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The Art of Revitalisation
SEYYED MOHAMMAD BEHESHTI

S
ometimes the eagerness to reach a certain objective causes a person to be deterred from con-
templation. Undue haste may prevent him from evaluating the efforts undertaken to move

towards the objective, and may even blind him to the purpose of his actions. It is doubtless

desirable, even when pursuing a noble aim, to linger on the way and to think about the path that

already lies behind, to meditate on what is still ahead, and to remind oneself what the final goal is.

Gatherings such as this can grant us a remarkable opportunity to pause and review together what

we have done, what we are doing, and what we still have to do.

Human beings have always been curious about their past and have succeeded, to a certain extent,

in deciphering many of its secrets. This interest, however, has risen to a new level in modern times,

and the preservation of the heritage of the past has taken on a vital importance in today’s societies.

This has occurred primarily because pre-modern man was involved more in his present time than

in his past or future. The past interested him only so far as it directly influenced the present. Today,

humanity is greatly concerned about its future, paying less attention to the present and the past. In

the quest of a vague future, we have raced through the last centuries and have lost much that lay be-
hind us or along the way. Suddenly, people awoke to an understanding that, in order to have a bet-
ter future, they have to know their past and preserve its best achievements. This includes the achieve-
ments of all cultures and civilisations and implies making use of them for the requirements of mod-
ern life-protecting cultural properties of all nations and cultures from destruction by the predom-
inant modernity. With this in mind, men have decided to recreate links with the past, to preserve

their heritage, and to pass on this legacy to future generations.

It is undoubtedly laudable to strive towards a better future and to pay attention to the past as an in-
dispensable factor in achieving this future. However, this idea should not conceal a greater truth

from us: the past and the future do not exist; what does exist is the present. Imam Ali said: “The

past has gone and the future has not come; thus do not miss the transient occasion that lies between

these two non-existents”. It is correct that the demolition of the past by the relentless forces of mod-
ernity is quite disturbing, but it is also important to understand the reasons for its preservation, as

well as its employment for the benefit in the present. If we clearly comprehend the benefits of the

past and if we understand its advantages for our present, then it will be preserved and delivered to



22 23

gradually learnt the secrets of the universe. The elements of these poems will hardly touch the strings

of our hearts, nor make them tremble in the same way as they respond to poems in our native lan-
guage. Our mother did not teach this language to us. The language she did teach us does conform

to the rules of grammar even if they are never explained as such. Hers is the language that is, in

fact, the source from which the rules of grammar are derived. Still, she does not teach grammar to

her child. What is it, then, that she really teaches?

A mother from Yazd teaches her child the Yazd dialect of the Persian language, but what her child

actually learns is to be Iranian and Yazdi. Then this child grows up, goes to school and learns Eng-
lish there. However, he does not learn to be English, because to be English is to see the world through

an English mentality, the mentality that took shape under the circumstances surrounding an Eng-
lish child. The Yazdi child may become a great expert in the English language and an outstand-
ing specialist in English literature, but, even so, the masterpieces of Shakespeare, the secrets of

which he may have discovered by use of his intellect, would not influence him in the way he is in-
fluenced by a simple proverb of the Yazd people or by a line from Hafiz, which he has understood

in his heart. We know that what an ordinary Iranian feels towards the poems of Hafiz is quite dif-
ferent from what the most prominent European scholar of Hafiz understands from them. The

Persian-speaking Iranian absorbs the spirit of Hafiz’s poems and stores it in his heart, while the

European scholar of Hafiz considers the mechanical explications of the poems in his mind.

A mother teaches her child the spirit of language, while the teacher gives lessons about the phys-
ical aspects of the foreign language. A mother, by teaching the spirit of language to her child, un-
consciously conveys to him the spirit and essence of the culture. This spirit and essence learnt by

her child – something that forms his character and personality – is what we call “cultural iden-
tity”. This cultural identity is not taught in educational establishments, nor can it be separated from

the person. It is an unconscious part of human nature, locked in to each person throughout his life.

These mothers do not have an acquired knowledge of Persian, but possess the innate knowledge

of it, because they themselves grew up with it, and their own personality was formed under its in-
fluence. Now they give their own children the same innate knowledge of the Persian language and

culture. Through this process, the culture and the cultural identity of the entire nation is preserved.

