Hamedan province 
was registered as Iran’s 
capital of pottery in 2016. 
Kalpourgan village, in Sistan 

and Balouchestan province is 
also the only living museum 
of pottery in the world that is 
7000 years old. It entered the 
list of world heritage in 2016.

8) Leather Handicrafts: 
products made of animal skin 
that have been processed and 
designed. The art includes 
making covers, burning the 
surface of leather and saddle 
making.

9) Metal Handicrafts: the 
artist carves different shapes 
on pieces of metal such as 
iron, copper, brass, gold and 
silver. Carved dishes are one 
of Iran’s famous souvenirs.

10) Sea Handicrafts: this art 
is common in Iran’s port cities, 
especially along the Persian 
Gulf. Artists use sea creatures, 
sea shells and fish bones to 
decorate different picture 
frames or make jewelries.

11) Wooden Handicrafts: are 
wooden stuff on which shapes 
and patterns have been 
carved. The category also 
includes works covered with 
wooden pieces, metal chips 
and bones. This branch of art 
is composed of 21 sections: 
weaving bamboo, wood 
turning, embroidering, mosaic, 
Khatam and decorating the 
surface with small pieces of 
geometrical shapes.

12) Traditional Paper-based 
Handicrafts:  a collection 
of artistic works on paper. 
It is divided into fourteen 

branches; namely, illuminated 
manuscript, concrete poetry, 
plastic painting and miniature. 
These kinds of paintings are 
specific to Iran. They lack 
perspective. The artists create 
depth and dimension by using 
brushes or pencils in a special 
way.

13) Stone Handicrafts: 
different kinds of gems or 
semi-precious stones such 
as turquoise, marble, jade, 
black and white stones 
are used in these arts. The 
craftsman uses different 
tools to carve and shape the 
stones. The city of Mashhad 
in eastern Iran was chosen as 
the global city of gemstones 
and registered in 2016.

14) Glass works: it’s the art 
of creating shapes by melting 
Silica, mineral oxides, and 
glass pieces. Artists create a 
cream of this material and 
then shape it by different 
methods such as molding 
and blowing. Carving glasses, 
stained glasses, mirror works 
and vitrail are different sorts of 
this art.
It’s good to know that from 
more than 600 instances 
of handicrafts registered as 
UNESCO world heritage, 366 
examples belong to Iran and 
from that 196 models are from 
Isfahan. The city has a variety 
of handicrafts and the amount 
of handicrafts business, as 
well as the long history of 
the city in this art led to the 
registration of it as the creative 
city of handicrafts in 2015.

Wall Painting at Ali Qapu Palace, Isfahan
  Photo: Ramillah / shutterstock
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A Manifestation of Iran’s 
Cultural Civilization

he culture and art of Iranians has been mainly manifested in their architecture 
since long ago. They have had different structures and each has undergone 
development and change. The structures have been improved and modified in 
a way that every single one is a unique piece of art. The buildings are beautiful 

both in the surface and in the structure. Many orientalists and Iranologists have praised 
the glory of Iranian architecture. 
Iranian architecture can be studied in two eras, the pre-Islamic and the post-Islamic era.

T

Katherin Azami     M.A. in Museum and Cultural Management

Persepolis, a symbol of Persian school of architecture 
Photo: TripDeeDee / shutterstock

Pre-Islamic
The architecture of Pre-Islamic Iran is divided 
into two styles of “Parsian” and “Parthian”.  
Parsian: is the first architectural style in Iran 
starting from the Achaemenid era until the 
invasion of Alexander (from 4th to 6th c. B.C). 
The use of rectangular spaces with columned 
halls, construction of buildings on platform, 
introverted styles, wooden ceilings, carved 
stones, decoration of entrances, and glazed 
tiles in interior sectors are among the main 
features of Parsian architecture.
Parthian: As the name suggests, the Parthian 
Style is the architecture used by Parthians and 
includes a diversity in patterns, introverted 
styles, symmetry in the construction of palaces 
and temples, an increase in height, curved 
arches and domes, sketches below the domes, 
and the use of local materials like brick, mud, 
and stucco work.

Iran’s Architecture since Advent of Islam 
to Seljuk Era (7th to 11th c.)
Although Islam had overcome Iran, the 
country’s architectural style remained intact 
for so many years. Gradually Muslims, inspired 
by the Islamic mindset and with respect to 
previous artistic features, especially the ones 
from the Sassanid era, introduced new forms, 
buildings, and constructs like mosques, 
schools, bridges and castles.
At the beginning of the Islamic time, more 
attention was paid to the construction of 
mosques. Mosques usually had simple 
structure, but from this time, we witness the rise 
of Muqarnas decorative design as an ornament 
of the mosque -Muqarnas refers to hanging 
decorative pieces made of wood, plaster, stone 
or tile-. The 10th century Qabus tower is one of 
the earliest examples of the use of Muqarnas 
decorative styles. Robat-e Mahi, contemporary 
to Qabus Dome, has mud bricks and stucco 
decoration as well, and acts as a precedent for 
the more lavish decoration of the Seljuk and 
the Timurid eras.

From Seljuk to Timurid era (11th to 15th c.)
The Seljuk dynasty (11th c.) is one of the most 
outstanding periods in Iran’s architecture. The 
construction of schools was popular during 

this time, and many were built in cities of 
Baghdad, Neishabour, Marv, Rey and Jorjan. 
Most of the buildings of this time had four 
Iwans- Iwan is the Persian word for porch. This 
kind of porch was built on a higher land and 
placed outside. The construction was blocked 
from three sides and usually functioned as 
points of entry and exit- with stucco and 
brick decorations. Different building such as 
mosques, schools, tombs and caravansaries 
were constructed in this era. The splendid 
Seljuk architecture is completely visible in 
Jam-e mosque of Isfahan.
Most of the buildings of this time had four 
Iwans with stucco and brick decoration.
Although, the mosque is the result of continual 
constructions, reconstructions, additions and 
renovations on the site from around 771 to the 
end of 20th century, the most beautiful and 
important part of the mosque belongs to the 
Seljuk era. It is interesting to know that the use 
of tile as a decorative element become popular 
since the fourth Hijri century. The oldest 
examples are the tiles of Kharraqan towers in 
Qazvin.

Ilkhanid Era (13th c.)
Ilkhanid architecture was similar to Seljuk era 
with four-Iwan style but after that architecture 
entered a new stage; iwan became higher with 
narrow width, and the walls got narrower as 
well. Decorations like stucco, tile work, and 

Jame mosque of Yazd
Photo: Borna Mirahmadian / shutterstock
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brick with special patterns adorned buildings. 
Mihrab of Isfahan Jam-e Mosque, Uremia and 
Ashtarjan mosque are the proof of the mastery 
of stucco in that era.
Grand Khorasan in east of Iran played an 
important role in the development of 
architecture.
During the Timurid dynasty in 15th c. the 
Moaraq tile -a kind of tile made of small pieces 
put together like mosaic- reached its perfection. 

