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Tourism is presently 
known as an important 
industry across the world, 
and religious tourism is 
considered one of the old-
est and most income-pro-
ducing type, especially in 
Iran.
Religious tourism is trav-
eling for religious or spiri-
tual purposes, for example, 
visiting the holy shrines of 
Imams and Imamzadehs, 
religious monuments and 
mosques, as well as attend-
ing religious ceremonies 
and rituals, IRNA reported.
Zanjan Province, hosting 
the holy shrines of several 
Imamzadehs, has signifi-
cant potential for develop-
ment of religious tourism.

Experts believe that cre-
ating infrastructures, at-
tracting investors, and pro-
viding funds required for 
implementation of related 
projects would help devel-
op religious tourism in the 
province.
Deputy Head of the prov-
ince’s Cultural Heritage, 
Tourism and Handicrafts 
Organization said that this 
type of tourism not only 
brings economic benefits 
but also has great spiritual 
value. 
He said that when Muhrram 
(the first month of the lunar 
calendar) arrives, local peo-
ple hold various traditional 
religious ceremonies re-
lating to the martyrdom of 
Imam Hussein (PBUH) and 
his companions. 

He noted that a large num-
ber of the true lovers of 
Imam Hussein travel to Zan-
jan Province from across 
Iran and the world in the 
month of Muharram to par-
ticipate in mourning cere-
monies held in the region.
Abyan said that there are 

about 2,200 beds for tour-
ists to stay in the province, 
adding that considering the 
unofficial accommodation 
centers the figure could 
reach 12,000. 
The official said that proj-
ects to establish a number 
of hotels and traditional 

accommodations are un-
derway in the province.
“Permissions have been is-
sued for the establishment 
of a number of eco lodges 
in the villages.”
“A tourist, of any type, 
brings economic prosper-
ity to the region. We aim 

to introduce the tourism 
attractions of the province 
and prepare the condi-
tions for all residents of the 
province to benefit from it,” 
he noted. 
Director General of Zanjan 
Province’s Endowments 
and Charity Affairs Orga-
nization Mokhtar Karami 
referred to the holy shrines 
of Imamzadehs and Hos-
seinieh Azam Mosque, 
which is very popular in 
the country, as the import-
ant religious sites of the 
province.
He said that many people 
make pilgrimages to the 
religious sites every year. 
Hosseinieh Azam Mosque 
is prepared to host reli-
gious tourists traveling to 
the province during Mu-

harram to participate in 
the mourning ceremonies 
held for the martyrdom of 
Imam Hussein. 
Hosseinieh Azam is one 
of the most important re-
ligious tourist attractions 
in Iran in the month of 
Muharram. It is located in 
the south of the provin-
cial capital city of Zanjan, 
on Ferdowsi Street.  The 
mourning ceremony held 
in the Hosseinieh on the 
eighth day of Muharram is 
very famous in the country. 
The great Hosseinieh is 
one of the most influential 
cultural and religious cen-
ters of Zanjan Province. Ex-
tending in an area of 12,000 
square meters, this complex 
has various cultural, reli-
gious and medical facilities.  

In this article, firstly, we 
want to historiographical-
ly assess the work of Mar-
cel Dieulafoy (1844-1920 
CE), the author of one of 
the earliest general sur-
veys of ancient Persian art, 
entitled L’Art antique de la 
Perse (1884-9). 
In a lesser-known later 
book by Dieulafoy, Art in 

