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Alamut Castle still holds secrets
beneath its ruins after centuries

( Iranica Desk )

Alamut Castle has kept some
of its secrets hidden among its
rocky cliffs and beneath layers of
rubble for centuries. The historic
fortress, with its limited access
route, cisterns and water-supply
system, grain storage facilities,
stable, lookout posts, and di-
verse architectural and cultural
remains, offers a glimpse into the
lives and defensive system of its
inhabitants across different pe-
riods.

Now, after centuries of ups and
downs — from the periods of
the Daylamids and Ismailis to
the Safavids and Qajars — Al-
amut Castle has entered a new
phase of international attention,
while a large part of the site still
awaits excavation. If carried out
alongside conservation and res-
toration, further archaeological
work could reveal additional lay-
ers of the history of this moun-
tainous fortress.

Hossein Mahmoudi, an expert
with the Alamut Cultural Heri-
tage Site who has worked at the
complex for about two decades,
said Alamut Castle stands in the
mountainous Alamut region atop
a high rock. One of its most im-
portant defensive features was its
difficult and limited accessibility.
The castle consists of two sec-
tions, known as the “Lower Cas-
tle” and the “Upper Castle,” with
its only main access route located
on the northern side.

According to him, the castle
covers about two hectares and
stands at an elevation of about
2,160 meters above sea level. In
some places, it rises more than
200 meters above the surround-
ing terrain. The Lower Castle was
mainly used to accommodate
guards and house workshops,
facilities and lookout posts, while
the Upper Castle, separated from
the lower section by a wall about
16 meters high, contained the cit-
adel and main residential area, as
well as facilities for storing water
and provisions.

The castle’s access route ran
through the rocks on the north-
ern side. The steps carved into
the rock along this route are at-
tributed to the Ismaili period.
Mahmoudi said their low height
allowed construction materials
to be transported by horses and
mules. The gate of the Lower Cas-
tle has also been reconstructed
based on archaeological evidence,
using maps, miniature paint-
ings and door pivots discovered
during rubble removal.
According to Mahmoudi, the ear-
liest known architectural phase
of the castle dates to the period
of the Daylamid rulers. Historical
sources attribute the construc-
tion of the original structure in

246 AH to Hasan ibn Zayd. About
two centuries later; as the Ismaili
movement expanded in Iran, Has-
san Sabbah took control of Alam-
ut Castle and lived there for about
35 years.

Mahmoudi said Hassan Sabbah
died of natural causes and, ac-
cording to historical accounts, his
successor, Kiya Buzurg-Ummid,
buried him near the castle. How-
ever, the exact location of Sabbah'’s
tomb has yet to be identified. After
Sabbah, seven other successors
ruled at Alamut until the castle fell
during the Mongol invasion under
the last Ismaili ruler.

Referring to historical accounts
including The History of the
World Conqueror, Mahmoudi said
the castle’s inhabitants asked for
time to move their belongings.
Eventually, after promises were
made to the last ruler, the castle
gates were opened. After Hu-
lagu’s forces entered the fortress,
major sections of the castle were
destroyed, including the library
and scientific and administrative
spaces mentioned in historical
sources.

Mahmoudi identified the Safavid
period as the castle’s third ma-
jor architectural phase. After the
Safavid capital was moved from
Tabriz to Qazvin, Alamut Castle
was used as a place of exile for
some princes and individuals
who had fallen out of favor. New
spaces were built over earlier re-
mains, and the castle was used for
this purpose for about 70 years.
During the Qajar period, parts of
the castle were demolished and
their materials were used for con-
struction in lower areas.
Excavations have also revealed
important information about dai-
ly life at the fortress. One interest-
ing discovery was a space locally
known as “Asbikhaneh,” meaning
“horse house.” Excavations in
2005 showed that the area had
been used to keep horses, and
their watering troughs were also
identified. Parts of the stable have
been identified and restored.
Water management was another
essential part of life at Alamut.

More than 15 cisterns have been
identified throughout the castle
complex. In one section, three
cisterns were found next to one
another, with lengths of about six,
five and 14 meters, respectively,
and depths of about four meters.
The rock in which the cisterns
were constructed has very low
permeability, making it suitable
for storing water.

Studies conducted in 2012 also
provided evidence of a wa-
ter-supply system serving the for-
tress. Historical sources indicate
that water was diverted toward
the castle from springs higher

ISNA

up the mountain, while ceramic
pipes about 10 centimeters in
diameter were discovered on the
northern slope. These findings
show that the inhabitants relied
not only on cisterns but also on
a water-transfer network, which
would have been particularly im-
portant during sieges.

Food supplies were similarly
important. Grain-storage cham-
bers carved into the rock have
been identified, with their cool
conditions suitable for long-term
storage. Some of these spaces
could store enough grain to feed
a population of about 1,000 peo-
ple for a year. Historical sources
also point to extensive livestock
raising in the Alamut region.
Excavations have revealed a di-
verse range of cultural artifacts,
including sgraffito pottery dec-
orated with eagle motifs, which
are considered characteristic of
artifacts associated with Alam-
ut. Lusterware and turquoise
tile fragments have also been
discovered in the upper section
of the castle. Other finds include
metal objects such as nails and
dagger fragments, bronze piec-
es, plaster decorations, and
carved, ornamental and molded
bricks.

