
   
 

 
 
When Mohammad Shah had the idea for a new city 
centre for Tehran in 1971, he knew the oil era 
would eventually come to an end (see ‘Bazaar 4’). 
He thought tourism could be a strong future 
economic sector that would put oil in the shade. 
The whole world would come to Tehran to visit his 
new city centre. After all, the capital had little to 
offer apart from that. It certainly did not have a 
major bazaar of any interest. 
Other cities, however, did. The entire great bazaar 
complex of Tabriz made it on the UNESCO World 
Heritage list, as did Yazd’s bazaar given that the 
whole historic city centre of Yazd is a World 
Heritage site. In Isfahan, only the bazaar around the 
central square has been recognised as a World 
Heritage Site (see ‘Bazaar 6’). All the other cities 
with impressive bazaars are absent from the list. 
If you consult a travel guide, for example the 
Dominicus guide, to see what sights or attractions a 
city has to offer, the bazaar is rarely top of the list. 
Of the five cities we have discussed here, only 
Kerman’s bazaar heads the list. If you plot all the 
sights mentioned in this travel guide on a map and 
draw a circle with a diameter of three kilometres 
around them, which is the average range of action 
of a tourist on foot, you find that in all cases the 
city’s bazaar is basically located within the circle 
(see the drawing below). In Tehran the southern 
edge of the bazaar lies outside the circle and in 
Isfahan the northern tip extends beyond the 
perimeter. 
 



 
 
That means the bazaars could potentially play an 
important role as a tourist attraction. But what 
positive and negative effects would that have on 
the bazaar itself? And what evidence did we see of 
this during our travels? 
Touristification and museumification often go hand 
in hand. Museumification means that historical 
buildings lose their original function and acquire a 
new function as a museum, with an admission fee 
being charged. We saw that happening with the 
mosque of the Shah in Isfahan (see the photo 
below). Incidentally, an urban district can also 
undergo museumification while partially retaining 
its original function, but with a protected 
appearance. 
Touristification is when tourists occupy the urban 
space, and shops and amenities are primarily 
geared to tourists. This also includes the 
infrastructure and overnight accommodation. 
 

 
Museumification of a mosque in Isfahan in the top 
photo and of a former bathhouse (hammam) in 
Shiraz in the bottom photo 
 
 



 
 
In Kerman, where the bazaar is both a top 
attraction and a complex in decline (see ‘Bazaar 8’), 
we saw a former caravanserai that had been 
renovated and repurposed (see the photo below). 
 

 
 
In Shiraz too, the caravanserais of Karim Kahn (see 
‘Bazaar 6’) had been refurbished and given a new 
function. In one case it was the municipality that 
had taken the initiative; in the other it was local 
entrepreneurs (see the photo below). 
 

 
 
The only bazaar we saw where shopkeepers were 
clearly geared to tourists was in Isfahan near the 
famous square of Shah Abbas I — see the photo 
below. 
 



 
 
Some of the tourist articles on sale in this bazaar 
were made by hand in one of the caravanserais or 
kahns located behind the bazaar, as is shown in the 
next photo. We were relieved. It was not nearly as 
bad as in many European tourist centres, where you 
can hardly move for souvenir shops. 
 

 
 
In the other bazaars, the focus was on everyday 
articles from lingerie to copperware. 
 

 
Lingerie in the bazaar in Tehran 
 
Interestingly, the traditional segmentation, based 
on guilds that probably no longer exist, was still 
visible. 
 



 
Copperware in the bazaar in Shiraz 
 
We mainly saw evidence of touristification and 
museumification around the great square of Shah 
Abbas I in Isfahan and in Yazd, where it was 
concentrated in the northern part of the city centre. 
Here, hotels had been established in the large, 
luxurious former homes of rich wholesalers, 
offering the authentic ambience tourists love. The 
public spaces in the immediate vicinity had also 
been spruced up. See the drawing and photos 
below. 
 

 
 

 



 
In the vicinity of the hotels in Yazd (see photo 
above) in an area that also had some tourist 
attractions, we came across tourist shops touting 
their wares in English, as can be seen in the photo 
below. 
 

 
 
There was no sign anywhere of overtourism. That 
might have been due to the recent Covid wave or 
the international sanctions imposed on Iran. 
The Iranians welcome tourists warmly and with 
pleasure, not just as a way to earn money but also 
because Iranians feel cut off from the rest of the 
world. And precisely because everyone has a mobile 
and is in contact with the whole world — they get 
round the government’s digital blockades — that 
feels somewhat strange to tourists. They are just 
like us — modern, curious and keen to travel. 
You see no evidence of hatred of America in the 
streets. People wear jeans, drink fake Coca-Cola and 
are fans of Starbucks. And they like to practice their 
English on tourists — see the photo below. The 
journalist Thomas Erdbrink has also noted this in his 
documentaries and books. 
 

 
Author Paul Kurstjens puts on a spontaneous 
performance for a school TV English conversation 
lesson  
 
The Iranian bazaars are in a vulnerable position. The 
expansion of the cities and modernisation process 
mean the bazaars have lost their historical role as a 
community and ‘city within a city’. They have  



 
managed to continue as shopping centres offering a 
space for crafts and trade. Tourism can help them 
renovate the many architectural highlights, but in 
the end, it will be mainly up to the municipality to 
take action. We saw a few promising initiatives in 
some cities. 
 

 
Author Ivo Bastiaansen captures an architectural 
highlight on film. 
 
 
Next... Bazaar 10 – Bibliography 
 
 




