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The structure of Qaleh Dokhtar (also known as Qiz Qal'eh or Qiz Qal'eh) is
a mountain fortress situated 25 kilometers southwest of Saveh, atop a
solitary mountain in the Hende$ mountain range. Numerous studies have
been conducted on the origins and function of this structure, yet they have
yielded divergent conclusions. Some researchers attribute the construction
of Qaleh Dokhtar to the Sasanian period, positing its function as a temple
dedicated to the goddess Anahita. Others have identified it as a fortress from
the Islamic Middle Ages, associated with the Ismaili sect. The lack of
substantial evidence and documentation from these researchers has created a
greater need for meticulous examination of primary written sources, the
historical-geography of Saveh, and the existing studies of the monument.
This research is predicated on the hypothesis that Qaleh Dokhtar, owing to
its name, its strategic location, references in historical sources, its
connection to specific natural features and phenomena, and archaeological
findings, was constructed during the Sasanian period and functioned as a
shrine to the goddess Nahid (Anzhita).The methodology employed in this
study is historical-analytical, based on field observations, architectural
evidence, archaeological excavations, and a thorough review of library
sources. The research and analysis conducted suggest that while the
foundations of Qaleh Dokhtar may have been laid in the Sasanian period as
a place of worship, the absence of definitive material evidence from that era,
combined with the discovery of artifacts proving the structure's use during
the Islamic Middle Ages and its clear association with other regional
fortresses, makes its identification as an Ismaili castle a more plausible and
acceptable conclusion.
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1. Introduction

Throughout history, the construction of castles, fortresses, and citadels stands as a remarkable
human achievement, driven by the fundamental needs for security, the preservation of life and
property, and the defense of territory and even ideology. Among these, mountain fortresses,
strategically positioned in rugged, hard-to-reach areas atop imposing rock formations, represent
extraordinary examples of the architecture of their time and capture the attention of any
researcher. One such structure, recognized as one of the largest mountain fortresses in central
Iran, is the Qaleh Dokhtar (or "Maiden's Fortress"). It overlooks the Saveh plain and is situated
within the Hende§ mountain range. Qaleh Dokhtar is a formidable fortress, evidenced by its
remaining architectural features, including a throne hall (shah-nesheyn), multiple ramparts,
towers, a series of access staircases, and a cistern. This complex holds significant value from the
perspectives of architectural and archaeological studies.

Over the past five decades, the fortress has been examined by various researchers, each
proposing a different function for the structure based on its architecture or through purely
ethnological studies. Some scholars, relying solely on the name of the fortress and the assertions
of other prominent historians, have attributed it to female deities, specifically to Anahita
(Nahid), and have attempted to trace the site's origins back to the Sasanian period. Another
group has offered judgments regarding the fortress's dating and function without providing
substantial evidence, classifying it as either a Sasanian castle or a fortress from the Islamic
Middle Ages, particularly one utilized by the Ismaili sect.

Despite these efforts, the function and chronology of the fortress remain shrouded in ambiguity.
This research specifically seeks to answer the following questions: What function(s) did the
Qaleh Dokhtar fortress serve, and when was it constructed? In 2007, archaeological
investigations were conducted in the throne hall of the fortress. Subsequently, during restoration
work in the spring and autumn of 2010, evidence was unearthed from the soil that strengthened
the attribution of the fortress to the Islamic Middle Ages and its use by the Ismailis during the
Seljuk period. In conjunction with these field studies, the authors, to achieve the research's
objectives, have focused on documenting all of the fortress's architectural evidence, studying
historical texts from the Islamic Middle Ages, examining the geographical necessity for the
fortress's emergence within the context of Saveh, and defining its place among other mountain
fortresses in the surrounding regions—particularly the Tafresh Mountains, within the eastern
edge of which the fortress was built. Based on a meticulous examination of these three pillars,
the authors propose the fortress's function as an Ismaili stronghold.