Mosques like Goharshad in Mashhad, Kabud 
in Tabriz, Khargerd in Khorasan, and some 
buildings in Harat and Bokhara show the 
importance of this style of tile work in general 
and in places related to God in special. Grand 
Khorasan in the east of Iran played an important 
role in the development of architecture. 
Khorasan was the origin of lots of innovations 
in architecture that spread from Khorasan to 
other parts of the country. The two-Iwan plan 
was used for the first time in Khorasan, and it 
was one of the first cities that the traces of 
turquoise tile are found in, seen in mosques in 
Zozan, Gonabad and Forumad.

Dome: a round 
vault forming the 
roof of a building.

Caligraphy on tile

Tile: is tender 
clay with thin 
transparent 
enamel baked 
in furnace. 

Minaret: or Goldasteh, 
is a round tower which 
is part of Islamic 
architecture, mostly 
used in mosques.  

Muqarnas: hanging 
decorative objects 
made of block, stucco, 
stone, tile or wood.

Hojreh: refers to rooms 
around the yard. 

Sahn: is the building’s central 
yard. It’s also called Miyansara. 

From Safavid to Contemporary Era (16th 
c. to now)
The 16th and 17th centuries mark the 
flourishment of Islamic arts in Iran. In the 
shadow of Safavid kings, art and architecture 
advanced drastically. The majority of buildings 
in the Safavid era such as mosques, schools, 
and caravanserais were constructed in a four-
iwan style, and Moaraq (Mosaic) and Haft Rang 
tile -square-shaped tiles, enameled, usually in 
seven colors- were the main decorations used 
in the buildings. Calligraphy on tile was also 
used in religion-related buildings. Public places 
like mosques, bridges, bathes, water sources 
and caravanserais were built more than ever in 
this period. Aminabad caravanserai in Isfahan, 
Dehbid on the road of Isfahan to Shiraz, and 
the numerous Abbasi caravanserais built all 
over the country were the important ones in 
this period.

After the fall of the Safavid dynasty, the 
architectural styles of the time lingered on as 
before, but not that glorious. Kalat Naderi palace 
in Khorasan province in the Afsharid era and the 
Vakil complex in Shiraz in the Zandieh era are 
outstanding buildings of this period. After this 
period, and with the beginning of the Qajar 
Reign, architecture is once again emphasized. 
Some buildings from the Qajar era like Nabi 
mosque in Qazvin, the Haj Ali Agha complex in 
Kerman, Sepah Salar Mosque and the school in 
Tehran, as well as Golestan palace are examples 
of the breathtaking architecture of the Qajar era.
The contemporary architecture of Iran starts 
from the early 20th century and continues up 
to now. The architectural structure of buildings 
in this time is a combination of traditional and 
western architecture witnessed in constructs 
like Marmar(marble) Palace, Tehran Police house, 
and the Post Office building of Tehran.

Historic Imam Mosque, Isfahan
Photo: Alexandre Rotenberg / shutterstock

Iwan: or the porch is a sitting area higher than 
its surroundings which is mostly built in the 
exterior part of the building. 
Iwans are surrounded by walls from three sides. 
They are kind of entrance and exit areas. 
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Iran, Musical Instruments, songs
Elham Fazeli    M.A. in Music 

Khalil Sheikh, Dotar player from Khaf region, Khorasan Razavi
Photo: Meysam Bazekavat

ran enjoys a variety of climate types and different cultures in each corner. Music 
is intertwined with the lives of local people in each region and flows in their daily 
routine. Music exists in happy and sad ceremonies of Iran, whether in the shape 
of playing an instrument or singing a song. One can find different melodies in 

wedding ceremonies, funerals, Nowruz celebrations, harvest seasons, religious sessions 
etc. Music can be traced in the heart of Iran’s history and its people.

I
History of Persian Music
Little research has been done on Iran’s music 
and its history of thousands of centuries. 
Historical books such as the Cyropaedia by 
Xenophon, the histories of Herodotus as well 
as Greco-Persians by Plutarch are the only ones 
that entail something about the Persian music 
before the advent of Islam. These texts tell us 
that apart from royal live music, people used to 
sing songs in religious ceremonies and Nowruz 
celebrations under the Achaemenid Empire. 
People were divided into different ranks 
during the Sassanian era and the Ashkanid 
dynasty. One rank belonged to the musicians 

with a special position before the king. 
Evidence shows music was commonly played 
at the court in that era.
Music underwent evolution after the advent 
of Islam. Shah Abbas I (1588-1629 AD) of the 
Safavid era loved music so much. One of the 
masterpieces of that era is called Aliqapu 
mansion, the king’s splendid palace and its 
upper floor called the music room. The walls of 
the room are equipped with stucco-work and 
cutout shapes that apart from their beauty 
act as tools to prevent musical echoes, so that 
sounds could be heard naturally. Shia Islam 
became the official religion of Iran during 
the Safavid era. This led to the development 
of religious music that in turn preserved lots 

of ancient melodies of Iran. Playing Naqareh, 
which is a kind of drum, also played an 
important role in preserving Iran’s national 
music. The instrument was in vogue until the 
ending years of the Qajar dynasty. It fell out 
of fashion under Naseraddin Shah of Qajar, 
especially after Europeans gradually brought 
marshal music into Iran. Naqareh is composed 
of two brass drums that join in the middle. It is 
played by a pair of beating sticks.
Music became documented and disciplined in 
order to be taught to the royal family in the 
Qajar era. Aliakbar Khan Farahani was a Tar-
player and a musician who found his way into 
the court. He devised Radifs for Iranian music 
in seven dastgahs (musical systems). His 
classification is currently taught at universities.
Finally in 1940 Iran’s first radio broadcaster 
started working. The radio played different 
Iranian and foreign music. That made music 
common in Iran. People in every part of the 
country could listen to music and great artists 
could make their compositions heard.
Iran’s ancient music has had ups and downs 
during the course of history. It is now in our 
hands in a modified way. Lots of renowned 
artists work in this field these days.

Music of the regions
Iran’s folklore music is divided into five: the 
music of the northern part, and those of the 
western, central, southern and eastern parts 
of the country.
The music of Iran’s north: belongs to the two 
regions of Gilan and Mazandaran. Gilan’s music 
is inspired by the immaculate nature and the 
humid weather of the region. Shepherds play 
flutes out in the wild. Women sing rhymes 
as they work in rice paddies. Drums and a 
horn instrument called Sorna are also used in 
weddings.
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In Mazandaran, work music plays a great 
role in people’s daily lives. The ritualistic 
ceremonies of Nowruzkhani (singing about 
the New Year) and Chavoshikhani (rhymes 
sang to those who want to visit the house of 
God in Mecca) are accompanied by music. The 
instruments of the region include Ney, Dotar, 
Sorna, Noqareh and Kamancheh.
The music of the Turkmen tribe has its own 
nuances and beauties. Artists of the region are 
masters of playing Dotar instrument. They also 
sing in a very special way. There’s a tradition 
called Lalehkhani which refers to a wedding 
song that a young girl or newly-wed brides 
sing. The Holi song is a rhyme chanted out 
when milking animals. Music is also present in 
rituals. There’s a dance called raghse khanjar 
or the dance of the dagger that men perform. 
Another one is called Parikhani which is held 
to heal psychological problems. The Aq Qash 
ceremony is also held on the 63th birthday of a 
person, marking the death of Islam’s prophet. 
All of these rituals are accompanied by music.

