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Abstract

Throughout history, the Bazaar of Isfahan has maintained its vitality and continuity through the
implementation of distinctive traditional management mechanisms. In recent times, however, with the advent
of global shifts in lifestyles and the emergence of modern administrative systems often introduced without
adequate consideration of its rich historical background the bazaar has become into a complex issue within
the context of urban management and the heritage fabric of Isfahan. Consequently, safeguarding and
reinforcing its status in the face of urban development processes necessitates a meaningful linkage to the
sustainable strategies embedded in its traditional governance over time. This study aims to investigate these
mechanisms using a historical-interpretive approach, grounded in the collection of information from
historical documents, visual and descriptive sources, as well as field observations. The findings indicate that
traditional governance in the historic bazaar of Isfahan extended beyond physical dimensions (tangible
heritage), encompassing a wide array of intangible values such as the bazaar’s relationship with ruling
authorities and religious institutions, the presence and engagement of merchants across multiple levels, the
complexity and diversity of commercial activities, and the multiplicity of stakeholders. These dimensions
called for a comprehensive management model to ensure the continuity of the bazaar’s functions and its
sustainability within the urban fabric. These mechanisms can be categorized into six key domains:(a) the
social system and the bazaat’s role in interaction with the urban structure;(b) property ownership and taxation
systems;(c) the bazaar as a space for production and craftsmanship;(d) spatial organization and allocation of
activities;(e) security provisioning within the bazaar;(f) guild organizations and their internal and external
networks.Understanding these values contributes to the integration of traditional management principles with
contemporary approaches to global heritage governance, particularly in relation to the fundamental aspects
of intangible cultural heritage namely self-identity, resilience, cultural identity, authenticity preservation, and
alighment with human rights. Such insights are vital for advancing sustainable conservation strategies in
historic urban contexts.
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Introduction

Bazaars in Islamic and Iranian urbanism are more than commercial spaces; they are foundational urban
institutions where economic transactions are embedded in social, spiritual, and civic life. The Isfahan bazaar
exemplifies this phenomenon, evolving alongside the city itself and reflecting successive waves of religious
transformation, political centralization, and architectural expansion. In the contemporary context, however,
this organic complexity has been increasingly marginalized due to top-down modernization approaches and
a lack of integration with its historically adaptive management patterns.

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative, descriptive-historical methodology. Primary data sources include religious
texts (Zoroastrian and Islamic), historical treatises, travelogues, waqf (endowment) deeds, legal documents,
maps, photographs, and oral history interviews with elderly residents and stakeholders of the bazaar. Through
comparative analysis and logical categorization, these sources were synthesized to identify the structural and
functional patterns of traditional management. The research emphasizes not only the chronological evolution
but also the spatial-material consequences of these mechanisms within the historic urban fabric.

Results

The results of the research indicate the existence of an intertwined system of internal and external
management mechanisms within the historical bazaar area of Isfahan. These mechanisms are categorized into
six main domains as follows:

(a). Social-Spatial Integration: The bazaat's location transitioned from a peripheral, caste-limited space in
Sassanian times to a civic axis linking key urban nodes—mosques, squares, and palatial structures—by the
Safavid period. It became a space of interaction across religious, ethnic, and class boundaries, acting as a
social condenser that unified urban life. Events such as Nowruz celebrations, political ceremonies, and
religious commemorations occurred within its spaces, further embedding it in the city's public consciousness.
(b). Guild Systems and Professional Organization: The bazaar functioned through a highly structured guild
system, including both elected and appointed officials. Each guild regulated professional conduct, training,
taxation, and dispute resolution. These organizations created a self-regulating ecosystem of trust and
accountability, reinforced by moral and religious frameworks rooted in Islamic jurisprudence.

(c). Ownership, Taxation, and Waqf Networks: Ownership patterns included state, private, and waqf
properties. The income generated often supported schools, mosques, and charitable institutions, creating an
interdependent system of urban finance. Tax structures differentiated between registered tradespeople and
itinerant vendors, balancing revenue collection with inclusivity.

(d). Production and Trade Specialization: Isfahan’s bazaar was not merely a site of exchange but a hub of
specialized production. Textile manufacturing, metallurgy, and artisanal crafts were concentrated in specific
rows and courtyards, which facilitated quality control and knowledge transfer. These practices generated local
employment, nurtured regional trade, and supported national and transnational commercial networks.

(). Spatial Organization and Functional Zoning: The bazaat's physical layout reflected a sophisticated zoning
strategy. Professions were spatially segregated based on noise, smell, religious acceptance, and commercial
compatibility. The central section (Qaysariyya) hosted luxury goods and imperial minting, while more
disruptive or marginal trades were positioned on the fringes. Temporary trade activities, such as fairs and
street vending, were also spatially and temporally regulated through state-sanctioned policies.

(f). Security and Cultural Norms: Over time, security in the Isfahan bazaar has been comprehensively
addressed in three areas: physical security, transaction security, and cultural security. This ethical-legal
structure, on the one hand, has contributed to the enhancement of social behaviors in cultural, religious,
commercial, and health-related areas, increased public trust, and efforts to preserve and sustain traditions.
On the other hand, through the display of customs, local lifestyles, artistic and technical skills, and improved
social interactions, the bazaar has succeeded in attracting both domestic and international tourists, thus
enhancing its performance at various levels (local, regional, national, and transnational).

