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Boundaries: 

6 Masouleh 

NW= the l"1asal 
W• the Khalkhal 
8· Pusht-i-Kuh of Khamse 

The sP1all town of .Masouleh, si tunt~d 11.pproxim:itc l:v ;P, km. 

WSWof Foumnn, nt an ~ltitude of 1050 metrf'n, ii1 stn•1··011ndJ'd 

by mountains on three sides. Its unique nrchitPcturn.l style 
and settlernent pattern display great sensitivity to the town's 
socioeconornic requirements and have been well adapted to 
suit the natural environrnent. 

History: 
It has been clairned that Masouleh's existence dcpended upon 
the nearby iron mines and that the early residents extracted 
iron ore•1 • Thus the place became the centre for trade of 
steel products such as knives, scythes and nails. In 1891 
the iron ~ines and the nearby srnelting furnacee producerl 
400 kilograms per day, •~ut when Rabino visited the areA. 
(1906-12) although most of the iron utensils used in tlir' vil­
lages of Gilan were the work of Masouleh blacksrniths, thn 
mines were not being exploitcd and their entrance had benn 

blocked bj a rockslide. 

Masouleh forrnerly linked Azarbai,jan to Gilan and was an im­
portnnt distribution centre for rnerchnndise. For thic rcaeon 
merchants, businessmen and artisans comprised most of th~ 
population, enjoying a high .incarne and also a higher 10\rnl 

of culture to the extent that preocnt-day Masoulch ia onF' 

of the few places in Iran where nearly all the inhnh:i t:nn 1. fl 

are literate (90%).J 

In the late eighteenth century the town of Masouleh w~w 
sacked by Karirn Khan Zand's army and the population waA 

talrnn to Qasvin•4 • When the people were allowed to retu rn 
the clan of Hadji Yousef Tabrizi, who came frorn Tabriz, wer(' 

• l*Architectural Group #7, Masouleh, trans.article • 
2*G.H.Liddel, cited by Rabino, Les Prov.Casp., p.187. 
J•Arch. Group #7, ibid. 
4*Rabino, Les.Prov.Casp., p.183. 
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.sent to .Mas~uleh to hclp the Zand tribe in building the 
town's fortificationsJ • This clan rernained in Masouleh 
and along with the hal! nomadic tribe of Ilbegi formed the 
town's major ethnie groups. 

The population of Masouleh, who were traditiono.ll~f blnck-· 

smi ths·, leather sandal makers ( chamouch), and tr:1.dr~s!'1cn, 

have to some extent remained in these occupations. Al­
though due to new road connections the trade with Azar­
baijan no lonr,er takes place through Masouleh, people con­
tinue trading in dairy and woolen products with the villages 
and towns of Gilan. There is also a thriving tourist in­
dustry during the summer months. The Talesh herdsmen who 
inhabit the mountains take the flocks of Masouleh to graz­
ing ground. They build thcmselvcs forest shelters, called 
"koumeh", constructed of branches and stay the winter there 
with the flocks; they spend summers under the black tente 
in the yaylaqs. The population of llasouleh due to thei.r mir,· 

ratory lifestyle vary in numbers during the year. The pop­

ulation of Masouleh are alao migratory nnd h0nce the m1mbor 

of people in the town vary durin~ the year. At the bo~in­
ninr; of autumn they descend into the villap;es and markets - -

of Shaft and Fouman where they pass aeven months of the ycnr. 
At the turn of the century only five hundred people livod in 
the village all year; amonr; these wcre a few Had,iin who did. 
a little ·commerce with Rasht and Zendjan. The women sl~nyed 

alone, passing their time by lmitting socks and woolon 
clothos called "chal" and covers for the nomadic t rmt n. 

