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ABSTRACT

This study examines the historical thresholds of Shiraz as perceived by foreign travelers from
the beginning of the Safavid era through the end of the Qajar period. By focusing on the natural
and built elements that shaped these entrances, the research explores how thresholds influenced
the city’s urban identity and symbolic boundaries across the Safavid, Afsharid, Zand, and Qajar
dynasties. Utilizing a documentary-analytical method and qualitative content analysis via
ATLAS.ti software, Yo travelogues were meticulously selected and analyzed to provide a
unique perspective on the city’s spatial evolution and cultural resonance. The findings reveal
that travelers’ perceptions were framed by a dynamic interplay between the natural
geography—including the encircling mountains, lush vegetation, and peripheral gardens—and
man-made structures such as gates, city walls, domes, and cemeteries. These elements
functioned not only as physical markers but as evocative gateways to the broader cultural and
historical experiences of Shiraz. Furthermore, the research highlights how the gradual
destruction and transformation of these thresholds, particularly the significant alterations
occurring during the Qajar period, profoundly changed the city’s urban landscape and its
historical identity. By comparing accounts across four key historical periods, the study
demonstrates that these entrances were vital to the external understanding of Shiraz’s legacy.
Ultimately, this analysis enriches our understanding of how historical thresholds acted as both
physical and symbolic transitions, reflecting the city’s evolving identity through the eyes of
external observers and documenting a sense of loss for its altered state over time.
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Extended Abstract

Exploring the Historical Thresholds of Shiraz Through the Eyes of Foreign
Travelers from the Safavid to Qajar Periods

Introduction

Shiraz, one of Iran’s most historic and culturally vibrant cities, has long attracted the curiosity of foreign travelers and
explorers. Its distinctive geographical setting, rich historical background, and the unique interplay between natural and built
elements have endowed the city with an exceptional urban character that deeply impressed visitors. Within this context, the
concept of “urban thresholds”, as both physical and symbolic interfaces between the outside world and the inner city, shaped
travelers’ first impressions and perceptions of Shiraz’s identity. These thresholds, unique to Shiraz, were not merely city
gates, but symbolic boundaries signifying a passage from the profane realm beyond to the sacred and cultural domain within.

Throughout its history, Shiraz experienced profound political and social transformations, from the grandeur of the Safavid
era to the decline evident in the late Qajar period. These changes left discernible traces on the city’s morphology, particularly
on its entrance landscapes. Such transformations are vividly reflected in travelogues written by European visitors, which
provide invaluable insights into how the city’s image was perceived, imagined, and narrated across time. Despite numerous
studies on travel accounts and Iranian city gates, a systematic, interpretive, and diachronic investigation of Shiraz’s historical
thresholds has remained largely overlooked. Previous research has either offered general descriptions of travelogues or
focused narrowly on architectural aspects, without exploring the multifaceted symbolic and experiential meanings of these
urban thresholds.

The present study addresses this research gap by examining how Shiraz’s historical thresholds were represented in foreign
travelogues between the Safavid and Qajar periods. Rather than treating thresholds merely as architectural artifacts, the study
employs the notion of the “threshold” as an analytical lens for understanding how spatial perception, cultural symbolism,
and sensory experience converge to shape the city’s image in the minds of outsiders.

Methodology
The central research question, which underpins the significance of this study, is: how were the historical thresholds of Shiraz
represented in the accounts of foreign travelers from the Safavid to the Qajar periods, and how did these representations
influence their perception of the city’s identity? This question is crucial as it not only guides our research but also sheds light
on the role of these thresholds in shaping the city’s historical and cultural identity. In this study, ‘thresholds’ refer to a broad
range of entry-related spaces and features, including city gates, natural landscapes on the city’s outskirts, and other markers
of first encounter with Shiraz. This comprehensive definition enables an integrated analysis of both physical and symbolic
aspects of the urban edge, providing a clear framework for our research.
Methodologically, the research adopts a qualitative, historical-documentary approach. The corpus includes all extant
travelogues authored by foreign travelers who visited Shiraz during the specified timeframe. Of £Y identified travel accounts,
Yo were selected for detailed analysis based on the richness and direct relevance of their descriptions of the city’s thresholds.
Data analysis was carried out in two main stages:
y. Qualitative content analysis, aimed at extracting key themes, meanings, and descriptive units related to the experience of
arrival and urban entry.
y. Computer-assisted analysis using Atlas.ti, enabling systematic coding, categorization, and visualization of semantic
networks between natural and built elements.

