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Reviving Isfahan’s historical fabric:
A quest for preservation and prosperity

< Iranica Desk >

The establishment of pictur-
esque neighborhoods encir-
cling the mosque and bazaar,
intricately woven together by a
labyrinth of alleys, symbolizes
the urban development unfold-
ing under the banner of Isfahan.
This tale recounts the profound
impact of urban planning on the
fabricofthisremarkableland.
The historical fabric of this city
has sadly endured damage over
time due to tasteless alterations
and self-interest-driven chang-
es.Consequently, the city’s cohe-
siveness has been altered by the
widening of passages and the
modification ofits streets.

The destruction of Isfahan’s
historical fabric due to road
construction and insufficient
services has forced its original
residents to leave and created
opportunities for the settle-
ment of non-native individuals.
As a result, Isfahan has lost its

Evolution

Beginning around the reign of
Shah ‘Alam I (1759-1806 CE),
Rekhta (slowly coming to call
itself‘Urdu’) cametobeusedin
the courtofthe Mughalsacross
the Indian Subcontinent.
While Persian remained in
place as the official language,
the gentryin Delhibecameless
inclined to utilise it in their
writings.

Outside of the imperial centre,
cultures of newly emergent Mu-
ghal successor states began to
take shape and, in time, impact
patronage opportunities for Per-
sian.

Persian, of course, was already
well-situated across the Indian
Subcontinent. The sprawling
networks of Mughal bureaucra-
cy and the significance accord-
ed to the language as a marker
of elite intellectual and literary
status nurtured an active po-
etic culture in places like Luc-
know, Agra and Lahore as well
as other cities and provinces.
As Purnima Dhavan, assistant
professor of History at the Uni-
versity of Washington, notes,
already by the early decades of
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once-unified historical fabric.
Unfortunately, in the detailed
plans devised for construction
in the historical fabric, only
height restrictions have been
taken into account. As a result,
houses are being built in this
area that lack harmony with the
fabricand architecture of thisre-
nowned region. This is while the
houses that adhere to the fabric
of this region feature a central
courtyard.

The Municipality of Isfahan has
been working hard in recent
years to breathe newlife into the
city’shistorical fabric.

By preserving the notable
structures, they aimed to revive
the city’s rich heritage and cre-
ate a lively ambiance. However,
the central historic area of the
cityhasyettoreclaimits former
glory.

Managing Director of Tehran
Municipality’s Renovation Or-
ganization Mohammad Ali Iza-
dkhasti emphasizes that the key

priority forrevitalizingIsfahan’s
historical fabric is to generate
both economic and social ben-
efits, focusing on value creation
and facilitating investor engage-
ment.

“We need to view the whole ur-
ban fabric as a unified entity,
with the goal of preserving its
historical buildings, elevating
the cultural vibrancy of the local
community, and fostering a sus-
tainable environment,” he said.
If residents of the historical
section face constraints such as
height restrictions, compensa-
tory advantages should be de-
fined and established to allow
residents to benefit from them.
For instance, urban spaces like
parking lots should be creat-
ed around the fabric so that if a
house is located in a narrow al-
ley, the owners should atleastbe
able to park their cars in a near-
by parkinglot.

Izadkhasti believes that foster-
ing desirable infrastructure and
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urban spaces, alongside cultural
development, plays a key role in
revitalizing historical areas and
motivatinginvestment.
Izadkhasti considers the revival
of the historical neighborhood
ofJolfain Isfahan as a successful
model and experience. He said
that with the commencement of
restoration activities and urban
improvements by the munici-
pality, the economic advantag-
es and the valuable land in this
neighborhood have attracted
investors. As a result, the histor-
ical houses are gradually being
restored and transformed into
touristfacilities.

He noted that the municipality
is gearing up to implement an
exciting experimental preserva-
tion plan in the historical neigh-
borhood of “Baba Qassem” on
Ibn Sina Street. The ultimate aim
is to create value and allure po-
tential investors to this vibrant
area.

Alireza Khajavi, an official from

of Urdu as arival to Persian

the seventeenth century most
Persian learners could be found
‘notintherarified inner circle of
the imperial court, but in much
more eclectic settings all over
the province and cities of the
emperor.

Nonetheless, as Mughal central
authorityintheeighteenthcen-
tury waned, the rise of regional
powers witnessed the emer-
gence of ‘new cultural and in-
stitutional forms’, allowing for
Urdu, like other regional lan-
guages, to be enriched by the
‘vocabulary and literary forms
of Persian.

