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Abstract

Historical saras, as authentic patterns in Iranian historical bazaars—particularly Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar—have
rarely been examined systematically. This study aims to recognize the spatial organization, access hierarchy, formation
patterns, and physical structure of historical saras within Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar, emphasizing their cultural
identity capacities. This qualitative research is based on a multiple-case study, comparative analysis, and descriptive
statistics of physical indicators. First, saras within the study area were identified and documented. Subsequently,
based on the feasibility of field documentation, the availability of verifiable documents, and the potential for spatial
analysis, 12 saras were purposefully selected. Data were organized within a typological framework and evaluated
through comparative analysis. Typological findings indicate that access hierarchy comprises three primary groups
(linear, multi-axial, and indirect) and five subtypes, with the centralized rectangular pattern featuring linear arcaded
access being the most frequent. In most samples, the share of open space ranges from 30% to 45%, the number of
stories is typically two, and the sectional height-to-width ratio is moderate to high. Furthermore, pre-entrances (pish-
vorudi) and brickwork were observed. The overall findings demonstrate the pivotal role of the central courtyard
in the spatial organization of saras. Despite differences in geometry, circulation, and dimensions, these saras share
common patterns: courtyard-oriented organization, centralized structure, linear extensions, controlled access, and

transitional spaces, providing a solid basis for conscious conservation and future research.

Keywords:
Historical Saras, Bazaars, Architectural Typology, Cultural Identity, 15 Khordad Bazaar of Tehran

* Corresponding Author: mahdincjac

©2026 by the Authors. This article is an open access article disttibuted under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0 license)
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0


https://dx.doi.org/10.66224/cpcr.2026.1012
https://dx.doi.org/10.66224/cpcr.2026.1012
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-0853-3962
https://orcid.org/0009-0006-0853-3962
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0407-0818
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3125-7012
mailto:mahdinejad%40sru.ac.ir?subject=

Introduction

Traditional Iranian bazaars extend far beyond their basic economic function; they serve as one of the
most pivotal elements in shaping the spatial structure and historical identity of cities. A bazaar cannot
be regarded merely as an assemblage of commercial spaces. Rather, it constitutes a continuous and
integrated network of rastehs (linear thoroughfares), passageways, timchehs, saras, mosques, and various
other public spaces that are both structurally and functionally interconnected (Soltanzadeh, 1993). This
spatial continuity and inherent diversity render the bazaar one of the most complex yet coherent forms
of spatial organization within Iran’s historic cities. Within this intricate network, saras—as predominantly
inward-oriented spaces organized around a central courtyard and comprising chambers (hojrehs) and
surrounding peripheral spaces—constitute a fundamental component of the bazaar’s spatial and economic
organization (Bonine, 1989). In recent decades, however, the growing priority given to maximizing
spatial utilization, the evolution of user behavioral patterns and needs, and a range of diverse physical
interventions have transformed many historic spaces within the bazaars. The creation of new spaces, more
intensive land use, and the addition of incompatible structures can—when undertaken without regard
to the underlying spatial structure and historic character—gradually alter the original spatial organization
and identity-defining features of these areas. Furthermore, the observed disparities in the restoration,
reconstruction, and renovation of individual saras suggest that such interventions do not necessarily
follow a shared approach grounded in their identity-defining characteristics. A fundamental challenge
in conserving saras and sustaining the life of the bazaar’s historic fabric is, therefore, to identify the
specific features that have historically shaped the spatial and physical identity of the surviving examples.
Accordingly, this study initially documented the saras within the 15 Khordad Bazaar area through a
combination of field surveys and historical archival research. Subsequently, twelve representative saras
were selected for in-depth analysis based on specific criteria, including their direct connectivity to the main
bazaar thoroughfare, the diversity of their spatial organization patterns, and the availability of reliable
documentation for field study. This research focuses on these twelve cases to provide a comparative
analysis of their spatial organization and physical characteristics, aiming to establish existing typologies
and extract shared, identity-defining indicators. The ultimate objective is to provide an evidence-based
framework for the restoration and renovation of historic saras, thereby preventing interventions that

could compromise the integrity of the bazaar’s spatial structure and cultural identity.

Materials and Methods

The present study is applied in terms of its objective and qualitative in nature, employing a multiple-case
study approach and comparative analysis, accompanied by descriptive statistics of physical parameters.
The data collection process was conducted in two distinct phases: first, documentary and archival research
(encompassing the scrutiny of historical texts, archival maps from the Cultural Heritage Organization,
conservation reports, and prior scholarship to trace the evolution of spatial identity); and second, direct
field surveys to meticulously document existing conditions. A “Sara” is defined as a commercial-service
complex characterized by an introverted or articulated spatial organization, developed in close linkage
with the bazaar’s main thoroughfare (Rasteh), orchestrating the functions of merchandise exchange,
warehousing, and trade interactions. Although the predominant archetypal pattern of Tehran Bazaar’s

<

Saras relies on the “central courtyard” model (an open space enveloped by Hojreh rooms), specific
physical typologies, such as covered Saras (lacking a central courtyard), have also developed within the
urban fabric. The statistical population comprises the historical Saras of Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar,
estimated at over 150 units based on historical records. Through field identification and cross-referencing
with available archives, identifiable Saras within the perimeter were documented. In light of the scale
of this population and practical empirical constraints, 12 Saras were selected via purposive sampling.

