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1. Introduction

Mazandaran, a significant northern Iranian region, gained importance over the last five centuries
due to its connections with the Safavid and Qajar capitals and its maritime border with Russia.
Historically, the Alborz mountains acted as a barrier, often allowing semi-independent rule. From
the Safavid era, especially under Shah Abbas I, the region’s economic and strategic value grew,
leading to the construction of “Shah Abbasi Roads” like the Isfahan-Farahabad route. These
roads revolutionized trade, including exports via the Caspian Sea, and served royal recreational
purposes, allowing the Shah to access the lush landscapes for leisure activities and to promote the
region’s allure as a travel destination.

During the Qajar period, Mazandaran was vital for supplying Tehran and facilitating trade
with Russia. Road development was key for economic growth, even for supplying charcoal to
the capital. Under Naser al-Din Shah, Iranian and foreign engineers built modern gravel roads,
enhancing transportation networks and contributing to the integration of the region into a
burgeoning national economy. The roads not only facilitated commerce but also cultural exchanges
between various regions of Iran and neighboring countries.

The strategic importance of these routes was not uniformly consistent; it fluctuated according
to the priorities of successive rulers and broader geopolitical shifts. During intervals of weak
central authority, local khans often assumed responsibility for road maintenance, leveraging
control over key passages to extract tolls and assert autonomy. Conversely, periods of strong state
intervention—particularly under Shah Abbas I and later Naser al-Din Shah—saw the reassertion
of imperial oversight, often accompanied by the introduction of new engineering methods and
administrative reforms. This alternating rhythm of centralisation and local initiative left distinct
material signatures on the roads themselves, visible in variations of pavement technique, bridge
construction, and the siting of caravanserais. The Haraz and Chalus routes, for instance, preserve
multiple phases of repair and realignment, each layer reflecting the political and technological
circumstances of its time.

Moreover, these pathways often influenced local customs, allowing for the dissemination of
not only goods but also ideas and cultural practices. Despite their importance, these historical
roads have seen little archaeological study. This research aims to address this gap by investigating
the existing routes and their historical significance, examining the materials, construction
techniques, and how these roads adapted over time to changing political and social circumstances.
Understanding these aspects can provide invaluable insights into the resilience and evolution of

Mazandaran’s infrastructure and its role in connecting different facets of Iranian heritage.

2. Research Objectives and Questions

This study combines historical and archaeological data to analyze Mazandaran’s historical roads.
It seeks to answer: Which identifiable paved roads from the Safavid and Qajar periods exist?
What political and economic objectives did these governments pursue with road construction? To
what extent do modern roads align with these historical routes?

3. Materials and Methods
This qualitative research used field studies (over 15 years, examining 20 historical roads), direct



425 Journal of Archaeological Studies / Vol. 18, No. 1, Serial No. 38 / Winter-Spring

observation, and analysis of historical sources and maps. Data on road structure and associated
buildings was collected, and a mortar sample was chemically analyzed.

4. Discussion

The development of roads in Mazandaran was a strategic priority during both the Safavid and Qajar
eras, driven by economic and geopolitical necessities. In the Safavid period, after the Ottomans
controlled western borders, the government transformed Mazandaran into a vital commercial
hub for exporting goods to Eastern Europe via the Caspian Sea and Caucasus. Shah Abbas |
specifically built a paved road from Isfahan to the Mazandaran coast to facilitate the trade of
valuable commodities like silk, for which the region was a primary production center. Advanced
construction techniques, including using charcoal layers to combat humidity, were employed to
ensure the road’s durability.

During the Qajar era, particularly under Naser al-Din Shah, road construction in Mazandaran
reached its peak. The Shah’s personal interest in the region for recreation was complemented by
stronger economic and strategic motives. Mazandaran was a crucial supplier of food and resources
to Tehran, especially during famines. Geopolitically, with Russia’s expansion in the Caucasus,
modernizing the routes connecting Tehran to the Caspian Sea became essential for trade and security.
Three main roads—Firuzkuh, Haraz, and the Chalus (Hezar Cham) route—were developed. The
government employed foreign engineers like Gasteiger to survey and construct gravel carriage
roads, a significant modernization from traditional paths. This focus on infrastructure, despite
challenges like the threat of Russian incursion, fundamentally improved transport links, boosted
trade with Russia, and integrated Mazandaran more closely with the capital.

5. Conclusion

Safavid and Qajar road-building in Mazandaran served multiple goals: facilitating trade, enabling
royal access, improving control, and enhancing security. This study identified twenty historical
roads. Safavid pavements were more orderly and wider, while Qajar ones were less meticulous.
The oldest road dates to the Sassanian era.