This cultural identity, this spirit of nationhood, is not something that has to be developed and

changed over time. This spirit can be expressed in various ways and revealed in many different

forms.

What is threatened by the sweeping force of Modernism is the body of culture, and not its spirit.

However, preserving the body alone will not make possible the protection of the true gem of cul-
ture. This gem can be saved only if we consider the body to be a receptacle for the spirit, a particu-
lar shape that the culture has taken, and an incarnation of the most important cultural achieve-

the future as it should be. Humanity and the world are constantly changing. These changes speed-
ed up greatly in modern times. It could not be otherwise because Modernism is nothing other than

a constant forward movement. In the course of this progress, at a time when many new achieve-
ments already lie buried under a thick layer of even newer accomplishments, when the hurricane

of forward movement has uprooted even the mighty trees of recent planting, how can the achieve-
ments of earlier epochs survive? Moreover, what use can be made of these achievements in our

present and in our future?

Perhaps the following example in the sphere of language can help us to better visualise the situ-
ation, as well as to find answers to our questions. Most of us have knowledge of two languages.

The first is our mother tongue, and the second the foreign language we have learnt at school or some

other educational establishment. However, our relationship with these two languages is never the

same. We feel our mother tongue in the depth of our hearts and write poems in it. Even when we

listen to poems written by others in our own language, we feel the emotions aroused in us by these

poems; our heartstrings tremble at the very sound of the words. 

The learning processes of these two languages are also quite different. The native tongue is taught

by the mother. Gradually but unceasingly, a word or two at a time, a mother introduces new words

to her child and helps her little one in the learning process. Our progress in the mother tongue oc-
curs simultaneously with our progress in recognising the world, and these two processes cannot be

separated from each other. Throughout our lives, we increase our vocabularies and our mastery of

language, using our personal experience and increasing our knowledge of the world around us.

The mother tongue mirrors the perception of the world by the child, who is taking his first steps

in it, and the same relations between the world and the child are preserved as this child grows up,

as well as throughout his adult life. The mother is a mediator between the child and the world, and

it is she who facilitates their introduction to, and acknowledgement of, each other. While teaching

the language to her child, a mother never calls upon any knowledge of grammar; moreover, she

avoids it. We know that in the past among Arabs there was a recognised practice of sending in-
fants to be taught eloquence and expressiveness by nannies in the desert tribes (called a’rabi, mean-
ing “communicative” in Arabic). And indeed these illiterate desert dwellers had a better grasp of

the language than the educated town settlers. As to the foreign language, we start to study it when

our mentality and attitude towards the world are already formed. Instead of learning this language

with the help of our hearts, we use those artificially devised means and methods which make it pos-
sible for the student to gain knowledge of a language in a relatively short time – and here a thor-
ough knowledge of grammar is indispensable. Usually we do not write poems in a foreign lan-
guage except in imitation. By the same token, we do not feel the poems written in a foreign language

in our hearts, and do not respond to them with our very essence. We may really like and enjoy these

poems, but they will scarcely remind us of our personal experiences, of the times when our spirit
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Getting back to Ferdowsi’s Shahnamah, I would like to emphasise again that if we keep the external

body of the book or even if we increase our formal knowledge of this book, we can preserve only its

form but not its soul. However, if we want to preserve the very spirit of Shahnamah, we should search

for its intrinsic nature and try to find its innate knowledge. This innate knowledge is the sole source

of inspiration for the other epics – the only reason that allows modern authors to create something

that can be compared with this masterpiece and that will survive the hurricanes of time, as Shah-
namah did. One of the ways to preserve a mature tree is to take its picture and forget about the tree

itself. However, is it possible to find shelter in the shadow of the picture of the tree, to enjoy the ver-
dure of the tree, the rustle of its leaves, and the creaking of its trunk? To do all of these it is necessary

to save the tree itself. Sadly, today we are most often satisfied with the picture of the tree.

Today we preserve historical relics, struggle against their destroyers, and conduct research to in-
crease knowledge about our cultural heritage, but forget about the inner sense of this heritage and

the message the relics carry from their creators. Hence we do not increase our innate knowledge

about our past. In fact, we avoid seeking this knowledge, and there is little hope that in the future

our descendants will make up for our neglect. There are many dead languages and dialects in the

world which, for thousands of years, nobody has spoken. There are scholars, of course, who have

learnt these languages and can interpret what is written in them. But one of the reasons we call these

languages “dead” is because nobody writes poems in them. Poets write poems in living languages.

