
7Iran Daily  Saturday, May 16, 2026

A member of the Strategic 
Council for Cultural Heritage 
has outlined the process of re-
storing historical monuments 
damaged during the recent war, 
explaining the reasons behind 
the urgent restoration efforts 
and discussing unemployment 
among conservators during and 
after the conflict.
In an interview with ISNA, 
Zohreh Bozorgmehri spoke 
about the Ministry of Cultur-
al Heritage’s decision to begin 
emergency restoration work on 
damaged sites and the meetings 
held by the Strategic Council on 
the matter.
“I attend these meetings every 
two weeks,” she said. “The ses-
sions are held in the presence 
of the Minister of Cultural Her-
itage, Tourism and Handicrafts 
and address a wide range of 
issues concerning cultural her-
itage, handicrafts and tourism. 
Even before the war official-
ly began, we felt that difficult 
conditions were approaching. 
Tourism was expected to suffer 
severe losses — and it did — 
because naturally, in wartime, 
tourism comes to a halt. Never-
theless, the decision was made 
that, at the very least, we must 
save the historical monuments, 
and that in itself was extremely 
important.”
She added that one of the coun-
cil’s recent meetings was held 
at the Sa’dabad Complex, one 
of the sites affected by the at-

tacks, so that officials could 
directly inspect the destruction 
and assess conditions on the 
ground. According to her, the 
minister subsequently ordered 
the launch of emergency resto-
ration operations.

Addressing the nature of emer-
gency restoration and wheth-
er immediate intervention is 
necessary, Bozorgmehri said, 
“Emergency restoration is abso-
lutely essential. Let me give an 
example. In sections containing 
mirrorwork, stucco decorations, 
ceiling paintings and other or-
namental elements that have 
collapsed because of the dam-
age, the first urgent step is to 
carefully separate and cata-
logue every fragment. Wherever 
possible, intact pieces must be 

preserved so they can later be 
returned to their original place. 
This is the first and most funda-
mental stage of restoration.”
She stressed that the process is 
highly meticulous. “This is not a 
matter of coming in with shov-

els and simply clearing away de-
bris because things are broken. 
That approach does not exist at 
all,” she said.
Bozorgmehri explained that 
restoration work at Sa’dabad is 
being carried out with extreme 
precision. “Small fragments 
are individually numbered and 
collected. They are then catego-
rized and examined. Only at that 
stage does it become clear what 
type of mortar, glass or painting 
techniques were originally used 
and what restoration methods 

will be required. Emergency 
restoration essentially means 
preventing further destruction, 
including installing protective 
panels to shield the structures 
from additional damage.”
Responding to questions about 

requests made to UNESCO and 
other international bodies for 
reports and legal follow-up, and 
whether restoration should be-
gin before international inspec-
tion teams arrive, she said, “We 
are carrying out preliminary 
measures regardless of whether 
they come or not. These include 
categorization, numbering and 
documentation. International 
regulations are not such that an 
institution like UNESCO would 
object to these actions. When 
everything is fully documented 

— the plaster fragments, the 
numbering, the measurements 
— the entire process is trans-
parent. We are acting in accor-
dance with international princi-
ples and regulations, so there is 
no cause for concern.”

Bozorgmehri also referred to a 
recent statement issued by the 
Iranian conservators’ commu-
nity announcing readiness to 
participate in emergency res-
toration efforts. The statement 
additionally highlighted unem-
ployment among some conser-
vators during the war.
She explained that conservators 
employed directly by the Cultur-
al Heritage Organization have 
largely remained active because 
of the administrative nature of 
their positions. “They continue 

to receive salaries, and they are 
fully involved in current op-
erations, including collection, 
documentation and efforts to 
prevent further deterioration,” 
she said. “In fact, when I visit-
ed Sa’dabad, I saw much more 
activity than before. The work 
is extremely detailed — photo-
graphing every section, prepar-
ing records, drawing plans and 
registering all details. So not 
only are they not unemployed, 
but their workload has multi-
plied several times.”
However, she noted that con-
servators working outside the 
formal structure of the Cultural 
Heritage Organization face dif-
ferent circumstances. “These 
are individuals who usually col-
laborated with universities or 
worked on a contractual basis. 
Previously, they carried out res-
toration projects under the di-
rect supervision of the Ministry 
of Cultural Heritage, but under 
current conditions, because of 
the danger involved, even they 
are reluctant to enter project 
sites,” she said.
“Until full documentation is 
completed, projects cannot re-
alistically be handed over to 
outside teams. The conditions 
are genuinely dangerous. Even 
when I went for inspections, 
they insisted that I wear a safety 
helmet because fragments could 
suddenly fall from the ceilings 
— and that risk was very real. 
Many beams and structural ele-
ments have been damaged and 
remain unstable.”

In the hustle and bustle of the 
modern world, where tower-
ing skyscrapers and virtual re-
alities have cast shadows over 
long-standing traditions, a heart-
beat still echoes across the des-
ert expanse of South Khorasan. 
This heartbeat belongs to intan-
gible heritage — a legacy rooted 
not in bricks and mortar, but in 
collective memory, in the tangy 
taste of local bread, and in the 
whispered prayers of an elder-
ly woman at Ashura mourning 
gatherings.