This study is of a fundamental nature, employing a descriptive-analytical method. Its
information has been gathered through field observations and library research. The research
specifically focuses on determining the function(s) and chronology of the Qaleh Dokhtar (or Qiz
Qal'eh) of Saveh, which can be ascertained through the archaeological excavations conducted
on-site, the study of historical documents from the early and medieval Islamic centuries, field
surveys of the areas surrounding the fortress, and an analysis of its existing architectural spaces.
Therefore, this research considers all previous studies on the structure, which have proposed
two primary functions: a shrine and an Ismaili fortress. It attempts to evaluate both functions by
presenting the evidence for each. The Qaleh Dokhtar was first studied by the German researcher
and archaeologist Wolfram Kleiss in 1971 (Kleiss, 1971: 315-318). After a comprehensive
examination of the fortress, including creating a topography of the mountain, documenting
sections of the structure, and describing its architectural features, Kleiss dated the building to
the Islamic period and proposed its function as an Ismaili fortress. Following this, Iranian
archaeologists and researchers began to study the site. Hossein A'ziz-Zadeh, in his
archaeological survey and identification project for Saveh County (conducted between 1953-
1974), classified the structure as a Sasanian fortress (A'ziz-Zadeh, 1352). In his article, "A
Study of the Architectural History of Qiz Qal'eh," Mortaza ZekaT Savaji identifies Qaleh
Dokhtar as the Anahita temple of the Sasanian era. His view, which relies on scholars like
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Bastani Parizi, posits that the structure was built as a temple to venerate the goddess of water,
Nahid, facing the Saveh plain, which he claims was once a lake (Zeka'm Savaji, 1380: 526-560).
Dr. Bastani Parizi attributes such structures to Nahid (Anahita), the deity of water (Bastani
Parizi, 1344: 203-231). Elsewhere, Professor Pirnia also alluded to this naming, suggesting that
"Dokhtar" was considered the goddess Nahid in ancient Iran, while others believed it meant
"hard" or "firm," a meaning he himself preferred (Pirnia, 1400, Vol. 3: 2703). In the official file
for registering the monument (No. 8600, dated 9/2/2003), Mohammad-Reza Na'imi, following
A'ziz-Zadeh, also dates the structure to the Sasanian period (Na'imi, 1382: 13). Subsequent
efforts to determine the fortress's function and chronology led to an archaeological excavation
by Esma'1ll Sheraht in 2006, which yielded significant results for understanding the fortress's
function, dating, and periods of use (Sherahi, 2006). In 2010, during the restoration of the
throne hall and the northern staircase, further signs emerged from the soil, reinforcing its
Islamic period attribution (ibid., 1390).

2.Conclusion

Regarding the Qaleh Dokhtar and its function, two historical contexts have been considered: the
pre-Islamic and the Islamic Middle Ages, corresponding to two primary proposed functions: a
temple of Anahita or an Ismaili fortress. This assessment is based on archaeological,
architectural, and historical-geographical evidence. Specifically, no archaeological data
supporting a Sasanian attribution has yet been found. The reference to the Sasanian period in
Hossein A'ziz-Zadeh's work is merely an assertion without supporting data, and the research of
Paul Williams Roberts is not considered credible due to the non-existence of such a figure in
archaeology. However, the possibility of the site functioning as a shrine or fire temple warrants
deeper consideration. Although no evidence of a shrine altar facing the Saveh plain, related to
the veneration of Anahita, has been discovered in the archaeological excavations of 2006 and
subsequent restorations in the throne hall, the connection to a religious site cannot be dismissed
based on its strategic location on a high elevation, its command over the ancient Saveh lake, the
Qarah Chay river, and other surrounding water sources. It is possible that, like many fortresses
in the region (e.g., the Qiz Qal'eh of Qom and Shahdej of Isfahan), which have Sasanian
foundations that were reused in the Islamic period, Qaleh Dokhtar may have pre-Islamic origins
that were concealed during the Islamic era through repairs, modifications to its outer shell, and
the addition of new features.

Nevertheless, what is most significant about this structure is that its overall character is that of a
fortress, and all existing evidence—including ceramics, stucco work, architectural elements like
arches, its relationship with other medieval Islamic fortresses in the region—indicates its use
during the Islamic Middle Ages in the service of the Ismaili sect. Therefore, even if this use was
episodic, it can be documented based on the existing archaeological evidence and considered a
distinct historical phase for the site.
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