A language is dead when no poem is written in it, even if our knowledge about it is thorough and

more extensive than about any living language. We have acquired formal knowledge about dead

languages, but lack the innate knowledge about their implicit sense. In fact, this implicit sense is

dead and only the explicit form of the dead language has remained. The Persian language is our

living, valuable treasure. We write and recite poems in it, love with it, work with it, struggle with

it, and live with it. If this language had been only a carrier of information, it would have been dead

long ago. If no feeling is expressed in the language, it is nothing more than a complex series of

marks – useful, but dead; a language of road signs.

The past has gone, and the future has not arrived. What does exist is the present. If a person is care-
ful about his present, he also paves the way to a good future. Persian literature puts constant em-
phasis on the value and significance of the present. That does not mean that it neglects the future;

it just focuses attention on the most valuable, the most truthful period of time – the present. Indeed,

if the present is preserved, then the past becomes meaningful and the future secured. The modern

age is a period of carelessness about the present and definitely needs to reconsider its values.

The real progress of humankind is only realised if Man gathers his most prominent achievements

throughout his life on this planet, learns the lessons of history, and makes proper use of them to im-
prove all aspects of his life. This is only possible if the experiences gained are transferred from gen-

ments. Only thus can we preserve the true essence and the very spirit of culture, and not only its ex-
ternal form. Only when this body is deemed an incarnation of the immortal spirit and through its

preservation the way is paved for the transfer of the spirit of culture can the body itself become eter-
nal. Human history allows the survival only of those things that have been transformed from the

superficial into the fundamental, from the acquired into the innate. Only these essential, intrinsic

things constitute the greatest legacy of human civilisation and preserve the true spirit and identity

of human cultures. If the true knowledge of something is discovered, then it can be preserved, be-
cause the innate knowledge is not endangered by external threats. This innate knowledge, or wis-
dom, lies above the tumultuous tornado of progress and technology. In our era all human efforts

and natural factors are aligned with this force of modernity, and there is no power that can resist

the devastating storm seeking to sweep away our past. Therefore our only answer rests in an effort

to conserve our past by working on the level above this storm – by discovering and preserving the

spirit of historical relics.

Historical relics are important because they are both physical evidence of innate knowledge and the

vessels that can preserve this knowledge in time. If this is not so, then what is the point in preserv-
ing them? If we try to conserve the relic without understanding its real meaning and what it tells us

about the cultural spirit of the culture that created it, if we only acquire knowledge about the exter-
nal characteristics of this artefact and forget about what it contains, our work is meaningless. Of

course, we can take care of a relic without understanding the knowledge it conveys, but only if we

can be hopeful that future generations will succeed in revealing its true message. It is desirable to at-
tempt to understand the meaning behind each historical relic in the present because, compared to

future generations, we are closer to the past. It is easier for us than for our descendants to uncover the

message of our ancestors. So let us try to detect it, to preserve it for future generations, and make use

of it in the present. Doubtless, acquiring and spreading expertise about the remains of the past is

worthy, honourable work, but only if it is part of the greater work of revealing the innate know-
ledge and the true message of these remains. Otherwise, this work will remind us of an autopsy of

a dead body rather than an encounter with a living spirit. Acquisition of empirical factual know-
ledge at the cost of innate knowledge about the relic arouses in us a false pride for preserving the his-
torical heritage while, in fact, we have preserved only the dead body and failed to find the spirit. It is

like building a mausoleum for Ferdowsi, the great Iranian poet, and false-heartedly praising his deeds

instead of revealing the underlying message of his work, preserving the spirit of Shahnamah, and cre-
ating the conditions for reincarnating the spirit of Shahnamah’s heroes in our contemporaries.

