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Abstract

Music has always played a fundamental role in Iranian culture, particularly in court
ceremonies, social rituals, and public life. Beyond official sources on the history of
music, the descriptions of Iranian music found in European travelogues open new
horizons for understanding the musical history of Iran. Relying on Stuart Hall’s
theory of representation, the present study seeks to answer how Iranian music has
been represented in the eyes of European travel writers from the pre-Safavid period to
the end of the Zand era, what has caused the differences in their portrayals of Iranian
music, and within which conceptual frameworks these differences can be analyzed. To
this end, 21 travelogues by European travelers from these periods have been
examined, and the three representational approaches—1) reflective, 2) intentional
(referential), and 3) constructionist—have been applied to the analysis of their
descriptions. The findings of the study reveal that the travelers’ encounters with
Iranian music ranged from superficial observation to direct participation in
performances, and this diversity has influenced the nature of their representations.
Musical descriptions in these texts are not only expressions of cultural encounters but
also reflections of the travelers’ aesthetic perceptions, mental preconceptions, and
historical contexts regarding Iranian musical culture. The research adopts a
historical-interpretive methodology, aiming to extract and analyze both implicit and

explicit meanings embedded in the representation of Iranian music through travel
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narratives. Data collection has been carried out through library research and note-
taking, and data analysis has been conducted using a qualitative approach.

Keywords: European Travelogues, Iranian Music, Representation Theory, Stuart Hall,
Pre-Safavid to Zand Era.

Introduction

Since the medieval period, Iran has consistently been one of the primary destinations
for European travel writers. Among these periods, the Safavid era—as well as earlier
periods such as the "Aq Qoyunlu" era and later ones like the Afsharid and Zand
dynasties—stand out as significant historical junctures in the cultural interactions
between Iran and Europe. Numerous European travelers, serving in roles as
merchants, diplomats, missionaries, or professional explorers, journeyed to Iran and
documented their observations in written travelogues. In addition to providing
historical, political, and social insights, these texts contain valuable cultural
representations, including those of music.

As a prominent facet of Iranian culture, music has been described in these travelogues
with varying tones—sometimes with admiration, sometimes astonishment, and
occasionally with judgments influenced by Western-centric perspectives. The
significance of analyzing such descriptions lies not only in reconstructing the history
of Iranian music but also in understanding the cultural meanings produced within
cross-cultural encounters. This research thus seeks to analyze musical descriptions by
European travelers through the lens of Stuart Hall’s theory of representation.

Given that representational analysis has rarely been applied to European travelogues
in the context of music—and considering the limited number of studies in Iran that
examine discursive formations in travel writing, especially in relation to musical
culture—this study aims to demonstrate how, beyond historical narratives,
travelogues also contain aesthetic and cultural statements about Iranian music. These
statements, shaped by the representational frameworks of travel writers from the
Safavid through the Zand periods, reveal the interplay between perception, ideology,
and meaning-making.

Using Hall’s model of representation, which includes the reflective, intentional, and
constructionist approaches, this study provides an analytical framework to investigate
whether musical depictions in these texts reflect reality, express authorial intent, or
are constructed through the dominant cultural discourses of their time. Hall’s concept
of representation—which emphasizes that meaning is produced through signs,
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particularly language, and is deeply tied to culture—offers a robust foundation for
interpreting the ways in which Iranian music was textualized and perceived in these

travel accounts.

Purpose

This study aims to explore how Iranian music has been represented in European
travelogues from the pre-Safavid era to the end of the Zand dynasty, using Stuart
Hall’s theory of representation as its theoretical foundation. While much scholarly
attention has been devoted to historical, architectural, and political aspects in these
travelogues, the musical elements—particularly the representational strategies
employed by the authors—remain understudied. Given the lack of prior research
analyzing the discursive construction of Iranian musical culture in these texts, this
article seeks to reveal how descriptions of sound, instruments, and performers were
shaped by the travel writers’ cultural preconceptions and situated within the
dominant discourses of their time. By categorizing these representations through
Hall’s tripartite model—reflective, intentional, and constructionist—the study
investigates the narrative layers and ideological underpinnings embedded in these

accounts.