In Awadh, for example, rulers
beginning with Shuja“al-Dawla
(1753-75) — himself a Persian-
ised Mughal and the grandson
ofamigrant from Iran - offered
patronage opportunities for
Urdu in addition to supporting
the fine arts in general. While
the Nawabs of Awadh offered
patronage to Persian poets on
a lavish scale too, ‘Persian po-
etry did not flourish here to any
great extent ... primarily be-
cause of the growing vogue for
Urduasapoeticmedium’.

Sceptical and wary of the old
Mughal elite, rulers such as
Shuja® al-Dawla relied on lo-
cal non-Persianised groups
and imported others, like
Shaykhzadas, Telingana Ra-
jputs and Gosain mercenaries,
who were more inclined to of-
fer patronage to Urdu poets
ratherthan Persian.

Alongside the shift in political
tides and patronage practices
stemming from the break-up
of the Mughal Empire, Urdu
was simultaneously emerging
as a more readily acceptable
medium of literary and poetic
expression in competition with
Persian. Crucial to this shift in
perception was the work of
‘Vali” Dakhani (1667-1707),
who elevated the status of
Rekhta by demonstrating that
its poetry ‘could rival, if not
surpass, Indo-Persian poetry
in sophistication of imagery,
complexity and abstractness of
metaphor’.

This shift in perception led to
the growth of poets choosing
to write in Rekhta instead of
Persianin the early 1700s. This

would soon be followed by per-
sistenteffortstocomposepoet-
ryinUrdu.

Along with the increased atten-
tion to Urdu poetic composi-
tion came the need for poets to
find instructors to teach them,
the rise of poetic assemblies to
share verses and hone sKills,
and the blossoming of master-
student relationships. The new
world of Urdupoeticsand poetic
community put a premium on
identifying with a master or lin-
eage, association with a readily
identified master (ustad) being
viewed asamajornecessity. The
new class of Urdu poets emerg-
ing in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries would be more
likely to identify themselves
with alocal and accessible ustad
for easier affiliation than with
an individual further afield or a
historical poet that they could
emulate, tightening the social
network around Urdu compo-
sition.

Such an approach can perhaps
best be seen in the Mughal
court and the shifting terrain
upon which the relationship

Isfahan Province’s Cultural
Heritage, Tourism and Handi-
crafts Organization, said, “We
are faced with a city that has a
rich history, spanning thou-
sands of years. It encompasses
the three periods of the Buyid,
Seljuk, and Safavid.

This extensive history has be-
stowed upon us a remarkable
cultural and historical heritage.
He said that the onset of the
industrial era and the advent
of machines brought about
countless street expansions,
unfortunately, at the expense
of disregarding and neglecting
the precious historical heritage.
As a consequence, there was
widespread devastation within
the historical fabric, disrupting
the age-old harmonious bal-
ance and resulting in the loss of
countless priceless historical
artifacts.

He believes that the potential
capacities of Isfahan’s historical
fabric are still largely intact. By

between the courtier poet and
patron-ruler was now found-
ed. Opposed to past practices
in which rulers sought poets
to offer panegyrics in their
praise and celebrate special
occasions, rulers such as Shah
‘Alam II and Bahadur Shah II
(1837-57) sought out poets
to serve as their own teachers
with greater frequency. The
resultwasanew configuration
of poetic community for those
composing in Urdu. With the
growth of master-student re-
lationships, a whole new liter-
ary culture began to emerge,
one in which poetic genealogy,
status, codes and poetic gath-
erings for Urdu poets rose in
importance.

This was accompanied by vari-
ous feuds, loyalties and compe-
titions over patronage, either
among royal patrons or among
sought-after instructors in
poetry. ‘What began as a need’,
the literary scholar Shamsur
Rahman Faruqi writes, ‘soon
became fashion, and then a mi-
nor industry and source of pa-
tronage.
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implementing new strategies
and acknowledging the value
of this heritage, it is feasible to
rectify past damages to a great
extentand establish a conducive
environment for life, cultural ac-
tivities, and tourism. This task
requires stopping intrusive and
destructive encroachment and
irregularities in the historical
fabric.

“The only option isn’t just using
the capacities of the historical
fabric for creating tradition-
al restaurants and museums.
Instead, by organizing neigh-
borhoods, establishing infra-
structures and providing ap-
propriate services, it's possible
to restore life and vitality in his-
torical neighborhoods. Instead
of constructing new buildings
for cultural or administrative
purposes, historical locations
within neighborhoods can be
preserved and transformed into
cultural or administrative spac-
es,”henoted.

Theaboveisalightly editedversion of partofachapter, ‘Persian Literary Historiography of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries, from a book entitled,

‘Remapping Persian Literary History, 1700-1900; written by Kevin L. Schwartz, published by Edinburgh University Press.