The Music of Iran’s West: Kurdish and Turkish 
people reside in this area and this has brought 
about a lively rhythmic music. The music of the 
region sometimes narrates the story of heroes 
living in border areas and is mixed with dance. 
Tar, Balaban, Divan and Nagharhu are among 
the instruments used in Turkish-populated 
areas. Tanbur, Balaban, Dohol and Sorna are 
used in Kurdish-majority regions.
The Music of Iran’s South: the music of this 
region in inspired by the searing weather 
and the humidity of the provinces of 
Hormozgan, Bushehr and Khuzestan. It is 
filled with energy and happiness. Apart from 
the locals, other people such as immigrants 
who’ve come to Iran long ago lead their lives. 
Therefore, the music of the region has found 
lots of similarities with African music. Dohol, 
Dammam, Senj, Kuzeh, Neyanban and Ney 
jofti are some of the regional instruments. 
Music is an indispensable part of Zar. The ritual 
aims to cure mental diseases and is played out 
with song and music.

The Music of Iran’s East: the three provinces 
of Khorasan in the east are divided into two 
musical parts: the northern and the southern, 
each with its special variety. The north has a 
rainy weather, in contrast to the south’s dry air. 
This has led to variety in their music. Migrant 
families of Turk and Kurd origins in the north 
have brought their musical traditions in. A 
group of people called the Bakhshis are poets 
and musicians who play Dotar and narrate epic 
and romance stories at the same time.
Khorasan’s southern part music is based on 
praying to God and asking for rain. The rhymes 
are played out with Dotar, Dohol and Sorna. 
The instruments are used in ceremonies as well.
The music of Sistan and Baluchestan is 
different because it borders the countries of 
Pakistan and Afghanistan. These people sing 
songs in wedding ceremonies, during work 
and religious rituals. Instruments such as 
Gheychak, Ney, Dayereh, Tanburak, Robab, 
and Donli are used in rituals and treatment 
ceremonies.

Radif in Iranian Music
Radif music or Dastgahi music (music in a 
system) constitutes the body of Iran’s classical 
music. It refers to a collection of Iranian musical 
pieces arranged to perform or learn certain 
specialties of Iran’s music. Radif includes 
different pieces and melodies put together 
in a unified system. The most distinguished 
characteristic of Radif is that it roots back to 
ancient Iran and has been relayed orally from 
one generation to another. The Radif music 
and that of parts of Khorasan have been 
registered as UNESCO intangible heritage. 

Fajr Music Festival
The festival was launched in 1985. It turned 
into an international one in 1991. Some 
foreign groups took part in the festival along 
with Iranian ones. The festival is now more 
than thirty years old and is held in the capital 
Tehran each February. 

Instrument-playing soldiers on tile, Golestan Palace, Tehran
Photo: Emily Marie Wilson / shutterstock
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 Iran’s Traditional
Plays
Arvin Moazenzadeh   M.A in theatre 

ncient performances have always been a source of tourist attraction and 
an event in themselves, especially among culture-lovers. Iran’s rich culture 
is not an exception. Iranians have been playing theatres since long ago. Iran 
has ritualistic dramas that have been preserved during the generations and 

played out on different occasions. Some of Iranian traditional plays are quite forgotten 
these days; still one can see them in religious ceremonies. You will get familiar with some 
of them in the following.

A
Coffee house painting, the story of Rostam and Sohrab

Photo: Mansour Vafaee

Mourning for Siyavash, Kusehbarneshin and 
Mirenowruzi: the clearest evidence left from 
that period is about mourning for Siyavash. The 
story is partly rooted in reality and also myth. 
The play was acted out in the city of Bokhara in 
the past. It was called Kin Siyavash back then. 
The performance was played out in the open 
or in the fields.
Kusehbarneshin is another ceremony held 
in pre-Islam Iran and was dramatic in nature. 
The event is still being held in some areas, 
especially the villages. It’s a happy game in 
which the spectators make fun of a man whose 
face resembles a shark. Mirenowruzi is another 
similar event that is based on Kusehbarneshin. 
It’s the story of an ugly man who takes the 
seat of the king during the New Year holidays 
to make people happy. He hands out funny 
orders and makes people laugh this way.
Ghalishuyan: originally a religious one, the 
ceremony has now taken on dramatic overtones. 
It’s annually held in the village of Mashhad 
Ardehal in Kashan. It is called the only Islamic 
religious ceremony based on the solar calendar.
People of Kashan’s Fin had asked on the son of 
the third Shia Imam Soltanali Emamzadeh to be 
their leader in 800 AD. But atheists killed him 
on his way to Fin near the city of Ardahal. It is 
said that people of Fin rushed to help him but 
found his body in pieces. So they wrapped the 
slaughtered body in a carpet, washed it and 
buried it in a mausoleum. From then on people 
gather in Ardehal on the second Friday of the 
first month of autumn to mark the event. The 
gathering attracts many people from across the 
country.
The ceremony starts with the arrival of three to 
four hundred men equipped with sticks. They 
come in shouting and yelling. They resemble 
the fighters. They carry the carpet, representing 
the martyr, to the river, beat it and wash it. 
They shout all the way through, cursing non-
believers. The men also recite verses reminding 
the audience of Karbala and the third Shia 
Imam’s martyrdom. The performance is much 
like the one carried out by the magi in ancient 
Mesopotamia.
Taziyeh: refers to a drama portraying the 
Karbala tragedy. Each actor plays the role of a 
certain character. This kind of religious drama 