Methodology

This study adopts a historical-interpretive research methodology, with data collected
through extensive library research and systematic note-taking. The primary sources
analyzed consist of 21 travelogues authored by 22 European travelers who visited Iran
between the pre-Safavid period and the end of the Zand dynasty. From these, the
travelogues that offered the most substantial commentary on Iranian music were
selected for in-depth analysis. Stuart Hall’s theory of representation serves as the
analytical framework, and his threefold model—reflective, intentional, and
constructionist—is applied across three core dimensions: the representation of sound,
of musical instruments, and of musicians and performers. These representations are
then categorized into three interpretive perspectives aligned with Hall’s model: text-
centered (reflective), author-centered (intentional), and audience-centered
(constructionist). In some cases, the formal and thematic relationships between
different travelogues are also compared to identify common discursive patterns.



Findings

The study reveals that representations of Iranian music in European travelogues were
far from objective or neutral; rather, they were shaped by a complex interplay of
personal biases, cultural assumptions, and the expectations of European audiences. In
analyzing the three dimensions—musical sound, instruments, and performers—it
becomes clear that travelers” descriptions oscillated between admiration and derision,
often reflecting the travelers' own aesthetic norms and ideological frameworks.
Descriptions of musical sound ranged from depictions of harmonious and uplifting
melodies to accounts of discordant and "barbaric" noise. Such contradictions indicate
not only the travelers’ varying exposure to musical practices in Iran but also the
influence of their Western standards of musical taste. In terms of instruments, while
some authors merely listed the names and forms of Iranian instruments, others
interpreted them through a Eurocentric lens, often comparing them unfavorably to
European equivalents with derogatory metaphors such as "shepherd’s horn" or "ox
bellowing."

Regarding musicians and singers, the accounts frequently conveyed social and moral
judgments—particularly about the perceived status of performers in Iranian society—
suggesting cultural hierarchies and ethical preconceptions. While some travelers
recognized the skill and sophistication of Iranian performers, others dismissed them
as vulgar or ignoble. These mixed portrayals, when categorized through Hall’s
framework, demonstrated a stratified structure of representation: the outermost
textual layer tended to follow a reflective approach, middle layers expressed
intentional authorial judgments, and the innermost layer revealed constructionist

dynamics driven by audience interpretation.

Conclusion

The study concludes that European travelogues function not merely as historical
narratives but as active cultural discourses that contribute to the construction of
meaning, identity, and the image of the “Other.” Through the lens of Stuart Hall’s
theory of representation, the research demonstrates that descriptions of Iranian music
were not simply observational reports but ideologically charged texts shaped by
power, language, and cultural positioning. The representations of musical sound,
instruments, and performers reflected varying degrees of discursive layering—from
descriptive and reflective surface observations to deeper ideological framings shaped

by authorial intention and audience interpretation.
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Importantly, the study reveals that European travelers often lacked the musical
literacy necessary to understand the structural and aesthetic nuances of Iranian music.
This knowledge gap, combined with orientalist perspectives and Eurocentric value
systems, led to distorted portrayals that sometimes exoticized or denigrated the
musical culture of Iran. However, the diversity of accounts also illustrates that not all
travelers engaged with Iranian music uniformly; some showed openness, curiosity,
and even admiration, while others imposed reductive or dismissive narratives.
Ultimately, this research highlights the need to view travel writing as a layered
discursive field where representation is always mediated, never neutral, and
profoundly shaped by the interplay of cultural difference, linguistic framing, and
ideological bias.

Novelty

This study is the first to systematically apply Stuart Hall’s theory of representation to
the analysis of Iranian music as portrayed in European travelogues spanning the pre-
Safavid to Zand periods. While previous research has focused on historical,
descriptive, or instrument-specific studies of Iranian music, this work introduces a
layered, discursive reading of musical representation—one that accounts for textual,
authorial, and audience-based dimensions. By categorizing travelogues into reflective,
intentional, and constructionist approaches across three focal points (sound,
instruments, and performers), the study offers a comprehensive framework for
decoding cultural narratives embedded in historical texts.

Additionally, the research sheds light on how European travel writing not only
documented but actively shaped Western perceptions of Iranian music, revealing
deep-seated ideological patterns that contributed to the construction of cultural
hierarchies. This interdisciplinary approach—bridging musicology, cultural studies,
and discourse theory—opens new avenues for future research on representation and

intercultural understanding in historical travel literature.
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