During the Sassanian period, these routes were part of the empire’s broader network.
Following the Arab conquest, local dynasties such as the Bavandids and Buyid maintained and
adapted these roads, using them to assert autonomy and collect tolls. The Safavid revival under
Shah Abbas I deliberately reoccupied many of these alignments, integrating them into a state-
sponsored system of caravanserais and stone-paved causeways designed for heavy transport
and rapid communication. By contrast, Qajar road-building suffered from chronic underfunding
and decentralised administration, yet provincial governors often sponsored local repairs as acts
of personal patronage, embedding their authority into the landscape. Several Qajar-era bridges
and rest stations remain in use today, their fabric bearing witness to shifting technologies and
persistent strategic concerns. This accumulated layering—Sassanian, medieval, Safavid, Qajar—
imbues Mazandaran’s historic roads with exceptional stratigraphic depth.

These roads were vital for commerce and connectivity, playing a crucial role in the movement

of goods, people, and ideas throughout history. They established trade routes that not only linked
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different regions but also allowed for cultural exchanges which enriched the area’s heritage. Today,
many modern east-west highways overlay historical routes, while the main north-south historical
roads often run parallel to modern ones. This layering of infrastructure reflects a continuum of
human activity, but it also raises concerns as urban expansion threatens these heritage sites.
Preserving these roads is not merely an act of conserving history; it is also a means of fostering local
economies. The study concludes that these historical roads have significant potential for cultural
and eco-tourism. Integrating local narratives and historical context into tourism experiences can
deepen visitors’ appreciation of the region’s rich tapestry. Principled restoration and promotion
could attract tourists, offering them unique experiences of the past while preserving local memory
and identity. Moreover, by developing pathways that emphasize sustainable practices, the region
could mitigate the negative impacts of mass tourism while encouraging responsible visitation.
In turn, this could contribute to regional sustainable development and ensure that the stories
these roads tell are not lost but rather celebrated for generations to come. Ultimately, thoughtful
engagement with these historical treasures can facilitate a dialogue between the past and the

present, enriching both local communities and visitors alike.
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Map 1: Communication Routes in Mazandaran (Drawn in 1852 AD / 1268 AH; Archived in the Historical Maps Collection of
Humboldt University of Berlin, Department of Geography)
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Map 2: Map of Mazandaran during the Qajar era by Ali-Qoli Mohandes-al-Doleh (Nouri, 2011: 683).
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Map 3: Location of the identified and surveyed historical pavements in Mazandaran Province (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 1: The cobblestone road and Shah Abbasi Bridge in Galugah (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 2: Remains of the cobblestone road of Niyala within the forest (Authors, 2014).
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Fig. 3: The Safavid-era road of Abbasabad-Tazehabad (Akbari, 2025).
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Fig. 4: Cobblestone pavement of the Safavid-era Abbasabad-Tazehabad road (Authors, 2025).
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Fig. 5: Cobblestone pavement in the mountain village of Kouhestan (Authors, 2014).
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Fig. 6: Close-up view of the cobblestone pavement in Kouhestan village (Authors, 2014).
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Fig. 7: Shah Abbasi Street in Qolzamkola Village (Authors, 2014).
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Fig. 8: The pavement of the village of Sanam-Hajikola (Authors, 2014).
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Fig. 9: Remains of the paved road in Shirgah (Authors, 2015).
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Fig. 10: The entrance to Tang-e Khatirkuh in the village of Ravat Sar; remains of the paved road upstream of the Gando spring
(Authors,2017).
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Fig. 11: A view of the historic Sar-e Tangah road, situated at a higher elevation than the present-day asphalt road (Authors,
2017).
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Fig. 12: The stone-paved road of Diva (Authors, 2015).
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Fig. 13: The stone-paved road of Diva (Authors, 2015).
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Fig. 14: The position of the Qajar-era road relative to the Haraz River in the Tang-e Bandborideh (Bandborideh Gorge)
(Authors, 2019).
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Fig. 15: Paved surface uncovered during archaeological excavations in Natel (Mohajeri-Nejad, 2011).
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Fig. 16: Remains of the historic Anar-Jar road, close-up view (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 17: The historic road of Baladeh (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 19: The cobblestone pavement of Mollakola village, Fig. 18: The cobblestone pavement of Narenjbon village,
Nowshahr; the historic Kojur-Coastal road (Faghih-Nouri, = Nowshahr; the historic road of Jalgah-Kodir in Kojur
2024). (Faghih-Nouri, 2025).
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Fig. 20: The cobblestone road of Bandpey village, Nowshahr (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 21: The historic Hezarcham Road and its destroyed cobblestone pavements (Nasrollahi, 2024).
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Fig. 22: The Stone Gateway (Authors, 2024).
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Fig. 23: The historic Si-Nava Road (Authors, 2014).
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Fig. 24: The emergence of the historic cobblestone pavement in Qaleh-Gardan village after soil removal (Authors, 2024).
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Table 1. Specifications of historic cobblestone roads and their affiliated structures (Authors, 2024).
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