Fariba Kaheni, senior anthropol-
ogist and head of Intangible Her-
itage Registration Office at the 
Cultural Heritage, Tourism and 
Handicrafts Department of South 
Khorasan Province, believed that 
heritage does not die; it merely 
changes its “clothes,” even if some 
words gradually fade away.
Kaheni began with a realistic 
assessment of the province’s 

rituals, arguing that, contrary to 
popular belief, no traditions had 
been fully lost or buried, accord-
ing to chtn.ir.
“We do not have rituals or cus-
toms that are completely at risk 
or forgotten. Culture is a living 
organism and it evolves over 
time. Some rituals may have 
changed, but their essence still 
flows through society,” she said.

To illustrate her point, she re-
ferred to the Haft-Manbar ritual, 
one of the mourning ceremonies 
in Birjand. Haft-Manbar, held on 
the evening of Tasua and the 
night of Ashura, the anniversary 
of the martyrdom of Imam Hus-
sein (PBUH) and his companions, 
dates back more than 150 years. 
In the past, it was exclusively a 
women’s ritual, where women 
with vows would silently visit 
seven religious sites and light 
candles. Today, however, due 
to urban expansion and mobil-
ity challenges, men accompany 
their families, turning it into a 
family ceremony. This is a trans-
formation, not extinction.
She stressed that such chang-
es are not necessarily negative. 
“While some of that old intimacy 
may have been lost, the presence 
of young people, tourists, and 
journalists has helped introduce 

and preserve the ritual. Heritage 
that is not seen will disappear, 
and today Haft-Manbar is more 
visible than ever,” she said.
She explained that registering 
intangible heritage is a long and 
complex process, “Every year 
we prepare numerous dossiers, 
ranging from religious rituals to 
local breads, sweets, traditional 
foods, and handicrafts. So far, 
97 items from this cultural trea-
sury have been registered. This 
year, we have submitted 10 new 
dossiers, including the Birjandi 
dialect and several local rituals, 
to Tehran after approval at the 
provincial council.”
However, she lamented an un-
expected delay in the process, 
“Unfortunately, due to regional 
conditions and the recent war, 
opportunities were not provided 
to hold review sessions in Teh-
ran. Registering an intangible 

heritage item requires in-person 
defense. We must prepare 20-30 
minute documentary films cover-
ing every stage of a ritual or food 
preparation and defend them 
before ethnology experts at the 
Research Institute for Cultural 
Heritage. These sessions cannot 
be held virtually, as physical and 
visual details are crucial.”
Among all elements of intangible 
heritage, one stood out as partic-
ularly fragile and concerning — 
language. Kaheni said, “The only 
thing that truly worries me is the 
Birjandi dialect. Unfortunately, 
the younger generation is becom-
ing unfamiliar with it. Sometimes 
when I speak to a young person 
in our native dialect, they do not 
understand, and I have to trans-
late into formal Persian.”
She noted that efforts were un-
derway to preserve it, “This year 
we have prioritized registering 
the Birjandi dialect as intangible 
heritage. We plan to document 
it with the help of university 
professors and researchers. But 
registration is only half the jour-
ney — the other half happens at 
home. People must conscious-
ly use the dialect during cele-
brations such as Yalda Night, 
Nowruz, and even naming cer-
emonies for newborns, and 
involve their children in these 
cultural spaces.”
Much of South Khorasan Prov-
ince’s intangible heritage lies in 
simple rural kitchens and tradi-
tional meals. “Bread in our cul-
ture is not just food; it is sacred,” 
she added.
She also highlighted the impor-
tance of traditional games, say-

ing, “These games were not just 
entertainment. With minimal 
resources, they taught children 
essential life lessons — coop-
eration, leadership, and accep-
tance of defeat. Today, however, 
computer games are isolating 
children and reducing children’s 
physical activity.”
Kaheni also announced a new 
agreement, “We recently signed 
a memorandum with the Insti-
tute for the Intellectual Devel-
opment of Children and Young 
Adults to introduce these tradi-
tions through art and painting. 
For example, children are asked 
to draw Nowruz or Yalda rituals. 
This helps them focus on cultur-
al details and reconstruct tradi-
tions in their minds.”
One of the major challenges in 
preserving intangible heritage, 
she said, was the expectation 
that the government alone 
should protect it. “The Cultural 
Heritage Organization is respon-
sible for registration and promo-
tion, but these traditions belong 
to the people. Without public 
participation, we cannot revive 
any heritage. Unfortunately, the 
involvement of municipalities 
and local administrations is still 
insufficient. They should orga-
nize festivals for local breads or 
traditional games. The main in-
vestors in this field are the peo-
ple themselves.”
Kaheni referred to her book, 
Treasures of Intangible Heritage 
of South Khorasan, the result of 
years of traveling to remote vil-
lages and speaking with elderly 
men and women who are the 
true guardians of this land.
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Urgent restoration underway  
for war-damaged monuments

South Khorasan’s intangible heritage faces challenge of change


