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Abstract

The history of Tabaristin, from the late Sassanid era through the middle
Islamic age, underwent significant social and political changes the result of
which were independence seeking movements leading to some semi-
independent local governments. Each of these governments claimed political
and social governance over a particular region. Castles, as important and
influential military bases, were means at the disposal of the commanders and
governors to maintain their sociopolitical power. Among the known castles in
the mountains of Mazandaran province, Poulidd Castle in Nour, the capital of
Nour County, is one of the symbols of territorial defense. It is located on a tall
mount off the city of Baladeh in Nour County. Being built on an elevated
location and overlooking the important surrounding regions and strategic
ways has made Pouléd Castle one of the important centers in the sociopolitical
changes. The present study follows a field work method as well as a library
research method to investigate the defense structure of Poulid castle and its
geopolitical and geostrategic role in the power distribution pattern over the
region of Rouyén in Tabaristin during the Islamic middle ages. The results
show that the builders had tried their best to enhance the stability of the castle
by building several layers of walls, utilizing the slope of the mountain,
building several defense towers, and using rocky and impervious points as
natural forts. Architectural analysis shows that Pouldd Castle, with both its
military and political functions, has had a prominent role in the political
changes of western Tabaristén.
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Governance.

1. Assistant Professor. Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, University of Mazandaran.

2. Associate Professor. Department of Archaeology, Tarbiat Modares University. m_mousavi@modares.ac.ir
3. Associate Professor. Department of Archaeology, Tarbiat Modares University

4. Professor. Department of Archaeology, Tarbiat Modares University

77



A Study of Historical, Geopolitical and Geostrategic ...

1. Introduction

Castles have been very important to play
their roles as a refuge for opponents,
people, governors and mullahs in various
political developments like the rise and the
downfall of governments, internal crisis
and onslaught of alien races. Further, the
impact of these castles on social and
economic developments is undeniable
(Khalatbari, 1382: 7). In other words,
castles —as symbols of martial and political
authority- are closely linked to power
bases and power support on the one hand
and to social and historical contexts on the
other. There is a great necessity to study
this case in both political and social
contexts according to the role and the
strategic importance of these fortresses in
the governance system.

Turbulent political atmosphere of
Tabaristin state in the late Sassanid era
and the early years of Islam and also the
natural geography of the area including
mountains, woodlands and plains, have
caused many disputes between various
groups. Establishment of semi-independent
local governments like Ispahbodin-e-
Tabaristdn, Samanids, Zidrids, Alavids, as
well as Arab raids expanded the bases of
fortresses forming in Tabaristéin political
borders (Hakimidn, 1368: 1-6). Thus, we
can see many castles, forts and chateaus in
this region specially highlands. These
castles have been located from the eastern
borders of Tabaristin in Tamisheh to the
westernmost  spots in  Chélous and
Deylamén. Highland castles are the most
obvious humanitarian efforts to defend,
supervision and protection among the
Iranian fortresses (Pidzouki, 1376: 101).
Natural conditions of the site and existing
materials left palpable effects on highland
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castles structure thus there are some
special features in them: building castles
on single mountains up to its natural
condition, use of mortar, plaster and
unformed stones as materials, building
forts for defense, being protected and
indomitable in long time surrounds
(Sotoudeh, 1345: 14; Pizouki, 1376: 161
& 225).

Furthermore, there is a direct
connection between complexity, strength
scale and impermeability of castle and its
function. Large castles with strong and
impermeable defense structure show
political tension and military activities in a
region. Existence of single watchtower
between two castles indicates the
geopolitical importance of region and also
the necessity of a wide protection. Finally,
the existence of watchtowers and Castles
show a region's economic importance and
the necessity of ways to protect it.
Therefore, the study of defense structure of
castles can show their function as well as
the importance of the regions.