This interpretive approach, combining historical inquiry with qualitative content analysis, allowed for the identification of
latent meanings and travelers’ lived experiences as they crossed into the city’s symbolic and spatial boundaries.

Findings

The analysis revealed that travelers’ descriptions of Shiraz’s thresholds can be divided into two main domains: natural
geography and built structures.

e Natural Elements:

The surrounding mountains of the Shiraz plain, lush orchards, towering cypress and plane trees, and fertile landscapes
dominate the accounts. Travelers frequently praised the pure air, fragrant wildflowers, and the vivid colors of the scenery,
often depicting the approach to Shiraz as a passage “from dryness to paradise.” These depictions highlight that nature was
not merely a scenic backdrop but an integral part of the sensory and emotional experience of entering the city.

e Built Elements:

Among the city’s gates, Qur’an Gate, Isfahan Gate, Sa’di Gate, Baghshah Gate, and Qassabkhaneh Gate, the Qur’an Gate
emerged as the most iconic threshold, both spatially and symbolically. Located at the entrance of the Allah Akbar Gorge and
distinguished by the Qur’an placed above it, it represented the passage from the profane world to the sacred cultural realm
of Shiraz.

A comparative analysis of travelogues across different periods demonstrates a clear evolution. While Safavid accounts

describe monumental, well-embellished gates symbolizing urban prestige, later accounts from the Afsharid and Qajar periods
reveal a state of deterioration and neglect. This decline mirrored the city’s broader socio-political transformations.
The findings further show that thresholds fulfilled multiple functional and symbolic roles, defensive and administrative (with
guards and regulated gate hours), social and economic (as places of gathering and trade control), and cultural or ritualistic
(as points of symbolic transition). Thus, they operated not as mere transit points but as multifunctional and meaningful urban
spaces.




Discussion

These findings align with earlier studies that emphasize the significance of natural landscapes and gardens in shaping Shiraz’s
historic image, while also reaffirming the symbolic importance of city gates as urban markers of identity. What distinguishes
this study is its integrated interpretation of these aspects through the unifying concept of the “threshold,” tracing its
transformation across four historical phases.

A diachronic comparison of the travelogues clearly reveals how wars, dynastic transitions, and neglect of urban heritage
during the Qajar period led to the physical and symbolic erosion of thresholds—and, consequently, to a diminished external
image of the city. The contrast between Safavid accounts (which, despite some signs of decay, still evoke grandeur) and
Qajar narratives (dominated by descriptions of ruin and abandonment) underscores the deep interrelation between political
stability, urban form, and cultural perception.

Nevertheless, the study acknowledges the limitations inherent in travel narratives: they reflect the travelers’ cultural
background, personal motives, and literary conventions. As such, their descriptions must be interpreted critically and
contextually. Moreover, the lack of systematic use of contemporary visual sources, such as paintings or early photographs,
constitutes another limitation that future studies could address through interdisciplinary approaches combining textual and
visual analysis.

Conclusion

The research concludes that the historical thresholds of Shiraz served as transitional spaces mediating between nature and
culture and between the city’s outer and inner realms. Their composite structure, mountains, gardens, cypresses, domes, and
gates, produced a multisensory and symbolic experience that profoundly shaped foreign travelers’ perceptions of Shiraz as
a place of beauty, sanctity, and refinement. The gradual destruction of these thresholds, particularly during the Qajar period,
directly contributed to the fading of the city’s idealized image in travelers’ accounts. This underscores the critical importance
of preserving and revitalizing urban thresholds—not only as physical heritage, but also as carriers of collective memory and
cultural identity. The urgency of this task cannot be overstated.

From a practical perspective, the study offers valuable insights for urban designers, landscape architects, and heritage
planners, emphasizing the need to revive the concept of the entry sequence in contemporary urban regeneration.
Reinterpreting historical thresholds and integrating natural and built identity markers can enrich cultural tourism experiences
and reinforce Shiraz’s historical narrative in the collective imagination.

Future research could expand upon this foundation by combining field surveys, oral histories, and comparative studies of
urban thresholds in other Iranian cities. Such inquiries would deepen the understanding of shared and distinctive patterns in
the spatial and cultural representation of thresholds across Iranian urban heritage. Ultimately, reimagining this concept within
contemporary urbanism may help restore the lost dialogue between urban form and cultural perception.
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