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Archaeological Survey of Ismaili Fortresses in Damghan with Emphasis on
Geographical Variables

Homayoun Khosheghbal

Majid Montazer Zohouri

Abstract: The relationship between humans and nature has been a common feature throughout
human history. In this two-way relationship, humans have utilized geographical conditions to
increase productivity, while the geographical location has also influenced cultural attitudes and
structures. This mutual relationship has led to compatibility with progress, evident in the
architecture, establishment locations, access to resources, and other variables. The location of
Ismaili Fortresses in Damghan city is also influenced by geographical conditions. Therefore,
the main focus of this research is to gain a better understanding of how geographical variables
have influenced the selection, creation, and continuation of settlements in Ismaili Fortresses.
Through a descriptive and analytical approach, utilizing library resources, conducting an *
archaeological field survey of Damghan city, and using modern aerial imaging tools and
geographic information system (GIS) analysis, this study aims to answer the question of ho
geographic variables have played a role in the selection and continuity of Ismaili
settlements. Based on written sources, satellite images, and GIS analysis, it gan b&hypothesized
that geographic variables such as altitude, climate, geology and minera 1%) rces, water
resources, and regional and extra-regional communication routes have gnificant role
in the architecture and location selection of Fortresses, as well .pontinued habitation in
them. It is evident that these establishments served various purposes, including military,
residential, and surveillance, and were strategically loc for"optimal use.

Keywords: Damghan, Ismaili (a/-Nizariyyin), Ismaili 13' ses, Gerdkuh, Geographical Variables.

the design a

them. These res have contributed to the unique architectural structure of Ismaili
Fortresses. Uaierstanding the economic and cultural characteristics of Ismaili Fortresses and
the impact of geographical variables during the 5th to 7th centuries AH is essential for a
comprehensive understanding of the history of Ismaili (al-Nizariyyin) in Damghan city.
Additionally, the geographical knowledge of Damghan city is crucial for archaeological studies
in Iran, as it was a key location along the communication routes between the West and East,
and North and South. This research aims to introduce the Ismaili Fortresses of Damghan City,
evaluate their architecture, and analyze the role of geographical factors in their construction
and continued habitation.

During the Ismaili (al-Nizariyyin) rule, Damghan city held significant political importance,
with the Gerdkuh Fort serving as a central stronghold in the east. Additionally, the Ismaili
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Fortresses in Damghan played a crucial role in the economy and held influence over regional
and extra-regional powers due to their strategic location along the Great Khorasan Highway
(Silk Road) and access to valuable resources such as mines. It was necessary to thoroughly
examine Ismaili Fortresses in relation to each other and taking into account environmental and
cultural factors that influenced their construction, location, and role.

How did geographical variables influence the selection and longevity of Ismaili Fortresses?
Based on written sources and the analysis, it can be hypothesized that Geographical factors
played a significant role in the location and continuity of these Fortresses and their residential
structures.

The present research was conducted using descriptive and analytical methods. The data used
included library studies, field observations from an archaeological survey, and Satellite images.
Several Fortresses in Damghan city, including Gerdkuh, Mehrnegar, Qale-Dokhtar of Bidestan,
Mansurkuh, Stivhad, and Shir or Labroud Fortresses, were all used during the Ismaili period.
The written data and field studies were then analyzed in a geographic information system,
taking into account environmental variables. The results were combined with the written data
and survey data to obtain a precise and accurate analysis of the distribution of Ismaili Fortresse

and the influence of geographic variables.
Discussion: The road network of the studied region can be examined in th e% %

the historical period, the Islamic period, and the contemporary period. The ad, spanning
over 13,000 kilometers, has been in use since the middle of the period. It originated
in eastern China and passed through Iran before reaching ancient Rofhe. Along with the main
route, there were also secondary routes that were utilize '.rqlg different historical periods.
According to historical texts and archaeolpgica ence, this road was used by both
merchants and governments, and was secur: y regional and extra-regional powers. This
security was ensured through agy a%q rk of fortresses, defense-security buildings, and
caravanserais, which provided-fl c1a and ife security for travelers and traders, maintained
political borders, and prom the prosperity of the local, regional, and extra-regional
economy.

According to ap of communication routes, it can be observed that the Fortresses in
Damghan city} except Qale-Dokhtar of Bidestan, were strategically built near the Khorasan
Highway. The Ismaili Fortresses in the northern part of the city were situated between 10 and
20 kilometers from the main route of the Silk Road during the period of 300 BC to 100 AD. In
the Islamic period, these Fortresses were located within a maximum distance of 8 kilometers
from the Silk Road route. It is worth noting that the southern route, possibly leading to Isfahan,
was likely controlled by Bidestan Fortress. This suggests that the commanders of the city's
fortresses were well aware of the significance of communication routes and made efforts to
control them. By doing so, they could exert pressure on regional and extra-regional powers and
increase their economic power by utilizing these routes.

Field surveys, satellite images, and primary data analysis using geographic information
systems have confirmed the hypothesis proposed in this research. The results demonstrate that
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geographic variables, such as altitude, climate, geology, mineral resources, water resources,
and regional and extra-regional communication routes, have played a crucial role in the
architecture and location of fortress construction and the continued habitation within them.
These environmental benefits have allowed for the long-term sustainability of these structures.