2. Theoretical Framework

The rise of militarism and defending
sovereignty are two inevitable
consequences of political developments,
leaving their traces in the history. These
monuments, with their spatial and temporal
nature, imply that political and military
tensions in different periods and in
geopolitically significant areas had led to
fortifications traces of which have
remained for us. Nowadays, talking about
historical geopolitics, the effect of
geography and environmental factors on
the wvariables of power, control and
ownership of lands and in larger scope,
studying power relations and struggles
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over sovereignty throughout the history,
are challenging topics for scholars in
interdisciplinary fields such as archeology,
geography, and social sciences (Bii,
2009:8). Undoubtedly, the historical aspect
of this filed has started when global
powers entered international political arena
to fulfill their imperial dreams and expand
their territories (Mojtahed-zadeh, 2002:
132), i.e. the time when the Elamite,
Median, Achemenid, Selucid, Parthian and
Sassanid reigns in ancient Persia,
respectively tried to achieve political
integrity and turn Iran into the center of
global politics and power by establishing
local governments and creating
independent administrative and political
structures (Hafez-nid, 2002: 225-222). In
addition to historical geography, numerous
theories have been proposed in geopolitics
about the effect of physiography on
politics and sovereign authority. The gist
of the most important theories indicates
that natural environment has considerable
effects on the geopolitics. Frederick Ratzel
(1844-1904) emphasized that obtaining
territories is the secret of human survival
and highlighted government’s role in
obtaining more lands (Muier, 2000: 126).
On the other hand, the connection of this
field of study with historical geography
was first brought up by Fernand Braudel
(1902-1985), who  mentioned  the
importance of political systems throughout
the history (Ferdsati, 1999: 76).

If we consider the military architecture
of castles (case study: Pouldd castle) as a
political power symbol or more general as
a reflection of region political focus in a
hypothetical pattern of power distribution,
it can be studied in an archaeological
context by utilizing historical and
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geopolitical approaches.

Pouldd castle or Nour fortress is the
most important protective work of the
Nour region. It as a strong symbol of
political authority of governors, displays
political and social conditions of the
Rostamdir  region  of  Tabaristén.
According to architectural remains of the
castle, some questions are being raised as:
why they constructed nested walls on
multiple surfaces and also why they built
multiple watchtowers? What is the
reasonable justification for using wide
surface of mountain ridge which has a
gentle slope and occasionally fast one to
the west? Why they have used rocky spots
as the natural wall? Do various citadels
and defensive towers show both political
and martial function of the castle? How we
can interpret the geopolitical role of Pouldd
castle in transforming the region into a
political focus of Tabaristin in the middle
Islamic ages?

Authors have recorded the results while
visiting and predicating the castle.
Afterward, they could investigate the role
of Pouldd castle in political and social
developments of Tabaristin in the early
ages of Islam based on historical and
geographical references. At last, the
function of the castle will be studied and
will be analyzed based on the natural
geography of the region as how the castle
was built as well as its spatial connection.

3. Pouléd Castle in Sources

The most important sources which have
mentioned the events and the political
conditions of Pouldd castle are the local
histories. The main sources authors could
come across include “Rouyin history” by
Olid-Alldh-Amoli and “Tabaristin and
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Rouyién and "the History of Mazandaran”
by Zahir-al-Din Marashi. These explain
that one of the most important political and
military centers of Tabaristin in the early
ages of Islam was a mountainous area
called Rostamddr —the capital of
Estandérin-e-Pddousbini government
(Ibn-e-Esfandidr, 1320: 153-154; Amoli,

1348: 120-123; Marashi, 1363: 51-65;
Barzegar, 1388: 586-636; Farai, 1379:
179-182).

According to the aforementioned

sources, Nour and Rouyédn regions and
their castles have always faced political
conflicts and vicissitude history: like
Eskandar’s battle —the ruler of Lérjén
province, Kdroud castle and Namérestagh—
against another ruler named Kévous which
ended by failure and bondage of Eskandar
and his imprisonment in Nour castle
(Etemad-al-Saltaneh, 1373: 209). Among
the governments existed in this region,
there was a dynasty named Pidousbin
which its progenies called the rulers of
Rostamdér and had political life till the
Safavid (Marashi, 1363:51-65; Barzegar,
1388: 586-636). The proximity and
connection between Nour and Rouyén
region and various political centers like
Guildn, Qazvin, Tileghin and Lirjin
increased its geostrategic and geopolitical
importance.