belongs to Shia Muslims. It narrates the story 
of the murder of the third Shia Imam and the 
subsequent suffering of his family. The art of 
Taziyeh improved Iran’s theatre. It bears the 
hallmark of Shia art as well.
There are different theories about Taziyeh. The 
most viable theory says the rituals stems from 
Siyavashkhani. Taziyeh came into existence after 
the Arab conquest of Iran and their dominance 
on the country. Mythical aspects were later on 
added to Taziyeh. That’s why it could be called 
an extension of Siyavashkhani.
Mollahossein Vaez Kashefi in the fifteenth 
century wrote a book named Rozat-ol-
shohada (meaning a requiem for martyrs) 
about Karbala. This led to the birth of Taziyeh. 
Reading out the book was indeed kind of 
singing with a nice voice and explaining the 
suffering of Imam Hussain and his comrades. 
Each person used to sing the song in a special 
musical system. The practice is said to have 
helped the preservation of musical systems 
and Taziyeh. Another root of Taziyeh goes back 
to Hamlehkani. Hamlehkani was taken out of a 
book called Heydarnameh which explains first 
Shia Imam, Imam Ali’s great endeavour during 
wars until the moment he dies.
It was during the Safavid era and the height 
of Shia Islam that Taziyeh was supported the 
most. The subject of all Taziyehs was the battle 
between the founders of Islam and atheists. Its 
script shows the goodness of the men of God 
and the evil inside their enemies. There are 
conventions to the play. One is that the person 
who plays the main role moves around the stage 
and tells people that the time or the location has 
changed. The water tank is the symbol of the 
Tigris and the al-Furat rivers. A branch of palm 
stands for a palm garden. Taziyeh is replete with 
such symbols. In this kind of play, men play the 
role of women. That part of the script which is 
about the good is sung in beautiful rhymes. 
In contrast, the part of the evil is narrated in a 
tough way and with yelling. Music plays a major 
role in the play.
Pardehkhani or reading from a screen: If you 
go to old coffee houses you can see murals that 
normally defy logic. There are some people that 
narrate a story based on the picture and others 
listen to. The practice is called Pardehkhani.
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Naqqali or narrating a story with rhyme: it’s the 
practice of narrating a prose or verse story of epic, 
romantic or heroic nature in public. The narrator is 
called Naqqal. Naqqali is more dramatic in nature 
compared with Pardehkhani.
Marekehgiri or attracting people outdoors: a 
Marekehgir is a person who is a master of some art or 
skill. He gathers people around himself and shows his 
capabilities. The Marekehgir is a magician sometimes. 
He plays tricks to attract viewers. The practice is 
seldom seen in Iran these days.
Comic Plays: are diverse and are usually played by a 
single actor in Iran. Most of these actors were originally 
based in coffee houses and sometimes invited to 
weddings and ceremonies to make guests laugh. One 
of the stereotypes was a persona called Hasankachal, 
or Bald Hassan. He’s a poor youth who goes to the 
family of a rich girl for marriage several times only to 
be repelled by the girl’s father. There were other plays 
called Baghalbazi that satirized the greediness of 
people. A character frequently used in most of them 
was a stingy super market keeper who had a lazy and 
forgetful servant called Nowruz. The servant often 
misunderstood his master’s orders and that made 
comic situations. The play is based on improvisation. 
One of the most important characters of the play is 
called Siyah, or the black man. Siyah made its way into 
different plays from troupes. The actor of the role of 
Siyah blackens his face and accentuates his speaking 
to the extreme.
Takhthozi or Ruhozi are other kinds of comic plays. 
These plays deride the duplicity and greediness of 
people. The troupes working on these kinds of play 
had places called Bongaheh Shadmani or happiness 
clubs. People could go there and invite the troupe to 
a certain ceremony.
Puppet Shows: contains two kinds of Sayehbazi and 
Kheymehshabbazi. In the former some puppets are 
moved against a light source and their shadows fall on 
the curtain. In the latter the audience sees the moving 
puppet directly. Puppets are made of cotton. The most 
famous character of such plays is called Mobarak. 
Above was a brief look at Iran’s traditional plays that 
showed the branches of the art and the occasions of 
their performance. These performances are based 
on either happiness or grief and show the nation’s 
reactions in different situations. Each of these plays 
provides a rich source for research and investigation. 

Taziyeh
Photo: Payam Moein via Wikimedia Commons / CC BY-SA 4.0



Rituals and Traditions 
The taste of the journey

journey means getting familiar with a region and its people more than before; it 
could be translated as finding a common humanitarian aspect among all people 
and appreciating cultural differences. When we talk to tourists they say one of 
the first reasons of their travel to Iran is visiting Takht-e-Jamshid and Naghsh-

e-Jahan Square. This means that the ancient history of Persia and its antique sites have 
called them over. But what fascinates tourists during their stay in Iran is the people of the 
country; people of the country regardless of the place they live in, or the city or village the 
tourist has come to. But a tourist needs to take part in public rituals and ceremonies if he or 
she is to get a real touch of the travel. These rituals play the role of condiments; they make 
the trip tastier.  
Geographical and ethnographic diversity of Iran provides lots of tastes that could be added 
to a journey and make it more memorable. One can find out the ethnographic diversity 
of Iran by taking a look at the map; Azerbaijan, Kurdestan, Lorestan and Khuzestan in the 
west, Sistan and Balochistan, Khorasan and the Turkmens in the east and the northeast, 
and the people of port cities in the south or the north have their own customs. When a 
national ceremony such as Nowruz or a religious rite such as Ashura is mingled with local 
traditions, it will have a hundred faces in different parts of Iran.

A

Parto Hassanizadeh     Tour Guide and Journalist
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Haji Firuz
Photo: Elena Odareeva / Shutterstock



Nowruz, when Iranians join
It’s one of the most important ceremonies of 
Iran. Nowruz celebrates the advent of spring. 
It falls on March 21. Families start to clean 
their houses from nearly one month before 
the event. As the new season gets closer, a 
black-faced man clad in red takes to the streets 
singing and dancing.
There’s an interesting festival of fire called 
Chaharshanbe Souri which is held on the last 
Wednesday of the year. Families and friends 
get together, create bonfires and jump over it. 
They sing a rhyme as they jump which says “my 
yellowness for you, your redness for me”. This 
means that a person gives away his unease to 
the fire and gets wellbeing in return. The last 
Thursday of the year is also allocated to going to 
graveyards to mark the memory of the deceased.
When the New Year begins it falls exactly on 
spring equinox. Therefore, it’s not a fixed time 
like the Gregorian calendar. The New Year may 
happen anytime during the day (the time 
differs six hours per year). But families arrange 
the Haft-Sin table regardless of the time. There 
are a set of things on the table including the 
holy book of Quran, a mirror and candlesticks, 
wheat and coins that symbolize benediction. 
There are also seven foods starting with the 
sound S in Farsi. Those are: Samanu (a kind of 
paste made of wheat), a piece of grass, apples, 
garlic, vinegar, sumac and anodes. Each item 
symbolizes a notion. After the New Year’s arrival 
families go to visit the elderly. Younger ones 
greet each other and receive something as a 
gift. Schools are closed for a two-week New Year 
holiday. Many families take the opportunity to 
travel. And that’s why foreign tourists seldom 
come to Iran during this period. The 13th 
of Farvardin marks the end of the holidays 
which is called Sizdah Be-dar. It literally means 
thirteen outdoors. On that day families go out 
camping and throw their piece of grass into the 
water. They cook something to eat together 
and children spend the day playing because 
they have to start their schools from the next 
day. This was a general look at Nowruz but the 
two-week holiday and its traditions may defer 
depending on each region. 

