
 

The ancient Elam civilisation of Iran is one of the oldest in the world, dating back to around 3200 BC. Its 
empire expanded hugely through the western region of Iran, naming Susa (the modern day town of 
Shush) the capital city in 2700 BC. However continued tensions with the Assyrians, who would later 
inhabit the area, weakened the empire until it finally collapsed in around 600 BC when the Archaemenid 
Empire destroyed the capital city. This new power would come to be known as the First Persian Empire 
which at its height, in 480 BC, ruled over 44% of the world's population. A brief look into the country's 
past highlights the impressive wealth and variety of knowledge, literature and culture that has developed 
over its long-standing history throughout the rule of various dynasties up until the modern day. 

Ibn Sina  

Ibn Sina, better known in Europe by his Latinised name Avicenna, was one of the most eminent thinkers 
of the Islamic world. He is best known as a philosopher, polymath and as a physician. He was born in the 
formerly Persian-ruled town of Bukhara (Uzbekistan) during the Islamic Golden Age, a period marked by 
advancements in knowledge and innovation.  

His philosophies deal with the most fundamental questions 
relating to the origins of human existence and the cosmos, 
as well as the interaction between humans and other 
beings. He wrote three encyclopaedias of philosophy and in 
addition, published works in the field of logic, which he 
considered to be instrumental to philosophy. 

Ibn Sina also developed a theory of knowledge. He 
believed that humans are born with no innate intellect, 
rather like the tabula rasa (or blank slate) idea, in which it 
is instead believed all knowledge comes from experience 
or perception. This has since given rise to the nature 

versus nurture debate that is widely discussed in modern philosophy and psychology.   

Ibn Sina produced one of the most famous books in the history of medicine, 'The Canon', which was 
organised into five books and included anatomy, disease, and compound drugs. Such was the reputation 
of ibn Sina that the books continued to be used in the teaching of medicine in both Europe and the 
Islamic world until the early modern period.  

He divided his study of mathematics into four branches; geometry, arithmetic, music and astronomy. He 
drew several conclusions from his observations of space which we now know to be correct, including 
deductions about the positioning of the planet Venus as being closer to Earth than the Sun. His 
importance as a towering figure in Islamic history can be seen in his tomb in Hamadan in northern Iran 
and his work continues to attract scholars and the public alike.  

Rugs and carpets  

Hand-woven carpets are undoubtedly one of the most distinguished 
aspects of Persian culture and art. They were first created with a 
simple weave but gradually developed into more complex designs, 
making the Persian rug a popular decorative piece.  

Iran still remains the world's largest producer of handmade rugs and 
carpets, producing over 50% of the total output.  

There are common recurring elements to a Persian rug; a frame will 
usually surround a large central medallion design, which can either 
take the shape of a diamond, circle or oval. The value of the rug 
depends hugely on the material from which it is made; either cotton, 



 
wool or silk. An authentic silk rug is harder to come by nowadays and generally more expensive too, 
starting from several thousand pounds. In 2008 a silk rug from the world-famous rug centre of Isfahan, 
was sold for $4.5 million and more recently the Clarke Sickle-Leaf rug, believed to have been made in 
Kashan in the 17th century, was sold at Sotheby's for $43.8 million. Impressive works can be viewed at 
the Carpet Museum of Iran, as well as famous museums and galleries around the world. 

Persian New Year 

Marking the first day of the Persian Calendar, Nowruz celebrates the awakening of nature and the 
transition from the darkness of winter to the new life of spring. It is a time for renewal so it is customary 
that households 'spring clean' their homes and bonfires are lit to purge evil. Children have a fourteen-day 
holiday from school and time is spent at family gatherings instead. The turn of the new year occurs at the 
vernal equinox, which usually falls on 21st March each year. Traditionally, a special person called Haji 
Firooz would come to the neighbourhood to sing and dance and spread news of Nowruz. It is customary 
that he wears bright red clothing.   

The most important activity is the making of the haft-seen table. This involves placing a special family 
cloth on the table with seven items beginning with the letter s which symbolise love, good health, 
patience and sweetness of life.  

Nowruz is celebrated by many nationalities all over the world, in countries such as Azerbaijan, Georgia 
and other Asian and Middle Eastern countries.  

Rumi and the Whirling Dervishes 

The work of the 13th-century Persian poet Rumi is widely read across 
the world and has been translated across Central Asia, as well as into 
English. He was a proponent for the tolerance of all religions but above 
all his teachings expressed that love is the path to spiritual growth and 
insight. He died in Konya, which is part of modern-day Turkey, and his 
tomb is the country's second most visited tourist site. After his death, his 
poetry and popularity gave rise to the branch of the Sufism form of 
Islam, known as the Mevlevi Order. More commonly recognised as the 
Whirling Dervishes, the Sema ceremony that they perform represents 
the journey of spiritual growth and love that Rumi's teachings 
prescribed. When performed, the Dervishes seek to reach the source of 
all perfection, abandoning their egos and using simply music and dance 
as a form of remembrance of God.  

Observations of Rumi: 

You are not a drop in the ocean, You are the entire ocean in a drop. 

Raise your word, not your voice. It is rain that grows flowers, not thunder. 

Yesterday I was clever so I wanted to change the world. Today I am wise, so I am changing myself. 

Hafez 

Having had a profound impact on Iranian culture and literature, many Persians will now consider Hafez as 
their national poet. His works are inscribed on decorative pieces in almost every Iranian home and it is 
common to place a book of his poetry on the haft-seen table at Nowruz. His popularity amongst Persian-
speakers stems from his simple yet musical language which can be categorised by his love of humanity. 

Since the beginning of the 19th century, there have been an increasing number of attempts to translate 
the poetry of Hafez. These come in many forms, however successful translations that can imitate the 
rhyme and metre of the original poetry are rare. Some consider prose translations to be more suitable for 
an English reader, but familiar English verse forms have also been used in translations, as well as more 
creative versions which interpret the meaning of the poetry. These can sometimes communicate the 
nature of the poem much better than a literal translation. Translators who follow these variety of 
methods include Paul Smith, Elizabeth Gray, Peter Avery and Basil Bunting. 
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