The military character of the
fortress is also evident in the
archaeological finds. Several
heavy stones known as “Qa-
leh-kub,” weighing more than 25
kilograms, were found along the
route leading to the Lower Cas-

tle. They may have been thrown
toward the fortress from outside
during an attack. Carved stones
found across the castle may also
have been used in catapults.

A cemetery known as “Eshkeft”
has been identified at the foot of
the castle. In 2018, part of the
cemetery was cleared of rubble
along the footpath leading to the
castle, revealing the remains of a
person without a skull, with trac-
es of lime visible on the skeleton’s
feet. The operation was halted
because of opposition from local
residents and religious consid-
erations, and the skeleton was
reburied.

Despite nearly two decades of
research and rubble removal, a
considerable part of Alamut Cas-
tle remains unexplored. Mahmou-
di stressed that more than half of
the castle has yet to be cleared of
rubble and that continued excava-
tions could provide new informa-
tion about its architecture, way of
life and defensive structure.

He also described conservation
and restoration as a prerequisite
for continuing rubble removal,
noting that architectural remains
exposed after centuries beneath
the rubble may deteriorate when
subjected to new weather condi-
tions. Therefore, conservation and
restoration programs should be
carried out alongside excavation.
A building adjacent to the Alamut
Cultural Heritage Site has been
made available to the cultural
heritage authorities and is ex-
pected to be used to display ar-
chaeological finds and introduce
the region’s cultural heritage po-
tential. Mahmoudi said it could
also showcase handicrafts from
the Alamut region.

The inscription of Alamut Castle
and its associated fortifications
on the World Heritage List has
drawn greater attention to the
historical and tourism potential
of the region.

Mahmoudi described the World
Heritage inscription as the result
of cooperation among officials,
experts and local residents. He
said the announcement was a
highly encouraging event for cul-
tural heritage professionals and
the people of Alamut.

He added that they had expect-
ed the nomination to succeed
because of the strength of the
dossier, but the level of public
enthusiasm for the inscription
was also striking, demonstrating
the widespread interest in this
historic heritage. He also high-
lighted the role of local commu-
nities, particularly the people of
Gazorkhan village, whose coop-
eration, along with that of pro-
vincial and national officials and
experts, contributed to the World
Heritage inscription of Alamut as
a collective achievement.

Dasht-e Shad Forest
offers lush escape
in eastern Semnan

C Iranica Desk )

Although Semnan Province is best known for its deserts,
historic monuments and cultural attractions, its northern
and eastern areas present a different side of the region —
a lush landscape found along the Alborz foothills and in
the forested areas of Shahroud and Miami.

Among these natural attractions, Dasht-e Shad Forest, lo-
cated in the rural area of the same name, is considered
one of the region’s valuable natural landscapes. Far from
the hustle and bustle of the city and surrounded by for-
est cover, the area offers tourists a different experience of
traveling to Semnan Province.
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Dasht-e Shad Forest is located about 180 kilometers
northeast of Shahroud, in the Rezvan Rural District of Mi-
ami District. In recent years, the area has attracted nature
enthusiasts and visitors interested in lesser-known attrac-
tions because of its scenic natural surroundings and forest
cover, according to Mehr News Agency.

Situated within the Eastern Alborz Mountain range, the
forest offers travelers views that differ from the image of
Semnan Province typically associated with the region. In-
stead of the dry, desert landscape, visitors encounter lush
forests and diverse natural scenery.

One of the most important features of Dasht-e Shad
Forest is the diversity of its vegetation. The tree spe-
cies found in the area belong to the broadleaf trees of
the Hyrcanian forests, giving the landscape a distinctive
natural character.

The diverse vegetation, combined with the forested land-
scapes, provides considerable potential for nature-based
tourism. With proper promotion and adherence to envi-
ronmental protection requirements, this potential could
help attract more tourists to the area.

Dasht-e Shad is not only notable for its vegetation but
also for its wildlife diversity. Various species of mammals,
birds, reptiles, amphibians and fish inhabit the area, fur-
ther enhancing the forest’s ecological value.

Such biodiversity also highlights the importance of re-
sponsible nature tourism. Protecting natural habitats and
preventing damage to vegetation and wildlife are essential
to ensuring that tourists can continue to visit these areas.
Travelers looking for a peaceful destination away from
the crowds and suitable for enjoying natural scenery
can include Dasht-e Shad Forest in their itinerary. Walk-
ing through the forest, photographing the natural land-
scapes, and experiencing the quiet and tranquility of the
surroundings are among the attractions that can make the
area a memorable destination for nature enthusiasts.

A typical visit to the attraction is reported to take less than
an hour, and admission is free. However, visitors should avoid
littering, damaging vegetation and disturbing wildlife while
in the area. Dasht-e Shad Forest can be considered one of
the lesser-known natural attractions in eastern Semnan
Province. Alongside the other natural and historic sites of
Shahroud and Miami, it has the potential to become part of
the travel itineraries of domestic tourists and nature enthu-
siasts.

Greater promotion of the area, the development of ap-
propriate tourism infrastructure, and a strong focus on
environmental protection could help promote sustainable
tourism in Dasht-e Shad, allowing the area’s pristine na-
ture to be preserved while local communities also benefit
economically from tourism.