Tradition in the form of religion 
In Iran, another part of traditions is related to 
religious beliefs and rituals. Iran is a Muslim 
country. Shia Islam is its official sect. Shias 
respect  the prophet of Islam’s family very much. 
This feeling of respect finds manifestation in 
certain ceremonies such as Ashura. Ashura is 
the day the third Shia Imam, Imam Hussain 
was killed along with his companions in 
Karbala desert in today’s Iraq. Marking his 
martyrdom comes with special traditions. 
Based on the lunar calendar the first ten days 
of the month of Muharram are considered to 
be a period of mourning. Different related 
events are held across Iran during this time. 
It’s interesting to know that the way the ten-
day period is marked in Yazd could be quite 
different from the same ceremony in Zanjan. 
Each has its own beauties. Many tourists come 
to Iran with the purpose of seeing the rituals.

Culture’s representation in professions 
and business
The root of some Iranian traditions should be 
sought in the original profession of the people 
of this land: agriculture. At that time change 
of seasons was of specific importance. For the 
same reason Iranians marked the beginning 
of spring with Nowruz, the beginning of 
summer with Tirgan or the water-splashing 
ceremony, the beginning of autumn with 
Mehrgan festival and the last night of it with 
the ceremony of Yalda or Yalda night. People 
stay up till mid night. That’s the longest night 
of the year. They read out parts of books such 
as Divan-e-Hafez and Shahnameh and eat 
fruits such as pomegranate, watermelon and 
nuts. Guests usually come on that night. On 
the fortieth day of winter a ceremony called 
Sadeh is held. The vocabulary means hundred 
and refers to one hundred days past the end 
of summer. Nowadays only Zoroastrians 
celebrate the festival. They create a large 
bonfire outside the city and circle around 
it while praying. These people hold other 
festivals during the year to thank God for his 
benevolence. 
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Muharram mourning
Photo: Payam Moein via Wikimedia Commons / CC BY-SA 4.0



Experiencing the ceremonies first hand unveils interesting 
points about ancient monotheism.
Another class of traditions is linked with professions, especially 
artistic jobs because these works touch the soul of the artist. 
For example, the weaving of a carpet starts with the name of 
God, just the way it ends. While weaving, artists sing rhymes 
with certain harmonies. The sound of weaving tools plays like 
a note of that music. In the southern coastline of the Caspian 
Sea and in Iran’s green north, there are certain songs that 
farmers sing when they work in paddies. An interesting note 
is that farming rice has found its way into local dances, such as 
Qassemabadi dance. Work songs are considered attractions in 
themselves.
Apart from all we said there are some rituals that are specific 
to a tribe and cannot be found anywhere else. In the south of 
Iran a ceremony called Zar is held that combines music with 
therapy and cures some diseases. Another ritual is called 
coffee-drinking of Khuzestan’s Arabs usually held in coffee 
houses made of bamboo called Mozif.

Food, a social phenomenon
Food is an indispensible part of a journey. The culture of a 
region cannot be properly understood without tasting local 
food and methods of cooking. Iran is not an exception to this 
rule, especially if we keep in mind that each part of the country 
has its own cuisine.
In the background, we better take a look at the ceremonies 
accompanying cooking in families. There are dishes such 
as Ash, Shole Zard or Samanu that are cooked with the 
participation of several families or a neighborhood; this is a 
communal move that brings families close together.
At times one family asks God for a certain thing and promises 
to cook something as a sign of gratitude if the request is 
fulfilled. That food has to be distributed among other. It could 
be simple tea, or other things. These dishes are usually cooked 
in huge pots and then handed out to people. The very task is 
interesting to watch. It’s not an easy job, unless all contribute, 
but it’s kind of fun. In other words, a routine task such as 
cooking turns into a social activity. 
One has to attend a wedding ceremony if he or she has come to 
Iran. Wedding ceremonies may look the same in cities but they 
differs from one tribe to another in rural areas. The ceremonies 
of Bakhtiari nomads, the Qashqayi tribe or Kurds dancing in 
the nature are some examples of such rituals that are unique.
Based on the brief information we gave, it can be said that Iran’s 
tribal and cultural diversity, rooted in the country’s ancient 
civilization and its rich nature, can play a larger role in creating 
a fascinating journey for a tourist.
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Cooking Halva as votive food is a common tradition among Iranians
Photo: Pegah Ahovan
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Iran, 
Nature and Traveling

ran covers more than 
1,600,000 km2 of land 
and is confined by the 
Caspian Sea in the 

north and the Persian Gulf 
and the Sea of Oman in the 
south. Significant geological 
developments, such as the 
formation of mountains, 
severe earthquakes, volcanic 
eruptions and huge floods 
have created a natural 
museum during the course of 
millions of years. This museum 
has different features such as 
diverse climate, plants and 
animals. Each one of these 
is considered a capacity 
for those who follow the 
specialties of traveling.

I

Dr Kimiya Ajayebi    University Lecturer and Tour Guide 

Mountains: they are among the most 
important natural phenomenon and 
ecotourism attractions. It’s commonly 
believed that most of Iran is covered with 

deserts; but it should be said that nearly half 
of the country is mountainous. Two important 
mountain ranges of Alborz and Zagros exist 
in Iran. The Alborz starts in Ardabil province. 
It passes south the Caspian Sea as it moves 
eastward. Then it joins the mountains in the 
north in northern Khorasan province. The 
three high points of the mountain range are: 
Damavand (in Mazandaran province), Alam 
Kuh (in Mazandaran province) and Sabalan 
(in Ardabil province). Damavand is 5610 
meters high, holding the title of Iran’s highest 
mountain peak. The Zagros mountain range, 
however, is the largest and the longest of its 
kind in Iran. It starts from West Azerbaijan 
province and stretches up to the strait of 
Hormoz in the south. The highest point of the 
mountain is called Dena (in Kohgiluyeh and 
boyer-ahmad province). Alvand (Hamedan 
province), Oshtorankuh (in Lorestan 
province) and Zardkuh (in Chaharmahal 
and Bakhtiari province) are the other ones 
that receive many mountain climbers each 
year. Also there are some other individual 
mountains in Iran such as Taftan, which is a 
semi-active volcano of Iran.

Damavand mountain, Mazandaran
 Photo: Aref Friis / shutterstock
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Caves: most of Iran’s mountains are sedimentary 
rocks specially lime stones; this suggests that 
there are many caves around too. Alisadr (in 
Hamedan province), Katleh-Khor (in Zanjan 
province) and Ghuri-Ghaleh (in Kermanshah 
province) are some of the most important and 
touristic caves. Alisadr is a water cave and has 
one of the longest boat-riding chanels inside. 
Katleh-Khor is one of the most beautiful karst 
caves of Iran. The sediments inside incite every 
imaginative mind and practically everyone 
enjoys the beauty of it. Chal-Nakhjir in Markazi 
province and Bournik in Tehran province are 
beautiful in their own ways. Paraw cave in 
Kermanshah province is a notable cave in Iran 
because it is vertical. It is some 3,000 meters 
above sea level and is over 750 meters deep.
There are salt caves and ice caves apart from 
the lime ones. Yakhmorad is an ice cave in 
Chalous Road (Alborz province) and Namakdan 
is a salt cave on Qeshm Island. Namakdan is the 
longest salt cave of the world located in Qeshm 
Global Geopark. The geopark joined the global 
geopark network in 2017. The Star Valley and 
Chahkuh strait are its most famous geosites. 
Deserts: flat lands are attractive in themselves. 
Iran’s flat lands are divided into two: Dasht-e-
Loot and Dasht-e-Kavir. Loot desert was put on 
the list of UNESCO world heritage in 2016 as 
Iran’s first natural heritage.