Historical relics are valuable and important because they are the embodiment of the achievements

of past cultures and civilisations. These relics and the message they carry deserve the attention and

years of efforts of prominent scholars and researchers from all over the world. They deserve to be

analysed and discussed during scientific gatherings, like the one in which we are now participating.
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eration to generation. These experiences are transferable if they are transformed into innate know-
ledge. Moreover, it is possible to maximise the use of previous experiences only by finding the in-
nate knowledge about them. The experiences accumulated by each nation throughout its history

synthesise the identity of this nation. A nation can survive and progress only if its identity is pre-
served and cultivated. Negligence about this identity or attention only to its external manifestations

leads it into crisis and, ultimately, to its loss. A nation’s historical and cultural identity is like a tree

planted by our ancestors. Our duty is not only to keep this tree for ourselves and our descendants,

but to help it grow, branch out, and yield sweeter fruits. This is true progress. Only with this ap-
proach can we keep our past. Only then does our past not collide with our present, but, rather, is

aligned with modern life and becomes indispensable for our development.

The tree of our historical identity is sturdy and strong. It would not wither even if neglected by one

generation. This tree is rooted in the spirit of the nation, in the unconscious nature of its people. Its

seeds survive even in the souls of those who deny their national and cultural identity; only there these

seeds have not germinated. However, it is sufficient that favourable conditions are created: the seeds

are then freed and left to sprout. The tree of innate knowledge and historical identity of the nation

can survive the hurricanes of time and technical progress; it is not a willow that trembles in the wind.

But by neglecting our own identity we cut the branches on which we sit. By this act, we not only de-
prive ourselves of the valuable experiences accumulated by our ancestors, but also hamper their use

by future generations. Attention to the soul of our historical heritage, which is the main component

of our historical identity, leads to a better present and, as a result, to a better future for mankind.

As mentioned before, gatherings like this offer us a moment to contemplate our purposes and the ways

to achieve them. Evidently our goal in preserving our cultural heritage is to safeguard its soul, its im-
plicit meaning, and the message of its creators. We began our preservation work with this intention,

having tried to discover the knowledge of the soul of things, but step by step, while moving along the

path, we forget the purpose, limiting ourselves to gaining formal knowledge about the body. We for-
get to use this knowledge in the service of preserving the jewel of the relic, that is to say, finding the

innate knowledge hidden in it. Now it is high time to remind ourselves about our prime goal and to

work in a way that helps us to achieve this sacred purpose. As conservation of the body of relics re-
quires the application of scientific and technological methods and tools, the preservation of their souls

also needs particular approaches. It needs hearts and wisdom, rather than minds and knowledge.

These tools are nothing other than art – the art of preserving the body of cultural remains as a first

step towards preserving their souls, the art of finding knowledge about our historical past as a first

step to finding the wisdom it contains, the art of ‘revitalising’ our heritage in the true sense of the word.

For illustrations of Yazd, the reader is referred to pls. 7, 10, 11 and 13-22.



6. 7.

8.

9.

6-8. Iranian Cultural Heritage
Organisation (ICHO)
and the Urban Development
and Revitalisation Corporation
(UDRC), New Life for Old
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locations, Iran, 1992-ongoing.

6. Nilforooshan House 
(19th century), Isfahan, Iran,
restored in 1998.

7. Moayed Alaai House 
(19th century), Yazd, Iran,
restored in 1997.

8. Modjtahedzadeh House 
(19th century), Isfahan, Iran,
restored in 1992.

9. Baft-e-Shahr Consultants, Bagh-e Ferdowsi,
Tehran, Iran, 2000.
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10. Amir Chakhmagh Complex (15th century), Yazd, Iran.

11. Masjid Jami’ (14th century) in the background, Yazd, Iran.

12. Iranian Cultural Heritage Organisation (ICHO)
and the Urban Development and Revitalisation Corporation
(UDRC), New Life for Old Structures programme,
Modjtahedzadeh House (19th century), Isfahan, Iran, 
restored in 1992.

13. Badgirs (wind catchers), Yazd, Iran.
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14. Iranian Cultural Heritage Organisation (ICHO), 
restoration of Lari-ha House (19th century), Yazd, Iran.

15. Masjid Jami’ (14th century), Yazd, Iran.

16. Iranian Cultural Heritage Organisation (ICHO)
and the Urban Development and Revitalisation 
Corporation (UDRC), New Life for Old Structures 
programme, Hammam Khan (19th century), Yazd, Iran, 
restored in 1997.

17. A general view of Yazd, Iran.

18. The courtyard of Masjid Jami’ (14th century), Yazd, Iran.
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19. Amir Chakhmagh Complex (15th century), Yazd, Iran.

20, 21. Masjid Jami’ (14th century), Yazd, Iran.

22. Mahmoodi House (19th century), Yazd, Iran.