Spain and Portugal (1913), 
he suggested that most of 
the arts of mediaeval Iberia 
were derived from Islamic, 
and ultimately Sasanian, 
Persia. The first paragraph 
is worth quoting in its en-
tirety: “It may seem strange 
that the art history of Spain 
and Portugal should be-
gin on Iranian ground, at 

the time of the Sassanids, 
and that the study of the 
primitive mosques should 
serve as a preface to that 
of the western churches. 
I hope, however, to show 
in the course of the first 
three chapters that Persia 
was not only the source of 
inspiration of Musulman 
architecture, and of the 
so-called Mudejar archi-
tecture of Spain, but that 
it played an important and 
well-defined part in the 
elaboration of those reli-
gious themes which found 
their way into the Astur-
ias, Castille, and Catalonia, 
and were acclimatised in 
France at a later period by 
the Benedictines.”
A chain of Italian schol-
ars from Michele Amari 
(1806-1889) through 
Ugo Monneret de Villard 
(1881-1954) and Geza 
de Francovich (1902-
1996) to Giovanni D’Erme 
(1935-2011) projected a 
similar genealogical link 
among mediaeval Italy, 
Fatimid Egypt and pre-Is-
lamic Persia. Amari, for 
instance, suggested a mas-
sive Persian immigration 

in Sicily during its Mus-
lim conquest and offered 
a series of toponymy that 
he believed to reflect Kho-
rasanian or Transoxanian 
connections. Monneret not 
only drew comparisons 
between early mediaeval 
Italian and Persian art, but 
he was also aware of Per-
sian artistic presence in 
ancient India. 
Francovich found an un-
derlying Persian core 
in the representation of 
kingship in mediaeval Eu-
ropean art, while D’Erme 
“was vividly struck by the 
‘Persian aura’ which ef-
fused from” the Cappella 
Palatina in Palermo.
Such bold assertions 
may have stemmed from 
whimsical thoughts of 
Italian scholars of various 
times. Yet they respond-
ed, to a certain degree, to 
the 19th-century trend in 
Indo-European linguistics 
and anthropology that 
greatly stimulated the 
growing European dis-
course on the origins of 
western art, including the 
“Orient oder Rom” debate 
that had provocatively 

been triggered off by Josef 
Strzygowski (1862-1941) 
in Vienna in 1901.
Despite an unclear defini-
tion of its role in the shap-
ing of western art, Persia 
continued to exude its 
“aura,” and it was this very 
aura which was perceived 
and translated into an ab-
stract idea of “Persian art” 
in the context of the “Ori-
ent oder Rom” debate. The 
term “Persian art” even-
tually came to be used, 
though in its most general 
sense, in mediaeval con-
texts as a distant backdrop 
for a remote past, whereas 
the more recent, let alone 
contemporary, artistic con-
tacts between Europe and 
Persia were rarely touched 
upon before World War II.
While Europe was not par-
ticularly receptive to the 
art and culture of modern 
Persia during the 19th 
and early 20th centuries, 
the latter, on the other 
hand, earnestly studied, 
reciprocated and exploit-
ed the on-going Europe-
an discourse about the 
quasi-legendary brilliance 
of Persian art, especially 

during the last years of the 
Qajar dynasty. It laid claim 
to every bit of the Persian 
greatness that had been so 
much extolled by western 
scholars. 
Without doubt, the lead-
ing western scholars to 
take up residence in Persia 
were the self-made entre-
preneur Pope from Amer-
ica, the polymath Ernst 
Herzfeld (1879-1948) 
from Germany and the 
architect and Franco-Per-
sian cultural attaché André 
Godard (1881-1965) from 
France. They gave support 
to the official renaming 
of the country from Per-
sia to Iran, a move which 
implied that the country 
was home to all Iranians 
— Kurds, Lors, Balochi 
and even Turkic-speaking 
people — not just the Per-
sians. However, it can be 
argued that this reversal 
of the discourse may have 
ultimately sealed the fate 
of “Persian art.” Tied to a 
modern, state, “Persian 
art” was detached from its 
earlier aura of timeless-
ness, thus losing most of 
its universal claims.
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The above is a lightly edited version of part of a chapter entitled, ‘Why Persian art needs to be studied and collected’, from a book entitled, ‘The Shaping of Persian 
Art: Collections and Interpretations of the Art of Islamic Iran and Central Asia’ edited by Yuka Kadoi and Iván Szántó, published by Cambridge Scholars Publishing.
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