Lots of caravanserais were built in ancient Iran, 
so that caravans could rest a bit in long journeys. 
There are many of the kind in deserts. This has 
turned the area into a tourist destination. Kavir 
desert is located between Khorasan, Sistan, 
Qom, Kasham and Yazd provinces. There are 
many activities being done in the area; some 
stay there at night to watch the sky, some hold 
off-road tours; some come to observe the stars 
and some people watch wild animals of the 
desert. These activities take place in areas such 
as Shahdad, Maranjab, Mesr and regions in the 
center and the east.
Plains: the coastal plain of the Caspian Sea is 
among the lowest areas in Iran. It stretches 
from Astara to Gorgan River. There are other 
plains along the Persian Gulf and the Sea of 
Oman, each with their own specific tourist 
attractions. 
Water basins: seas, lakes, ponds, waterfalls and 
rivers are other attractions of Iran. The Caspian 
Sea is actually the biggest lake of the world 
and is located in north of Iran. There’s a lake 
in Sabalan volcano’s crater which is one of the 
highest lakes of the world. Lake Urumiya and 
Howz-Soltan Lake are two other examples. 
Birds from different kinds migrate to Hayichoon 
pond, the pink pond of Lipar in Chabahar 
(Sistan and Baluchistan province), the great 
Miyankaleh Pond each year, providing a very 

Dasht-e-Kavir
Photo: Jakob Fischer / shutterstock
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good opportunity for bird watchers. Spas are other attractions of Iran. 
The most famous is in Sar-eyn in Ardabil province. There’s another one 
in Mahalat in Markazi province. The longest river of Iran is called Karun 
which springs from Zardkuh in Bakhtiari province. Other rivers join 
Karun, helping it to make the biggest river system of Iran. It’s the only 
river of Iran that ships can enter.
There are hundreds of waterfalls round the season in Iran. All of what 
we said constitutes an immense tourist attraction in Iran.
Diverse climate: Iran is a four season country. This has led to the 
existence of different plants and animals in the country.
There are four habitats in Iran; the Hirkani and the Khazari (south of the 
Caspian Sea and north of the Alborz mountain range), the Iran and the 
Turani (mostly in Iran’s plateau and the east of country), the Zagrosi (an 
area starting from Sardasht in West Azerbaijan to the north of southern 
province of Hormozgan) and the Omani (the coastal strip of the sea of 
Oman and the Persian Gulf).
Indigenous and imported plants co-exist in Iran’s climate. Some of 
them are unique and attract lots of people interested in nature and 
eco-tourism. Caspian Hyrcanian mixed forests with a local plant called 
Persian Ironwood are famous worldwide.
Some Iranian flowers are attractive in themselves. Lilium Ledebourii, 
Fritillaria imperialis and Rose Damascena are some of them.
Lilium Ledebourii: it grows in Gilan province, especially the Damash 
region. It flowers in mid-June until mid-July. It’s an endangered plant 
and its growing site is protected. The flower is put on the list of Iran’s 
national treasures and attracts lots of people to Gilan province each 
year.
Fritillaria imperialis: It grows in the Zagros region mainly and flowers 
from mid-May till raining seasons. Lots of nature enthusiasts relish 
in watching plains of the flower in Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari and 
Kohgiluyeh and boyer-ahmad provinces.
Rose Damascena: Lots of visitors rush to see the flower in spring. It 
mainly grows in Kashan. Each year a rose-water extracting ceremony is 
held in Kashan. It’s a tradition from a long time ago and has turned into 
a tourist attraction in itself.
Different climates lead to the diversity of wild animals. Iran’s wildlife is 
rich; more than one thousand animals have been living here, some such 
as Persian lion and Caspian tiger are extinct. Some such as cheetah and 
Persian fallow deer are endangered. There are other unique animals 
such as leopard, wild goat and onager scattered across the country that 
attract many to themselves.

01. Stars Valley, Hormozgan / Photo: SJ Travel Photo and Vide / shutterstock
02.Fritillaria / Photo: Gagarych / shutterstock
03.Desert / Photo: Yury Birukov  / shutterstock
04.Persian fallow deer / Photo: Jiri Prochazka / shutterstock
05.Neor Plain, ardabil / Photo: Sepidar
06.Podoces pleskei or Persian ground jay, Semnan / Photo: Ramin Nouri
07.Damavand, Mazandaran / Photo: Michal Knitl / Shutterstock
08.Alisadr Cave, Hamedan / Photo: Anton Ivanov / Shutterstock
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From Pars to Iran
The country of Iran is 1,648,195 km2 vast and is located in the Middle East. It neighbors the 
Republic of Azerbaijan, Armenia and Turkmenistan in the north, Afghanistan and Pakistan in 
the east and Turkey and Iraq in the west. The country has the Caspian Sea in its north, and 
Persian Gulf and the Oman Sea in the south. 
 “Pars” and “Persia” are the ancient names of this country that you have probably heard. The 
land was called Iran from the Sassanid period onwards. But it was not officially called so until 
1935. It was during the reign of Reza Shah from the Pahlavi dynasty that the country came to 
be officially named Iran. Iran’s borders stretched from east to west and in some eras, such as the 
Achaemenid period. It had a great influence in the import of Iranian culture to other areas. The 
Persian culture was replete with myths and had diverse rituals and ethnic traditions. Persia’s 
culture went beyond its geographic borders. The Farsi language and Iran’s Nowruz tradition are 

some examples of the land’s cultural domain. The Nowruz tradition is so famous and far-reaching 
that the United Nations decided to mark the 21st of March as the global Nowruz day. The day falls 
on the first of Farvardin. The UN made the decision in 2010.
Iran’s geographical position is strategic because it links the east to the west and is situated on the 
Silk Road. The very quality made it prone to invasions, though the country was never colonized in 
the real sense of the term. Yet, different cultures and tribes left their trace in Iran. The most important 
one was the Islamic culture that when mixed with that of Iran led to the creation of some of the most 
ever-lasting works of art. 
Iran is the biggest Shia-populated country of the world right now. Farsi is the main language of 
the people. There are four climates and sub-cultures in different parts of it. They live in peace and 
harmony. Paying a visit to this country is an amazing experience.