The historic management systems of the Isfahan bazaar, as intangible values, have preserved its continuity as
a self-regulating socio-economic institution by organizing its functions and operations. Simultaneously, its
physical structure has evolved over time through interaction with the environment, societal needs, and
management principles (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1. Intangible Sustainable Values of the Historic Bazaar of Isfahan within Its Management System

Framework
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Discussion

These findings underscore the bazaat's historical role as a dynamic, self-sustaining institution that harmonized
commerce with governance, spirituality, and civic identity. Traditional management systems balanced formal
(state-appointed) and informal (community-led) structures, allowing the bazaar to navigate centuries of socio-
political upheaval while preserving its essence. Moreover, these systems exemplify the principles promoted
by contemporary international charters on intangible cultural heritage. The bazaar aligns with the five key
principles of such frameworks (Fig. 2):

(a). Self-Recognition: The bazaar community actively engaged in and recognized its traditions and
responsibilities.

(b). The Constant Recreation of ICH: Adaptive governance allowed the system to evolve with economic and
social transformations.

(c). Cultural Identity: The space cultivated a shared sense of belonging, religious devotion, and commercial
pride.

(d). Authenticity: Guild-based training and meritocratic systems maintained the integrity of both practice and
product.

(e). The Alignment with Human Rights Standards: The bazaar fostered social mobility, religious pluralism,
and economic inclusion.

The aforementioned factors have been deeply interconnected and interacted with one another, and by
creating an authentic and meaningful structure (in accordance with the types of resources and the needs of
its cultural and natural context), they have facilitated the effectiveness of the bazaar management mechanisms
in the city of Isfahan.
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Fig. 2. Key factors in understanding the meaning and intrinsic value of traditional management in the
historic Isfahan bazaa Discussion

Conclusion

The historical bazaar of Isfahan stands as a paradigm of sustainable urban heritage, where traditional
management mechanisms ensured resilience, adaptability, and cultural continuity. From spatial logic and
social integration to professional regulation and moral economy, the bazaar exemplified a holistic system of
urban governance rooted in community consensus, religious ethics, and economic pragmatism.

In the modern era, neglecting these indigenous systems has contributed to physical deterioration, functional
alienation, and cultural disconnection. Thus, re-engaging with these traditional values is not a nostalgic
endeavor but a strategic imperative. The six domains identified—social integration, guild organization,
property systems, production specialization, spatial logic, and security—offer a replicable framework for
reimagining urban heritage conservation.

This study contributes to the broader discourse on sustainable heritage management by demonstrating how
historical practices, when contextualized and adapted thoughtfully, can inform future policies and planning.
It calls for interdisciplinary collaboration between urban planners, conservationists, historians, and local
communities to ensure that such complex urban heritage landscapes remain active, meaningful, and resilient.
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Fig 2. Schematic map of the urban structure of Jay and the location of its bazaar during the Sasanian
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Fig 5. Selected excerpts from waqf documents related to Naqsh-e Jahan Square and its surrounding

bazaars and monuments. a: Waqf deed of Shah Abbas I (including the waqf deeds of Qeysarieh Bazaar,
Nagsh-e Jahan bazaars, Shah caravanserai and bathhouse); b: Waqf deed of Qeysarich Bazaar dated 1801
CE; c: Wagqf deed of Sarem al-Dowleh for Naqgsh-e Jahan Square (Aminpour et al., 2016).
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Fig 6. Structure and differentiation of artisans in historical bazaars (Floot, 2009)
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Fig 7. Selected specialized bazaar sections of Isfahan across different historical periods.

a. Tailors’ Bazaar Section of Isfahan (origin: Safavid period; painting from the Qajar era by Pascal Coste);

b. Coppersmiths’ Bazaar Section (origin: Safavid period; painting from the early Pahlavi era by Frederick

Chatles Richards); c. Samovar Makers’ Bazaar Section during the Pahlavi period (negarestandoc. n.d).
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Fig 8. Sketch of Isfahan’s Naqgsh-e Jahan Square and its

retail tents during the Safavid period, by Cornelius de
Bruijn (Shafaqi, 2006).
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Fig 9. Nagsh-e¢ Jahan Square of Isfahan and the retail
vendors’ tents during the Qajar period (Golestan Palace

Visual Documentation Center, 2018).
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Fig 11. Examples of shops and their front platforms in the
Bazaar of Isfahan; photograph by Anne-Marie
Schwarzenbach during the early Pahlavi period (Golestan

Palace Visual Documentation Center, 2018).
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Fig 10. The Qeysarich Gate and the Naqgareh Khaneh of
the Grand Bazaar of Isfahan, dating back to the Safavid
period; photograph from the Qajar era (Golestan Palace

Visual Documentation Center, 2018).
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Fig 12. Implications of maintaining order and promoting popular culture within the scope of the

historical bazaar of Isfahan.
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Table 1. Intangible Sustainable Values of the Historical Bazaar of Isfahan within Its Managerial System
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