Conclusion: The Ismaili Fortresses in Damghan are strategically located near essential
resources such as permanent rivers, fertile soil, and stable vegetation. They are also situated at
higher altitudes than the surrounding plains, close to communication routes, and near economic
resources. These factors make them ideal for defense and military organizations. The
architectural structure of Fortresses is characterized by the use of rubble, stone, brick, plaster,
and mortar. Additionally, they feature reservoirs for storage, defensive walls with support, and
round towers for observation and shooting. The natural shape and terrain of the mountains have
also played a significant role in the design of Ismaili architecture. For instance, in cases where
the peak of the mountain required it, a stone corridor was created in the center of the Fortress

to divide the space and provide easy access to different areas. This can be seen in Fortresses
such as Qale-Dokhtar of Bidestan and Mehrnegar. In larger Fortresses like Gerdkuh an
Mansurkuh, the natural features and shape of the mountain have resulted in a diverse range odg
architectural styles, with different levels and layers of construction from the slopes to_th€ _,
summit.

According to the architectural features and geographical variables, it can be s i%;at the Ismaili

Fortresses of Damghan successfully fulfilled the three main goals,of th aili'government in
the region: promoting a dynamic economy, ensuring security, an: ary-political presence,
and promoting religious beliefs. These goals were achieve ugh strategic placement along
communication routes, the height of the Fortrgsses, th engs of vegetation, access to water
and mineral resources, and the favorable climate e region. They also played a crucial role
in controlling the Great Khorasan Hi'%z’v:“ ajor trade route that attracted merchants and
also the local and regional powers. In security, they were strategically positioned to
have complete control over tfie plains of the region and were able to communicate with each
other visually during critic es. Additionally, the Fortresses were well-equipped to sustain
their residents for ed periods, with reservoirs, springs, and water wells (such as
Mansurkuh) providing a secure source of water and livelihood. The proximity of mineral mines
to the Ismail?\Fortresses also served as a source of economic and military resources (as
evidenced by the discovery of slag in Qale-Dokhtar of Bidestan). The fertile plains downstream
of fortresses also provided the Ismailis with a share of agricultural production, known as Ashra
in previous periods. Finally, the Ismaili Fortresses also served as centers for religious
education, with architectural structures such as schools, mosques, and libraries, where Ismaili
followers could complete their trainings.
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Figs
Fig. 1: Qumis in the Islamic era (Bani Asadi, 1995).

Fig. 2: Gerdkuh Fortress: 1. Gerdkuh Fortress, View from the Southwest (Saber, 2024), 2. Dam on the Northern
hillside & 3. Location of Gerdkuh Fortress.

Fig. 3: Mehrnegar Fortress and Station: 1. Aerial image of Mehrnegar Station (Saber and Khosheghbal, 2023), 2.
Aerial image of Mehrnegar Fortress (Ibid) & 3. Location of Mehrnegar Fortress and Mehrnegar Station.

Fig. 4: Qale-Dokhtar of Bidestan: 1. Structures arrangement of Qale-Dokhtar of Bidestan 2. The path between
Southern Forts (Saber, 2022) & 3. Location of Qale-Dokhtar of Bidestan.

Fig. 5: Mansurkuh Fortress: 1. Mansurkuh Fortress, View from the Southwest, 2. The structure known as The
Observatory & 3. Location of Mansurkuh Fortress.

Fig. 6: Stivhad Station: 1. Structures arrangement of Stivhad Station 2. Stivhad Station, View from the South
(Saber 2024), & 3. Location of Stivhad Station.

Fig. 7: Shir (Labroud) Station: 1. Shir (Labroud) Station, 2. Shir (Labroud) Station, View from the West & 3.
Location of Shir (Labroud) Station.

Fig. 8: Location of Damghan.

Fig. 9: 3D Elevation, from East to West.

Fig. 10: Spot Heights of Ismaili Fortresses of Damghan.
\u area

Fig. 11: Damghan Slope and Faults map: 1. Slope direction, 2. Slope degree and 3. Fault: 3

Fig. 12: Climate and Water Resources map of Damghan: 1. Climate, 2. Seasonal water and 3. Cheshme

Ali River.
Fig. 13: Soil and Vegetation map of Damghan: 1. Vegetation & 2. Soi

Fig. 14: Geological map and Road network: 1. Geolog's.al map in& and 2. The road network of the studied

Fortress Function Age

Gerdkuh Fortress Mountainous Military-Residential Parthian, Sassanid, Islamic (Early and Middle periods)
Mehrnegar Fortress Mountainous Military-Residential Parthian, Sassanid, Islamic (Early and Middle periods)
Mehrnegar Station Mountainous Military Parthian, Sassanid, Islamic (Early and Middle periods)
Qale-Dokhtar of Bidestan | Mountainous Military Islamic (Early and Middle periods)

Mansurkuh Fortress Mountainous Military-Residential Parthian, Sassanid, Islamic (Early and Middle periods)
Stivhad Station Mountainous | Military-Watchtower | Islamic (Middle period)

Shir Station Mountainous | Military-Watchtower | Islamic (Early and Middle periods)
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