Tehran City
Photo: Michael De Plaen / Shutterstock
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Autumn 
One name and 
a thousand 
significations

ran is a vast four-season country 
that enjoys various climates. 
When we talk about different 
climates tourism finds an 

opportunity to create new meanings. Some 
seasonal attractions appear when the 
new season kicks in and die away as the 
period ends. Some of these attractions are 
permanent but visitors go to those areas in 
certain seasons. There are cultural and ritual 
attractions too that sometimes coincide 
with certain seasons.
Autumn marks the beginning of the cold 
season in Iran. Given the geographical 
vastness of the country the season provides 
a good opportunity for significant tourist 
events. Autumn starts on 23 of September 
and ends on 24 of December. Autumn 
tourism is the title given to tourism during 
this season in Iran.

I

Homeira Mohebali    M.A. in Tourism Management 

Mazichal Forest, Kelardasht, Mazandaran
Photo: Saeid Zohari 
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Autumn and Desert
Desert attractions constitute a major bulk of 
autumn tourism in Iran. Walking, rallying, camel 
riding, camping, sky observing, watching the 
stars, watching wild and rare animals etc are 
among the attractions of a desert. European 
tourists find it a good opportunity to enjoy 
warm weather of deserts during a rainy and 
cloudy season. For them, watching sand hills 
drifting by and the sunset of the desert is of 
superb joy.
Most of Iran’s tourist events in the autumn 
take place in deserts. But before setting out for 
this issue we should distinguish between two 
terms commonly used for this purpose: wild 
land and desert. Unlike many countries that 
take pride in wild land tourism, Iran uses its 
deserts for this purpose. The two are different 
in that the latter is alive. A desert has its specific 
fauna and flora; people live in those areas 
thanks to the knowledge of digging wells. 
This liveliness has made the desert attractive. 
From Persian WildAss in Kharturan to short 
muzzle alligators of Sarbaz River in Sistan 

and Balochistan, from Haloxylon and Tamarix 
bushes of the Dasht-e-Kavir to Figus religiosa 
tree of Chabahar, from Shahdad’s parched 
land to Yazd’s aqueducts, from dry winds of 
Dasht-e-Kavir to the cool breeze of gardens in 
Kerman’s Mahan, from sand hills of Maranjab 
desert to miniature mountains of Chabahar, 
from sour-sweet watermelons of Chal Sonbak 
to the biggest pomegranate garden of Iran in 
Mehriz, all of them are attractions of Iran that 
are best to experience in autumns. 
The architecture of deserts includes 
urbanization, historical houses, wind-
catching towers, aqueducts, water sources 
and glaciers. There are beautiful villages such 
as Mesr, Meymand and Garmeh that draw 
foreign tourists to themselves. The historical 
structure of desert villages which is based on 
the use of clay blocks is internationally known. 
This is specially seen in cities such as Yazd and 
Kerman where historical glory is magnified. 
Iranian gardens in the heart of deserts are in 
themselves attractive items. For instance we 
can refer to Dowlatabad Garden in Yazd which 

hosts the tallest wind-catching tower of the 
world.
Different handicrafts of desert, along with 
tiles, pottery, the work of coppersmiths and 
goldsmiths, different rugs and carpets, various 
dishes and spices are other attractions of desert 
during the autumn. People can taste local 
sweets of the region when they visit an area.
Another aspect of the story is the kindness 
of people living in desert areas. They are 
lovely and friendly, whether they live in 
cities or villages. These people speak in 
different accents that differ from one place 
to another. Lots of ancient Iranian traditions, 
that Zoroastrians hold them most, are more 
beautifully held in desert areas. Mehregan 
festival and Sadeh festival are two of them 
that are best carried out in desert regions. 
About astrological events we should say 
nowhere is better than deserts to watch them, 
especially during autumn. Desert’s sky in 
autumn is the vast scene of tourists’ fantasies. 
Some of these tourists come a long way to 
Iran. Watching the clear sky of desert is a 

dream for them but it easily comes true in Iran. 
Especially if they take to sand hills barefoot 
and lie on the softest bed of the world looking 
for their lucky stars. Last, but not the least, is 
camel; the noble animal of the desert which is 
in itself a unique attraction of the region. One 
can ride the animal or use its dairy products.
The desert has lots of myths, from genies to 
fairies …  Old men and women narrate such 
stories very beautifully.

Autumn and the Season in Iran’s 
Southern Strip
It’s autumn in Iran’s south near the Persian 
Gulf. The weather is pleasant, the soil warm 
and the sea landscape beautiful, with warm 
and kind people around. Here everything 
depends on water; not the fresh water of 
desert aqueducts but the salty water of the 
sea. There are wide rivers leading to the 
Persian Gulf. From Khuzestan’s beautiful 
scenery to the border with Pakistan, all the 
area is filled with natural attractions that 
visitors can enjoy during autumn.

Mazichal Forest, Kelardasht, Mazandaran
Photo: Saeid Zohari 
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Khuzestan is a center of one of the most 
ancient civilizations of the world. It was in 
close connection with Mesopotamia. Chogha 
Zanbil and Shushtar’s hydraulic system are 
placed on the list of world heritage. The rivers 
of Karun, Karkheh and Dez that have led to the 
development of civilizations on their banks 
are part of the region’s natural heritage. The 
people of the region have interesting rituals, 
accompanied by different outfits, accents and 
even religions. Khuzestan is Iran’s oil capital 
and one of the country’s tourism centers.
Heading to the east a bit, and we see a 
different story of tourism. Bushehr and 
Bandar Abbas with their small ports, offer 
a world of beauty and natural attractions. 
Humidity of the weather and the salty soil 
has created a new order. There everything 
depends on the sea. The region has been the 
ancient pathway of tourists as well. There are 
signs of those who had come to the region 
for different purposes, from colonialism to 
work to tourism. The traces have turned into 
tourism attractions nowadays.

Autumn and Iran’s Islands
Autumn is the spring of southern Iranian 
islands. Kish with its modern and ancient 
attractions, Qeshm with its wonderful 
geopark and its magical Hara jungles, 
Hengam Island with the beautiful dolphin 
dance and Hormoz with its rainbow soil 
which resembles another planet on earth are 
all attractive for tourists.
Northern cities of Iran host visitors during 
autumn as well. The red and orange jungles 
and the mild weather invite visitors to 
themselves.
Those who can brave cold weathers can go 
to western Iran in autumn. Some branches 
of tourism could be studied only in autumn. 
One is observing birds during their migration 
with a focus on lakes and ponds. This draws 
many from across the world to Iran during 
autumn.

Farakhin Lake, Kojur- Mazandaran
Photo: Saeid Zohari 
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Tehran 
The-222 Year-Old Capital 

he vast country of Iran has been in the rough and 
tumble throughout history; political and economic 
reasons have caused different cities from north to 
south and east to west to become the capital of the 

country even for a short period of time.Tehran, the current 
capital of Iran, is the 32nd national capital of the country chosen 
by Agha Mohammad Khan of the Qajar dynasty in 1796. He was 
crowned two years later in 1798 in Tehran in the Golestan Palace 
upon which the dynasty of Qajar was inaugurated. Back then 
Tehran was limited to an area around the Grand Bazaar and 
the Golestan Palace; although neither bazaar nor the Golestan 
Palace was as big as they are today. Kings following Agha 
Mohammad Khan especially Naser ol Din Shah extended the 
city and ruined the walls of a fortified citadel to construct new 
walls and gates in a bid to prepare enough space to build houses 
as population was growing in the capital; later the National 
Square or Mydan–e Mashq was built which used to be a military 
shooting range during the Qajar period. There is a picture all 
about Mydan–e Mashq square kept at Malek Museum now.