The oldest source which has mentioned
Pouldd castle is the History of Rouyén by
Olid-Allih-Amoli  written during sixth
century Hegira. It tells about Ardeshir, the
governor-general of Rouydn and his
conquering of the castle:

“Ruler Ardeshir, appointed a chief on
Deylamin state and people followed him
up. One night Estandir-e-Hezér-Asb
raided the chief and killed him. Ruler
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Ardeshir wanted him revenge... Ardeshir
went to Nour castle and conquered that,”
(Amoli, 1348: 146-147)

Zahir al-Din Marashi has many times
mentioned this castle in martial and
political conflicts. While telling about
sending corps out to conquer Rostamdir
mountain castles, he mentions the castles
of Tileghdn Filesin, Lord, Emimeh,
Shemirdn and Nour (Marashi, 1364: 157-
160).

“In the second half of 8" century of
Hegira some castles like Kojour and Nour
were being used for wars and conflicts
between Kiéd Jaldlodin Deylami and ruler
Kéavous,” (Marashi, 1364: 303-305)

About powering of Marashiédn, the
author of “Rozeh-Al-Safd” says: “after Kid
Afrisidb punished by Teymour, it was a
good time for Seyed Mir Qavidm and his
sons to quarrel against blasphemy and
proselyte Islam. In a little time they
conquered Amol, Séri, Mizandarin
mountains, and castles of Firouzkouh,
Nour, and Kojour etc. This happened
before Mir Qavéam's death, in 781 Hegira”
(Mirkhénd, 1373: 1116-1117).

Marashi also has mentioned the Nour

castle while expressing the conquest of
Mizandardn by Amir Teymour:
“Teymour conquered Mizandardn and
moved to conquer Azerbaijan and Rome.
Kioumarth stayed on Nour castle and
Eskandar, the mullah who was a
Teymour’s fellow but against Kioumarth
went to Firouzkouh castle and rebelled.
Eskandar was arrested and then they gave
Nour castle to a concierge” (Marashi,
1363: 122-127)

During the political life of Saljouqis and
Khédrazmshahis, Rostamdidr and Rouyin
were two regions which had relative
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independence. They were under the
authority  of  Estanddr  P#ddousbini
government and Kin Khirieh Bidvandi
dynasty. Many of their political and
economic decisions were got by local
rulers.

4. Location of Poulid Castle

Poulid castle is one of the strongest castles
located on the Baladeh part of Nour. Its
geographical coordinates is: E: 51° 48" 9~
N: 36° 12" 8. Its height of sea level is
2438 meters (Mousavi Kouhpar, 1378:
148). The best access route to the castle is
Baladeh —Yoush route on the 40 km from
Amol. This route is branched from the
main road’s right side and reaches to
ancient mountainous town, Baladeh after
50 kilometers. There are other villages
from the road beginning to Baladeh like
Nej, Veldshed and Davildad. This route
ends in the Rouyén region. There are many
mountains along the road and also a river
valley between the mountains. The source
of water for this river is primarily snows
from the region’s super elevation. It
supplies a part of water for Hardz River.
There are various ancient zones and many
stony walls belonging to different
historical periods.

Pouléd castle was built on a single high
mountain ridge which is not connected to
other mountains (Picture 1). The great
height of mountain and the reasonable use
of slope for building different surfaces can
be considered as initiatives of builders in
choosing the location. If we consider the
Baladeh-Yoush road as a river, the plain
which included Baladeh village is located
at the opening of this road as a prolific
delta. Baladeh village -near the castle- has
expanded from north to south (Picture 2).
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This valley that is located between
mountains is agricultural. Rabino in his
itinerary to Maizandardn and Astaridbad
tells that Baladeh is environ of Nour and
also known from the Amol's 8 blocs !
(Rabino, 1365: 64-75)