Today the perrna:nent residents of Masouleh are entim;itr:>rJ nt 

1500 people, but the population increascs to ovor 3000 i.11 i;l 1 

summer. as the people return from the towns of F011man, lh nlrl· 

and Tehran to Maaouleh*2 • The reaidonts claim t11 it t;11" 

population of Masouleh bas declincd since the new rorirl!1 di.­

verted trade from the tmm. It is said to have hrid 20 ,ono 
inha~itants before it lost its trading importance. 
•1 1'1.Sotudeh, op.cit., p.131. ··--·· 
J various pop.figuroa have bern given for Masouleh: 

Gazetteer 1976: villace pop.= 1,626 
dehestan pop.= 8,888 

Arch.Group#7: winter pop.= 2,000 
summer pop.= 12,000 

Car;e study interviews by au th ors: winter pop.== 1 ,3c1n-.1 , r·,, '· 
.~,1n1r1.-.1• l" OJ.1. - 7, ( !1ir1 r; 1 , . · 
,_) t -1 t"7 • J. ' .• - . ' . • 

K.Kcshnvari: pop.== 500-Gr'p f1011r0holr1r:i. 
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.Built Environment: 
.'& 

.Ma.souleh exhibits a unique settlement pattern. It consiste 
of compactly clustered buildings that are stepped up the 
hillside in terraces built on the west and south facing slopes 
of the mountains that surround Masouleh on three sidcs~ The 
houses, which are two or threo storeys, hnve flri.t roof r; t~,~d· 

form the town' s horizontal circulntion network. n~drH1tri r1n 
movement through most of the town takes place ovcr the 
strong roofs that, according to an elderly resident, used 
to support caravans of twenty mules loaded with merQhandise 
in the days when trade was booming. The vertical c:i'rcula­
tion through the town takes place via steps or steèp ramp­
like paths that lead from the side of a terrace·of houses 
on the lower level to the terraces above. 

The relatively large bazanr thRt is centrally located 
within Masouleh occupies three levcls. The beginninr, of 
the bazaar at the lowest level io semi-enclosed, with the 
shops on both sides of a central mall; large roof overhanga 
almost cover the roof of the mall but leave a narrow cen­
tral strip unroofed. The upper two levels of ·the bazanr 
follow the pattern of the housing, with shops leaning 
against the mountian on one side only, leaving the area in 
front, which is the roof of the shops below, as circulo­
tion space. At the beginning of the twentieth century th~rc 
were four hundred shops, seven masques, two public baths, anrl 
two or three caravanserais* • Although today the numher 
of shops have declined appreciably, the mosques have AlMoat 

doubled in number. 

Building Materials and Technolo~y: 
The buildings in .Masouleh are amonr;st the highest qual it~r 
flat timber and mud roof constructions 
the foothill perirneters of the central 
(south-central Alborz and the Zagros). 
• Rabino, Les Prov.Casp., p.186 • 
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,buildings consist of solid, loadbearing walla spanned with 
"' 

round section timber logs forming a flat roof covered with 
a layer of clay. This building technology is more suited 
to the drier interior of the country than to Mssouleh, '-lhich 

has an average annual rainfall of 800 mm. and col d wint r:rs 

with a p;reat deal of tmow. Onn Nould expect te .find pif;d1r11! 

roofs in Masouleh as in the rent of tne Ca spi an. HoweV'' r, 
the socioeconomic requirements of Masouleh to act as n ~·:o­

hesi ve unit, a town with closely interrelo.ted parts linked 
togcther by an intricate circulation network, would have 
been hard to fulfill in the stcep and difficult topography 
of Ifasouleh. The flat roof which is used in some villac:es 
in Iran as a partial pedestrian route, has been ingeniously 
utilized in Masouleh to forrn complete circulation systems 
not only for pedestrians but an clonrly defined streets cnp­
nble of allowing the passage of caravane. 

The problem of the sui tabili ty of the buildings to the ·:cli­
mate has been resolved in the specific mcthods and"dotriils 
of construction. The ground flonr walls are built with 
semi-dressed stone strong enough to support the upper floorn 
and resist moisture penetration frorn the r,round or accur1-.. 
ulated snow. The upper floor walls are of mud bricks. 
Horizontal timber ring beams are incorporated into the wnlln 
at one metre intervals to stabilize the huildin~ acainst 
ground movements caused by landslides or earthquakP.s. An 
protection against rain damage, all externnl wnJ.ls rirn 

rlaoterod wi th a particularly attractive brj r:;ht oc11n? cnl -· 

ourecl cl11y. The stronc lor:; bearno 11r2ed in tlw rncd':', 'n·c 

coverod wi th timber planks over Nhich braclœn ( :;~1rn l·hn) i ;1 

spread. The final covering of the roof is composn<l of n 
dark grey soil thought to be particularly resistant to 
rnoisture penetration• • The roofs have a comparHtiv~ly 

steep gradient of approximately 10° towards the back of 
the bouse which is against the hillside. This slope 
"' see Flat Roofs in Timber & Mud (Masouleh), technolOGY nrc 

tion. 
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,which is st~eper than most other indigenous flat roofs in 
the country is a direct response to the hi~h rain and enow­
fall in Masouleh. 

