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Abstract

The city of Istakhr, located in a distinct natural bed between Rehmat
Mountain and Polvar River, is considered the mother city of the Sassanids
and the seat of their ancestors. But little information about the architecture
and design of this important city is available. The research problem is
the ambiguity in the structure of the city of Istakhar due to the lack of
remains on the ground, limited and scattered excavations and individual
researches. In the framework of pre-Islamic architectural studies in Fars,
this research has chosen a mixed method with a qualitative approach. First,
the historical sources have been analyzed with the interpretive-historical
method, and the excavation reports and new researches based on today’s
technologies have been reread in order to extract the hypothetical map of
the city. This map shows that the structure of Sassanid city with northwest-
southeast direction is in the form of checkered grid in the western part,
which follows the natural form of the defensive wall and becomes radial
in the corners. The gates are located along the main streets. The Polvar
river is a natural barrier in the north, with bridges along the gates. The
early Islamic city destroyed the central core of the Sassanid city and was
located on top of it. The irregular and compact network is oriented in the
north-south direction and is limited by a square surrounding wall. The city
center was around the mosque and the bazar was located next to it. A case-
by-case comparison of some important elements or features of the city
of Istakhr with similar works such as Bishapur has helped to complete
the findings. It seems that the seat of Sasanian government or ritual zone
is located in the center of the city. The western part contains large-scale
Sasanian ritual remains. Outside the city wall, the outskirts of the city are
located, and parallel to the corridor of the Polvar River and the slopes of
Takht-e-Rostam, gardens and fields have been expanded in combination
with architectural works. Therefore, it seems that the city of Istakhar in the
Sassanid period displayed the characteristic of a ritual-governmental city
and in the early Islamic period, the characteristic of a spontaneous city.
Keywords: City of Istakhr, Structure, Spatial and Physical Organization,
Checkered Board Network, City Wall.
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Introduction

One of the most important Sassanid cities, which is also considered the
capital and the mother city of the Sassanids and the seat of their ancestors,
is Istakhar. The city is located near Persepolis with the old name “Parsa
Stakhra” meaning “Fortress of Pars” and the word Satkhra means “firm
and steady” (Herzfeld, 1941: 276). In the area of the city, there are very
few works left on the ground, which are attributed to the Achaemenid
to Sassanid era and the Islamic era, and archaeological excavations and
speculations are also limited and at the level of stratification. Therefore,
despite the importance and prestige of this city, due to the lack of remains
on the ground especially from the Sassanid period, the spatial and physical
organization and the main networks shaping the structure of the city are

less known.

The Structure of Istakhr City

The central core of Istakhr city is located on the south and east sides of the
Polvar river, surrounded by a defensive wall that can be traced from the
aerial photo (picture 1). But the city should be considered as a vast area
that is spread outside the city wall.” According to Schmidt’s excavation
report, the central core of the city is surrounded by an irregular oval shape
with a defensive wall and circular towers (figure 3), one of which was
excavated by Hertzfeld. This wall belongs to the Sasanian period, but it
also determines the boundaries of the Islamic city. The suburbs of the
Islamic city have expanded outside the wall. The main core of the city
covers an area of 1400 meters from east to west and 650 meters from south
to north. This city is about 16 meters above the bottom of the hill. A moat
with a possible gap from the southwest surrounds the city. This ditch is
filled with the water of Polvar river, which today only passes through its
northern corner (Schmidt, 1939: 107).

From the comparison of the characteristics of Bishapur city presented
by Girshman, Whitcomb and other researchers (Sarfraz, Timuri, 1386:
91-102) with the city of Istakhr, some findings can be presented. The
similarity between Istakhr and Bishapur can be seen in the geometry and
general checkerboard grid with northwest-southeast direction, the presence
of a defensive wall around it, being located next to the river and being
limited by the natural border of the river, having intersecting main streets.
One can imagine the tower along the main streets and the existence of
the bridge along the main gates. Also, by comparing the ritual place of
Bishapur, it can be assumed that the main ritual center before the Sassanid
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era can also exists in Istakhr’s center and around the Islamic Mosque. The
main difference between these two cities is the formation and expansion
of Istakhr and its unknown pre-Sasanian core and the destruction and
replacement of the main part of the city with the layers of the early Islamic
city. But Bishapur is a pre-planned city that has remained untouched in
the following periods, and the place of its government and ritual part is
obvious with clear physical elements.

From the comparison of the defensive wall of some Parthian and
Sassanian cities, it seems that the wall towers of the Parthian period are
square and rectangular in shape. The outer parts of the walls of Firozabad
Dokhtar Castle, built by Ardeshir in the early Sasanian period, also have
square towers close to each other (Girshman, 1379: 63). But the Bishapur,
Istakhr and Takht Suleiman towers are circular and have similar decorations
(ibid., 64). In this way, it is possible that the wall of the city of Istakhr was
built in the middle or the end of the Sassanid period.

