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An Examination of the Auditory Space of the Tabriz
Bazaar in its Historical Trajectory
before the Modern Era
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Abstract

The bazaar, a key element and quintessential manifestation
of historical cities and their soundscapes, has some
emotional-perceptual signs that have been running in a
specific time and place, holding particular significance.
This article investigates the transformations of the
auditory space of the Tabriz Bazaar throughout its
historical trajectory prior to the modern era. Using a
library-based approach, this research analyzed information
extracted from travelogues, historical maps of Tabriz,
governmental documents and reports, and other sources
related to the pre-modern historical periods as primary
data. This data was then analyzed according to the
components of soundscape theories. The results indicated
that the soundscape of the Tabriz Bazaar in historical
periods contained a greater number of meaningful sounds
compared to similar environments of the same era, a
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condition that persists to the present day. Furthermore,
components such as the activities of functions like
mosques and tombs, bathhouses and zurkhanehs
(traditional gymnasiums), sedentary and non-sedentary
occupations, street vendors, the presence of itinerant
performers and public entertainments, social events, the
presence of different dialects and accents, construction
sounds, the presence of natural elements within the bazaar
environment, and sounds related to bazaar management
and maintenance were key soundmarks that have been
legible from a historical soundscape perspective. The
continuity of this legible soundscape throughout the
bazaar demonstrates that it was a dynamic environment.
Keywords: Soundscape, Historical Auditory Space, Tabriz
Bazaar, Soundmarks, Travelogue.
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An Examination of the Auditory Space of the Tabriz Bazaar
in its Historical Trajectory before the Modern Era

Extended Abstract

Introduction: As one of the most vital urban spaces in Iranian history, the
historic Tabriz Bazaar served not only as an arena for commerce but also
as a place for social, ritual, and cultural interactions. What has received less
attention is the auditory dimension of this space; that is, the sounds that
have continuously reflected the history, culture, and collective memory of
the city. In this context, the historical soundscape approach, grounded in R.
Murray Schafer’s theory, enables the study of the auditory past of historical
spaces. The present research aims to reconstruct the sonic environment of
the historic Tabriz Bazaar in the pre-modern era, examining the bazaar's
auditory system as a component of the city's cultural memory through
historical documents, travelogues, maps, and governmental reports. The
primary research question is: What were the constituent components of the
soundscape of the historic Tabriz Bazaar during historical periods, and
how can its continuity with the spatial identity of the city be explained? At
the theoretical level, this article represents an attempt to connect Schafer's
perceptual approach with historical research on Iranian architecture, aiming
to demonstrate that sounds, like form and material, can carry meaning and
memory. This perspective offers a new horizon in intangible heritage
studies and urban conservation, referring to "hearing the past" as a form of
cultural cognition.

Method: This is a descriptive-analytical study conducted using a
qualitative historical method. Data were extracted from library and archival
sources, including travelogues from the Safavid to Qajar periods (e.g.,
Sharden, Tavernier, Polak), government reports, and urban memoirs. Data
analysis was conducted utilizing Schafer's theoretical model, which
categorizes the soundscape into four groups (background sounds, signals,
soundmarks, and noise). For better adaptation to the context of the
historical bazaar, this framework was integrated with local data and
redefined into seven auditory axes. The analyses are based on the
qualitative content and a comparative examination across periods to
identify recurring and variable sound patterns. In this way, the historic
Tabriz Bazaar is reinterpreted not merely as a physical structure but as a
"repository of auditory memory."

Findings: The results of analysis show that the soundscape of the
historic Tabriz Bazaar enjoyed a rich and multi-layered order, wherein
each sound category reflected the interaction between spatial
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structure, human activity, and cultural identity. The characteristic
sounds of the bazaar can be analyzed within seven main categories:

¢ Sounds of occupations, which are considered the beating heart of
the bazaar: The hammers of goldsmiths, the pounding of
coppersmiths, the snipping of tailors, and the sounds of mills and
herbalists' shops were not only indicators of robust economic
activity but also represented professional authenticity and craft
skill. These sounds defined the spatial quality in terms of rhythm,
intensity, and continuity, shaping a substantial part of the bazaar's
working identity.

e Sounds of functions originating from the presence of religious,
welfare, and service facilities: The reverberation of the call for prayer
(azan) from the domes of the bazaar arcades, the sound of water in
traditional bathhouses (hammams), the tinkling of water dispensaries
(saqqakhanehs), and the murmurs of prayer acted as spatial and
temporal anchors within the bazaar's soundscape, establishing an
auditory connection between daily activity and spirituality.

e Presence of itinerant performers and public entertainment, which
enlivened and dynamized the bazaar space: The calls of itinerant
vendors, the melodies of naqqgali (dramatic storytelling) and
Shahnameh recitation in caravanserai corners, the buzz of crowds
in coffeehouses, and the laughter of passersby reinforced the
social and recreational aspect of the bazaar, evoking popular
culture within the fabric of everyday life.

e Social Events, which signified the bazaar's connection with
collective and ritualistic occasions: The sounds of joy and
mourning during holidays and religious ceremonies, the arrival
and departure of caravans, and the proclamation of public
announcements transformed this space into a setting for collective
experiences. Such sounds shaped a form of social memory that
remains alive in the minds of Tabriz's inhabitants today.

e Presence of different dialects and accents, which indicated the ethnic
diversity and extensive commercial network of the bazaar: The sounds
arising from conversations and bargaining among traders in Azeri,
Turkish, Armenian, Persian, Georgian, and Ottoman languages
manifested the cultural complexity of the bazaar space, turning it into
a site of linguistic contact between civilizations.

e Bazaar management regulations, which constituted a form of
organized sonic system in its own right: The beating of drums or
striking of bells to signal market opening and closing hours, the
cries of town criers announcing governmental decrees or
commodity prices, established a system of aural communication
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between the administration and the public, conveying spatial
order to the people through hearing.
¢ Sounds of construction and repairs, which reflected the physical
dynamism and continuous vitality of the bazaar. The sounds of
masons' hammers, the rumble of wagons and carts transporting
materials, and the clamor of workers during post-earthquake
reconstruction embodied the enduring life of the space and the
interaction between past and present.
Collectively, these seven components created a coherent auditory
system in which each sound held meaning linked to function, space,
and culture. Thus, the historic Tabriz Bazaar can be recognized as a
"living sonic system" that has maintained a semantic and perceptual
continuity while accepting and undergoing temporal changes.
Discussion and conclusion: The analysis of the soundscape of the
historic Tabriz Bazaar shows that, within this space's history, sounds
were not merely reflections of human activity but constituted a part of
its meaning-making mechanism and memory, a form of auditory
language that defined the city's structure. Compared to other historical
bazaars in Iran, the historic Tabriz Bazaar enjoyed a more meaningful
diversity of sounds and a more coherent auditory organization,
enabling it to perpetuate its spatial identity through the act of hearing.
This study emphasizes the necessity of attending to the auditory
dimension in heritage conservation studies. It is proposed that in
bazaar regeneration projects, alongside physical elements, their sonic
history should also be documented to preserve their cultural
continuity. Future research could be dedicated to comparing the past
and current soundscape of the Tabriz Bazaar through recording
methods and acoustic analysis.
Keywords: Soundscape, Historical Auditory Space, Tabriz Bazaar,
Soundmarks, Travelogue.