T
Maryam Hesaraki    Tour Guide and Researcher in Social Sciences 

Shams-ol-Emaneh building of Golestan Palace, Tehran
Photo: Leonid Andronov / Shutterstock
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The Grand Bazaar along with 
the Golestan Palace was the 
first place kings built in Tehran. 
They were later extended 
and some constructions were 
added to them. Caravanserais, 
mosques and different sectors 
were annexed to Bazaar. Some 
structures as large as the Salam 
Hall (Talar e Salam) the Diamond 
Hall (Talar e Almas), and the 
Building of Wind Catchers 
(Emarat e Badgir) were built in 
the Golestan Palace upon the 
order of the kings. The interior 
quarters were used only for 
the kings’ families; no male 
person was allowed to enter. 
If anyone violated the rule he 
would be sentenced to death 
by the king. The Golestan Palace 
wasn’t enough for Qajar kings; 
they sought for fair weather 
in the northern part of Tehran 
to get rid of hot summers. 
The Sahebqaraniyeh Palace in 
Niavaran complex and Ferdows 
Garden Museum are remnants 
of the Qajar dynasty, though the 
Ferdows Garden Museum has 
been transferred to a Cinema 
museum, with one of the most 
beautiful cinema halls located 
in the mansion of the palace. 
The place is a good choice for 
Persian films, classic, traditional 
and pop music enthusiasts. They 
can enjoy the art accompanied 
by cold and hot drinks in the 
mansion’s café.
The Sahebqaraniyeh Palace took 
its name from one of the most 
desired titles of Nassereddin 
Shah ‘‘king of Sahebqaran’’. One 
of the important events that 
happened there was the signing 
of the Constitutional Order by 
Mozaffar ad-Din Shah, the son of 
Nassereddin Shah. Mozaffar ad-
Din Shah ascended the throne 

Milad Tower, Tehran 
Photo: Borna Mirahmadian / Shutterstock

when he was old and disabled; 
thus he was not physically 
fit for ruling Iran. There were 
widespread fears among the 
aristocracy that the educated 
elites who traveled to European 
countries for education cannot 
tolerate dictatorship upon 
return. The concerns resulted in 
the Shah accepting a suggestion 
to create a Majles (National 
Consultative Assembly), by 
which the monarch’s power 
was curtailed as he granted a 
constitution and parliament to 
the people. From that time up 
to now people’s representatives 
are in the parliament. The 
historic Iranian parliament 
building inaugurated upon the 
inking of the Constitutional 
Revolution has turned into a 
museum right now, it is possible 
to visit different parts of it like 
the assembly hall that was a 
working place of figures like 
late Dr Mohammad Mosadeq 
who nationalized the Iranian 
oil industry and defended Iran’s 
right at the International Court 
of Justice.
When the Pahlavi dynasty was 
inaugurated in 1925, the face of 
the city changed from traditional 
to modern; the changes were 
made by the first Pahlavi king. 
Different buildings such as the 
Post office, Officers Club, Iran’s 
National Museum, the National 
Library and residential center 
for the royal family were moved 
from the Golestan and the 
Marmar Palaces to Sa’adabad 
in the north of Tehran; then 
Shemiranat that was completely 
a separate region from Tehran 
city was joined to Tehran 
area. Then the longest street 
in Tehran with a length of 17 
km was constructed by Reza 

Pahlavi who wanted to connect 
Sa’adabad to the Marmar Palace 
through only one street; the 
street was called Pahlavi street 
after the last name of the royal 
family but after the Islamic 
revolution it changed name 
to Vali-e Asr street. Tehran has 
been known for its plane trees. 
Tourists who visited the city in 
the 16th and the 17th century 
called it the city of plane trees. 
This motivated Reza Shah to 
plant Platanus or plane trees 
along Vali-e-Asr St. The trees 
decorated the street and catch 
the eyes of visitors until now. 
The second Pahlavi continued 
to modernize the city of Tehran. 
Reza Abbasi Museum and the 
Abgineh Museum and the 
Museum of Contemporary Arts 
designed by ‘‘Kamran Diba’’ are 
precious museums of modern 
arts. The latter hosts works from 
1870 until 1980. The museum 
not only puts on display the 
works of foreign artists but also 
presents the statues of Iranian 
artists both inside and outside 
its building.
The construction of houses 
changed totally compared to 
previous eras. Living in houses 
was replaced with living in 
apartments. Lack of green areas 
or yards in the new houses led 
to the construction of more 
parks in the city. Tehran’s main 
parks are; Laleh ,Mellat, Saei, 
Niavaran, as well as the oldest 
one Park –e Shahr that is in the 
neighborhood of the Golestan 
Palace. The residential complex 
in Sa’adabad that contains 
eighteen small and large palaces 
is basically a huge park. The royal 
family and their relatives lived 
there. When the construction 
of the Niavaran Palace was 

finished the royal family 
moved there; then they were 
relocated to Sahebqaraniyeh 
in the Niavaran complex. 
The family lived in the Palace 
until the Islamic revolution in 
1979. Coinciding with 2500th  
anniversary of the Persian 
Empire in 1971 it was decided to 
construct a Memorial Tower in 
Tehran, entitle ‘‘Shahyad Tower’’ 
but its name  changed after the 
revolution to ‘‘Freedom Tower’’.  
Hossein Amanat, the architect 
of the tower, employed classical 
and post-classical Iranian ideas 
in building the tower. People 
gathered in Shahyad Tower 
while protesting against the 
Pahlavi dynasty; an act that 
motivated officials to change 
its name to ‘‘Azadi Tower” after 
Iran’s Islamic revolution.
After the victory of the revolution 
and under Ayatollah Khomeini 
all royal palaces were turned 
into museum-palaces and 
opened to public. Some other 
museums were also constructed 
of which we can refer to Malek 
Museum in Mydan –e Mashq, 
Peace Museum in Parke Shahr, 
the Holly Defense Museum, and 
the Natural Monument and Wild 
Museum of Darabad. 
On the occasion of the 100th 
anniversary of the late leader of 
Iran’s Islamic revolution a tower 
entitle “Milad” was constructed 
in Tehran city. The highest part 
of the tower is used for enjoying 
a panoramic view of Tehran city. 
The tower is equipped with 
concert and theater halls as well 
as handicrafts booths. 
Ever since Tehran was chosen as 
the capital of the country it has 
faced cultural growth, always 
having something to offer to art 
and museum lovers. 
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