House Case Studies: 
The houses surveyed in Masouleh clearly shoH the chnng"'0 n 
that have taken place in house construction tcchniquer 

and details. 
Drawing 6.1 illustrates two bouses within a terrace. The 
bouse on the eastern side (houschold 2) accordinr; to tho · 
occupants was built 360 years ago alon~ with tho ground 
floor of the bouse - now occupied by household 1 (see dr~w­
ing 6.1). The upper floor of the latter bouse is 80 years 
old. Drawing 6.2 is of a house which was beinp; constructed 
at the time of the survey. It iA apparent from theoe draw~ 
ings that the basic construction methods and materinls bnv~ 
remained unchanged, while the details of doors, windows, 
and general facade treatments have become increasin~ly auetP·0, 
reflecting the current architectural style of their time. 
The oldest buildings have intricately carved lattice scrc~n 
windows, that <livide into three distinct sections. An · 
upper section for ventilation expels the warm interior nir, 
which is an important function in the warm summer monthn. 
An openable middle panel Rnd a lower latticed soction which 
has solid openin~ panels behind act as air inleta and con-
trol the natural interior li~hting by eliminatin~ ~lRre. 

The lower section of these windows also allow unobnt~1ctod 
views of the outside while prohibitin~ n view of the int~r­
ior of the rooms frorn the outside, tbus reta:Lnirw; th'' v:i i'.·--

ual privacy of the occupants. The up11er storey t-rindoi.rn or 
the eighty year old house are clearly different in hoth f0r 1·1 

and function. These Windows have fixed timber fr~U!JP r:ln r··~ 

panels on the upper part for illumination, and <J. solid tiP1~· 

ber panel that is opanable for ventilation and view on th~1r· 

lower sections. Their timber frames clearly resemble tho 
later Qajar styles. The ground floor windows are nm~ll in 
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In the older 
bouses in Masouleh 
very fine timber 
latticc 
used in 
panels. 
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· both buildi~s an thio floor is used mainly for storaf;e pur-·­

poses. The new house under construction (drawinf~ 6.2) be­
longs to a civil servant workin~ in Rasht and his family of 
seven persans. This bouse i1luntratos the simplific::d::irn1[1 

in both the plan and treatment of dotailn ch0r1 1 et:('rj nttc 

of the present dny architecturnl styles. 

In all three buildinr;s the conntruction materials nnd mr~tho"'· 
arc bnsically as described in the buildinr; materials and tnch·~ 
nology section of Masouleh. The reason for this adhercnce 
to the indigenous methods are manifold. Tho topography and 
circulation system of Masouleh demanda certain characterist­
ics such as the strong flat roofs. The relative isolation 
and difficult access to hasoulch makes the importation of 
externally manufacturod materials difficult nnd expensive 
and this encourages the use of local mnterials. The few 
builders who are well Vf'.irsed wi th tho Masouleh style of con, .. 

struction are local residcnts nnd the inhabitants of the 
town do express a certain pride in the architectural benuty 
of their settlement. We did, on the other hand, observn 
the use of concrete blocks, which cost twice thoir normnl 
price due to high transportation costs, and the use of f:i .. rc·d 
bricks imported all the way from Tehran, in some of th8 
newly constructed buildinGs. DuP to a proaervntion ordor 

hnving been placed on Masouleh even buildings usin~ thn 
irnported materials have to retain tho traditionDl ntyln 
and be rendered externally with the npecinl oc.hr<' r.olo1n"·~rl 

Masouleh clay. 