Pic 1: Pouldd Castle

Pic 2: North - South
Elongation of Baladeh from Poulidd Castle

5. Results

During the empirical Research of Pouldd
castle, many physical contexture traits and
various architecture spaces have been
identified. There is just one path to enter

1. this region is located between Nour and Amol in a

way that is visible from both sides.
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Pouldd which is located on the north and
has a portal with zigzag arc? (Picture 3).
According to remains of the walls of
Pouléd castle, we can consider 6 separable
parts that are separated by nested walls.
a) First surface: this is the lowest, the
biggest and the most smoothly part of the
castle which is surrounded by an outermost
wall. From its structures, only few parts of
the main portal, the wall and remains of
some watchtowers on south, south western
and south eastern are remained. Natural
rocks have formed a great part of its wall
on the east, north and west.
b) Second surface: also in this part,
we can see remains of walls and
watchtowers that are not at the same level
of I8t and 3" surfaces. Thus, we can
consider this wall as the 2"¢ one.
c) Third surface: there just remained
some remnants of thick-set walls that are
considered a separated surface because it is
not located parallel with walls of other
surfaces. There is a laver in this part of the
castle with an approximate depth and
diagonal of 1 meter.
d) Forth surface (citadel): there is a
rock part after 3 surface which has
approximately 2 meters height and a gentle
slope. Up to this, a square stone laver is
located with e 2x2 ™? dimensions. The wall
base of castle forth surface begins from
this spot which is the strongest part of
castle (Picture 4). This part has an entrance
with the width less than 1 meter and the
height more than 1 meter, thick-set walls
and a very strong watchtower. The
aforesaid entrance is appropriate just for

2 There is another access on the west which gets in castle
with a gentle slope. According to this way, we can say it
belongs to our time and created by town people.
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passing one man. A great two floors
watchtower has been built up to the
entrance. Existence of holes in a horizontal
line in this watchtower and wood remains
in these holes, indicate the first floor roof
and the second floor bottom location in the
middle of this tower wall. The wall and the
tower of this part have jaggy edge which
was used while defending against

attackers. There is a hatch with a zigzag in
the middle of aforesaid watchtower. It is
up to around plains, Baladeh town and the
structure's main entrance in the north.

Pic 4: Pouldd Castle entrance located on the
south side Pic 3: Remnants known as the
Citadel
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e) Fifth surface: access path from the forth
strong surface to other surfaces has a
fast and impassable slope. The fifth
surface is located on the north and is a
little upper than the forth one. Just a
watchtower and some parts of walls are
remained.

f) Sixth surface: the sixth surface of castle
can be considered as the last and the
highest part. Like the forth surface, this
part is also one of the most important
parts of the castle. There are some
remains of right triangle walls,

watchtowers and also circular structures
which were probably used as water
storage (picture 5).

Pic 5: Water storage remains in Sixth surface of
Pouldd castle
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It essentially used strong and local
materials as indicated from the remains. As
such, like all mountainous castles, mortar
and stone were used in this structure.
Mortar is also used for veneer in the
castle's main citadel in a way that the trace
of architect’s hand is observable on walls.
The interesting thing is that brick has not
been used in any remaining parts and all of
them are right triangle, circular walls or the
walls connected to a circular tower.

6. Analysis

In this research, an attempt was made to
survey the geopolitical and geostrategic
role of Tabaristin Rouyéin region in the
middle ages of Islam with a case study of
Poulidd-e-Nour Castle. This research was
conducted in two parts. The first is about
geopolitical and geostrategic role of the
Rouyin region specially Pouldd castle in
political developments of Tabaristin and
the second one about analyzing the
architecture spaces of Poulidd Castle and its
connection to environmental potentials and
geographic spaces.