The selection criteria included: location within the historical precinct of 15 Khordad Bazaar, geometric
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plan diversity, approximate construction chronology, number of stories, conservation status, and the
accessibility of verifiable documents and measured drawings. In this context, the primary research
question is: What typological patterns characterize the Saras of the 15 Khordad Bazaar based on spatial
organization and access hierarchy components, and what is the role of these patterns in sustaining the
bazaar’s cultural identity? Field data were collected in the autumn of 2025 by cross-referencing base maps
(derived from Cultural Heritage documents and detailed master plans) with on-site conditions, visual
documentation (photographs and analytical sketches), and the completion of structured physical inventory
sheets. The evaluated indicators for each sample encompass: spatial organization, access geometry and
circulation patterns, plan proportions, the share of open space in the total site area, the presence of
transitional spaces (such as pre-entrances [Pish-vorudi] and corridors [Dalan]), number of stories, height-
to-section-width ratio, central courtyard geometry (in courtyard-type cases), climatic orientation, and
architectural ornamentation. Ultimately, data analysis was conducted through comparative assessment
across the selected cases, whereby shared morphological typologies were extracted and systematized

within a coherent classification framework representing the bazaar’s spatial identity.

Conclusion

The present study was conducted to decode the spatial organization and access hierarchy within the
historic saras of Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar, elucidating the role of physical components in reproducing
cultural identity. A comparative analysis of 12 selected saras from the bazaat’s statistical population
demonstrates that their circulation systems are structured according to three principal patterns: “linear,”
“multi-axial,” and “indirect.” Among these, the direct linear pattern exhibits the highest frequency,
constituting the predominant circulation spine. By articulating transitional spaces—namely the pre-
entrance (pish-vorudi), corridor (dalan), and vestibule (hashtl)—this structure facilitates a gradual,
hierarchical transition from the bustling public thoroughfare of the bazaar to the semi-public domain
of the sara, thereby reproducing spatial privacy, visual control, and physical serenity as foundational
tenets of Iranian architectural identity. Furthermore, geometric and volumetric assessments confirm
the dominance of a centralized, rectangular spatial organization, in which the share of open space in
the total site area is between 30% and 45% in most samples. In synergy with the prevailing two- to
three-story scale and facade proportions, this ratio—beyond providing a favorable physical setting for
microclimatic moderation within Tehran’s dense urban fabric—theoretically establishes the courtyard as
a high-potential core for fostering social interactions, movement distribution, and spatial perception. In
terms of architectural articulation, authentic brickwork serves as a unifying element across all facades,
while the concentration of refined decorative motifs (such as muqarnas, karbandi, and stucco moldings)
underscores a systematic hierarchy of physical and functional zoning within the bazaar complex. Based
on these empirical findings, any contemporary conservation initiatives or physical interventions within
historic bazaar saras mandate targeted preservation strategies:

1. Clearance of Transitional Spaces: Reclaiming pause thresholds (pre-entrances and corridors) by
eliminating obstructive partitioning, thereby preserving the dynamic access hierarchy.

2. Safeguarding Central Courtyards: Protecting the authentic “mass-to-void” organization. While the 30%
to 45% open space ratio is prominent, solid-to-void proportions must rely on documentary evidence of
each monument. Furthermore, the removal or modification of late accretions must be contingent upon
historical assessments and structural compatibility.

3. Restoring Physical Authenticity and Functional Compatibility: Restoring physical integrity through the
decluttering of brick facades, rehabilitating historic openings and vaults using indigenous techniques and
materials, and synchronizing contemporary adaptive functions with the typological capacity of each sara.
This provides an actionable operational framework for sustaining physical viability while revitalizing the

genuine cultural identity of Tehran’s historic bazaar fabric.
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Research Limitations: It is worth noting that the patterns and percentages reported in this study are
derived from the in-depth examination of 12 selected case studies. Therefore, definitive statistical
generalization across all historical saras and commercial spaces of Tehran’s historic bazaar necessitates

broader complementary investigations in future research.
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Table 1. List of some identified saras within the 15 Khordad Bazaar of Tehran
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Figure 2. Project location and layout of saras in the 15 Khordad Bazaar
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Figure 3. Location of the twelve investigated saras in the Tehran Bazaar area and their as-is images (Numbers and dashed

lines indicate the location of each sara on the map.)
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Table 2. General, physical, and locational specifications of the selected saras in Tehran’s Bazaar
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Table 3. Categorization of saras’ access typology
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Table 4. Guide to symbols and colors of access hierarchy and plans
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Table 5. Plan geometry and access hierarchy of the saras in Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar
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Table 6. Orientation of the saras in Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar
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Table 7. Share of spaces from the total site area in Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar sara
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Table 8. Number of pre-entrances and entrances of the saras in Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar
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Table 9. Number of stories and sectional height-to-width ratio of the saras in Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar
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Table 10. Proportions and decorations of the saras in Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar
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Table 11. Evaluation of decorations in the saras of Tehran’s 15 Khordad Bazaar
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Figure 4. Summary of results and revival of cultural identity capacity
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