Conclusion

In quoting the result of the study and analysis performed from the sources
and evidence, and in response to research questions, the important features
of the city of Istakhr are identified as follows: 1- General planning based
on natural conditions: The city is spread in the distance between Rahmat
Mountain and Polvar River in the north. The form of the city wall is a
non-geometric and organic. Istakhr and may have been influenced by the
natural form of the Pulvar River and its artificial tributary in the north and
south of the city. 2- Spatial structure: The structure of the city corresponds
to the network of main and secondary streets perpendicular to each other,
which in the Sassanid period has a northwest-southeast direction, but in
the Islamic period it has approached a north-south direction. The form of
the Sassanid city is regular and the area of the Islamic city network is
compact and irregular. 3- Access network: The Sassanid city network is
in a regular and checkered center, but the Islamic city, despite having a
checkered network, is irregular and crowded. The houses excavated in the
Islamic city also lack the characteristics of magnificent works. It seems
that the characteristics of the Sassanid city are appropriate for a ritual-
governmental city and the Islamic city is appropriate for a spontaneous
city. The shape of the checkered passages changes to reach the city wall
and becomes radial, and at the intersection with the walls, the gates appear,
and along the gates in the north, there are the bridges over the Pulvar River.
4- Expansion and layering: The slope of the city is to the south and the
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mountain of Rahmat and is located near the main gate of the center of the
Islamic city with an example of the first mosques built in early Islam. It is
possible that this neighborhood is also the location of structures related to
the pre-Sassanid religious headquarters (the temple of Anahita, which was
founded by the Bazrangian dynasty and the ancestor of Ardeshir, founder
of the Sassanians). Also, the location of the government ritual seat, called
the Peacock Throne, may be under the castle.
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Fig. 2. Diagram of the most important
propositions related to the city of Istakhr with
reference to historical sources Source: (Ibn
Balkhi, 2005: 26-110; Istakhri 1961: 96-135;
Mugaddasi, 1982: 648-659).
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Fig. 3. Map of the surface features of the city
of Istakhr and Herzfeld’s excavations and
speculations in 1932 and 1934, and Schmidt’s
excavations in 1935 and 1937
Source: (Schmidt, 1939: 108)
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Fig. 4. Right: Western front trench (excavated
by: Schmidt), source: (Schmidt, 1939: 109),
left: current condition of Schmidt trench
in the western part of Istakhr taken by the
authors in the fall of 2017.
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Fig. 5. Right: the area of the city of Istakhar
in the Islamic era (East) and the Sassanid
era (West), left: Takht-e-Tavus castle and the
area of the mosque in the Islamic era Source:
(Whitcomb, 1979: 364-367).
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Fig. 6. Anomaly map of the geophysical

anomaly (geophysical survey 2012) survey of the November 2012 area (the

- green contours are the Fortress proposed by
Ty " - \" - street (archaeological excavation 2012) Whitcomb in 1979). Map guide: from above
'_\';; “, sipposed govemmental palace to bottom: Anomaly (Geophysical Survey

: ‘ (Whitcomb) 2012), Street (Archaeological Excavations

2012), Whitcomb’s proposed government
fort, Source: (Chegini et al., 2013: 14).
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Cobblestone street seen from the north,
source: (Chegini et al., 2013: 15)
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Fig. 8. Top: South-eastern part of the city wall
excavated by Herzfeld, source: (Herzfeld,
1941: Pl. XCII); Bottom: right: city wall,
excavated by Herzfeld, source: (Herzfeld,
1941: P1. XCIII), left: present day situation.
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Fig. 9. Reconstruction of the structure of
the city of Istakhr based on the aerial photo
analysis provided by Schmidt (Schmidt,
1939: 132) and Witcomb (1979: 367). The
green color is the rereading of the Sassanid
city and the blue color is the rereading of
the Islamic city (the scale of this map is
approximate because part of it is drawn from
an aerial photograph that does not have an
absolute scale).
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Fig. 10. Landsat ETM+ satellite photo
analysis of the Istakhr area with the help of
remote sensing technology and the remains of
archeological ruins that are shown in different
colors, source: (Aminzadeh & Samani, 2006:
56).
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Fig. 11. Google Earth satellite image analysis
showing the Istakhr and two citadels 15 km
northwest of the City and building remains
in the Polwar River corridor between Mount
Rahmat and Nagsh Rostam.
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Fig. 12. Analysis of the structure of Bishapur
city, source: (Whitcomb, 2018).
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Table 1. Comparison of Istakhr city with Bishapur city in terms of spatial organization, structure and natural and artificial elements (Authors, 2021).
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Table 2. The study of different works compared to the surrounding wall of the city of Istakhr (Authors, 2021).
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