Semi-independent local governments
power in the 3™ and 4" centuries of Hegira
and with the rising power of Saljouqis and
Kharazmshahis rulers, there were many
political conflicts in Tabaristin specially
the western regions of: Rouydn and
Rostamdir. The political and geographic
importance of this region as well as the
necessity of borders consolidation led to
the construction of various castles in
Tabaristén. This gained martial aims and
more over was a symbol of ruler’s political
authority. These castles were power
showing tools in a hypothetical pattern of
power distribution. Also in many cases,
they were factors of financial and human
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security. There was the capital of Kin
Khirieh Bidvandi in Khédrazmshihis and
Marashidn ages. Locating and structural
features of Pouldad castle like width,
complexity and considered defensive
preparations (nested walls and multiple
watchtowers), existence of magnificent
entrance on south with zigzag arc and also
stone cisterns in 3™ and 6" surfaces show
the role of Pouléd castle as one of the most
important political focuses of Tabaristin.

Using the mountain slope for building
multiple stair surfaces is a compatibility
which builders had made with nature. By
this they limited access paths to castle thus
there was just one way for citizens. The
connection of nested walls, watchtowers
multiplicity and the strategic and
geopolitical importance of region can be
interpreted in this way. Yoush road to
Baladeh is the access path of Rouyén and
Lirjan that are two politically important
regions of Tabaristin in Islamic ages.
There are various villages from the main
road of Amol to Tehrin up to Baladeh
town. All of them have by-ways and we
should traverse a long route to get there.
Therefore the distance between village and
the main road naturally ensure their safety.
But the Baladeh town which has an
important geostrategic position and is
located on both sides of Yoush to Baladeh
road is not secured enough. Thus it was
necessary to protect this wide and
permeable region with wide, strong and
impermeable castles like Poul&d.

But what is the reasonable justification
for building multiple towers in a castle?
During the study, it was cleared that some
parts of the mountain ridge on east, north
and south are rocky and impermeable. But
the eastern part and some shorter parts on
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the south are permeable. Also there are
some sudden flat and permeable surfaces
among rocky parts as indicated by building
walls to connect the two rocks. Strong
walls have been built in aforesaid spots
which have more permeability that
naturally make it necessary to build more
watchtowers. Thus the distance of towers
is less and number of them is more at spots
which are permeable and the possibility of
attacking and conquering is more. Also,
there are low distanced multiple
watchtowers in spots that are more
important to protect and defend like the 4
surface of castle which we named citadel
in this research.

Building citadel and the alcove and
magnificent entrance to the castle and also
the width and its natural result —noticeable
population of castle- indicate the place's
political operation over more its martial
nature. The existence of water saving
sources in various castle surfaces which
their water flow were mainly by earthen
water pipe system, indicate that the castle
was crowded and the saving water
considered for probable surrounds.

7. Conclusion

Mountainous castles that have martial and
political importance are the results of two
important factors: geomorphologic and
geopolitical. Poulédd castle is the one that
has both spatial and temporal nature with
double function. In other words, castles
like Poulédd were built in times the region's
political space was acute and later they
were used in political conflicts. The entire
road leading to Baladeh town, there is no
spot lacking regional coverage in strategic
view and in dominance on region
geography. Also the most appropriate
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height in this region belongs to the single
mountain which includes Pouldd castle.
Pouléd castle, like other famous castles of
Tabaristin  has well displayed its
geopolitical and geostrategic function as a
main and effective center in political
tensions and social and independence
movements. This castle is also located and
built up to special natural conditions.
Location of the castle and the region's
vicinity to two separated regions — Rouyén
and Lirjdn- indicate rulers’ attention to
local borders and their determination to
protest the territory. According to political
thoughts and the region's martial
conditions, building strong castles on the
border with two regions noticeably affect
human and natural geographic formation.
Thus, it is possible that crowd featuring the
region have been changed and towns like
Yoush, Baladeh and Rouyédn have been
created by building castles like this.

It can finally be said that the ruler’s
desire for preserving political borders and
centers and also consolidating territorial
sovereignty caused various and multiple
defenses in ancient Tabaristin. The
defensive feature remained there, 1is
directly related to its geopolitical and
geostrategic importance and also the acute
political history. These defenses have been
constructed in various sizes up to their
location and function. The strong Pouldd
castle in Rouyén is the symbol of political
geographic impacts on the territorial
sovereignty. It can be considered as a
result of two aforesaid factors.
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