) 
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& 7 Sefid Rud Delta 

History: 
•1 The old district of Kuchesfahan, including Lachtenis1inh 

and Khochkbedjar was, at the ti.mc of the conqu0r;t of G:iJ,'.m 

by Ouldjai tou, ravaged by the r:ionr:;ol troopd unt :l1 i t; c l'.:hw 

Salouk surrendered. The last l;ing of the Ismnil 1vnnd r;J:u:1 

was chased out in late 1300's by Seyycd Ali Kia. Kuchesfa-· 
han then passed into the Seyyeds of Lahijan's bands. Latér 
it was f ought over by the kings of Fouman and thosa of La­
hi jan. In 1538 Khan Abmed Khan of LRhijan annexed it, but 
rcfused to give it up and so the Shah, Tahmaop, imprinoned 
him. Kuchesfahan was po.rt of Biepas from 1538. It is sa.id· 
that it was called fu1chesfahan because it was so cong0nial 
and Kucbik (small) was Kuche in the Biepas dialect. 

According to Rabino in 1900's, the district'o produce wrw 

sold in Rasht, the soil was good, thcre was irrigation ond. 
transportation, and ao the pricc of land was higher herP 
thnn anywhere else in Gilan. The fertile plains give the 
biggest rice harvest in Gilan. There are'rnulberry plRnta­
tions for silkworms and they cul ti v::itc tobacco and vegcta·­
bles. The population of this area are Gilak and their re­
ligion is Shiah. 

Kuchesfahan is a village witb n population of 2,797. It 
ia nlso a dohestan with LW,618 inhabitnnts. It's locatnd 
in a bakhsh of the anme namc, in lürnht fJhahrcstnn in Gi lnn 
province~ In 1914 Homos describcd it as havinr, houscs :1r,at·· 

tered through the fdrest and a hazr.rnr with two sm0ll ro 1.:n rd 

shops on each side of the road, open on Sundays anci \JedtH'f~ri.i .. 

The flat marshlands and the rice fields within the Sofirl 
Rud delta, especially in the districts of Kuchesfahnn nnd 

j Rabino, Les Prov.Casp., p.216. 
* Adamec, Historical Gazetteer, p.580. 
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Lachtenishah,, have caused the dwellings of the inhabitants 

to be corne elevated frorn··~the flooded fields. The houEes are 

scattercd amongst the fields either individually or in Groupn 
of three or four houses, sbielded by a belt of trees. The 
extremely high rainfall ( approxim::~tely 1500 !'lm. per am11.1rn) 

re qu ires the steeply pitched roof R ( ')5 ° or mo:t.'(') th:it n r_'" 

hipped in form. The eavcs of the roofn projr,ct d nFn l0i.-10r 

on the west and in older bouses on thn north side ns well. 
The main roof covcrin~ material is thatch, but shect metal 
is becomine increasingly populnr and widely used in newer 
buildings. A set of timber columns around the perimeter of 
the building support the timber roof truss and the rooms pre . 
situated within the rin~ of columns so that there is a· min­
imum of a one metre high platform all around the buildin!·> 
'11he · platf orm or ai van on the front of the hou se (sou th or 
east side) is at least two metres wide. The wal1s are ~lso 
framed timber lathing with mud infill. However, the mont 
notable feature of the houses in tbis area is their raisnd 
hollow platform which is nupported on wooden blocks. ln 
recent bouse construction, concrete block columns are uaed 
instead of the woodcn blacks to raise the houae somo one to 
one and a half metres above ground. 
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ConcretA block columns have replaced wooden blocks used trRd­
itionally to raise the timbnr plat:;form of the houses in ordP.r 
to avoid flood damage. 
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8 The Central Coastal Strip 

The region extends from ,just east of Rudsar wbere the wood­
ed hills converge toward the coast and the main aephalt ro~d 
continues close to the ohore, right through the narrow 
coastal strip as far as Babolsnr. IIotels, notnls nnd nnt11me:r~ 

villas in mock Spanish, pseudo J3qroq11e and Hoeoeo of Lnnln 
the fourtcenth and fiftecnth of Frnnce, or simply in t~n 
International style, form an a.lmost uninterrupted bard .. cr 
alonG the shorelinc. Thin centrnl conatal strip, con­
stituting the major part of the Cnspian seashore, ie whers 
the tourist industry has conccntrated - to an extent that 
it is difficult to find accesc to the beach other tban 
through a hotel or a private villa. Land speculation hno 
increased land pricen to astronomical figures and devol~ 
opers have packed as many ostentations holiday hou.ses as 
they could onto the coastal plots. 

On the southern side of the road, however, the remnantG 
of the indigenous lifestyle and shelters, althou~h grent­
ly influenced by the exogenous developmcnts, cnn ntill . 
be seen. The narrow strip of flnt lnnd bcfore th0 moun­
tains is mostly covered by rice fields within ,.,hich the 
raised tbatch roof shelters on woodnn Rtilts are scnttor~d~ 
The rice stores, also raised on stilts, nre moRtly cov­
ered by sheet mctal roofs ns arc tlH~ ma,1orit;;r of tl1c tww·~ 

er housing. The case study of the villnr;e of Tou1~hs~.1.1·n 

off the main Ramsar-Shahsnvar ro8d illmJtrnten tlw old P wl 

noir locnl building mr~thods in tl1is r0r-i:ion. 

~L1oulchsara is a srnall vill11e:;e of al1out fifty hn11~~r:l 1 (Üd;·. 

who are mainly Gilak. Tht:? occupation of the rnn.;iori f;y or· 

the people is rico culti vnti on, whilo somc citrus frqi t 1.1 

( oranr;os) are also r;rown. Accordinr~ to thosc intorvie1rr:1 1 

the ten ta twenty people who rnicrate to Shahs a var for vr)r·I:: 

are mostly school students who obtn.in temporary jo1rn dur"· 
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inr, their summer vacation. This low level of migration 
and the low percentae;e of landlcss agricultural worker.s 
(15%) points to the relative prosperity of the villa~e• 

,, 

A number of villagers who own land are employed in govern­
mcnt offices in Ramsar and hire others to work on theit 
land. The village is believed to be ovcr 120 ;rr·nrc nld., 

In the two house surveyed in Toulehsnra one can one clonrl:Y 
the process of change evident in the coastal ntrip nrca •. 
Although the older house (70 years) has a tin roof whi.ch 

probably replaced an original thatched one, it still r~­
flects the traditional form. Newer houses such as the 
one built ten years ago clearly reflect the villa type imnrte 
of modernity. 
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In Toulehsara, the traditional two storey front nivan housr 
has given way to sint_';le storey "L" sh.rtpe plan bouses and other 
f0rms influenced by the stronG tourist industry in the area. 
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8 

Toolesara Bouse 8.1 

Typical of older houses in the Shahsevar plain aree., this 
house is of the front verandah type, with an upper storey 
also having a balcony. Rooms on both ground floor and 

uppor floor are set to the north side of the hou.se.. The 
building is framed, with a hipped rouf at 30°. The roof 
covering is sheet metal on a timber truss f~amework. 
Walls are of log construction with mud infill ans also 
plastered with mud. The balcony and roof overhang are sup­
ported by timber posta. 
The house has had a one room, two storey extension added to 
the western end, using the same type of construction, but 
of inferior quality. 
The main house is used for living and eating. The ground 
floor extension room is used as a timber store. 
Openings are usually on the north and south aides, with 
the building oriented to the south. 
The house stands in a fenced plot of land, with trees and 

four outbuildings - three thatch roofs (the lavatory, 
poultry and cattle shelters), whilst the fourth is a rice 
ntore with a sheet rnetal roof, log wnlln nnd otandinp: ?m. 
off the ground, supporterl by four wooden columnn. Thü1 
ri ce store ia typionl of the rnr~ion, "nd ocenrn in tht• Hashf: 

plni.n as well. 

The house is lived in by one hounehold connlnt;it1p; of t;wo 

olcl lndion whoac nix nonn work :ln lo~n·1 townn. 'l'hf' l or-rtl 

(l('('llJ' d:i ('ll :to i·ico r~rwoi llf~. 

rl'l\r' t>\Îrn:d;o in tr,mperni;1•, WHJ'lll li1llll'Îd irt tlllltllll"f't 11ill1 l•irlt 

r1ilnrn:t·1 of 11pr1rox:tmnt.nl~y 17>00mm. pn1• n11n11111. 
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Toolesara Hou~e 8.2 

Ne~ houses in the Shahsevar plain tend to take a diff erent 
f orm from the older houses of the region. The house shown 
here is of a basic pattern that can be found in most pa:rtB 
of the Caspian region. 
The plan isan 'L' shape with a corner a.ivan, fB.cinp.; Bou.th, 
and stands on a 1m. high plinth. The roof is hipped in form, 
and is covered by sheet metal supported on a timber truss 
framework. The pitch ie approximately 40°. 
The walls are of concrete block rendered with cernent. 
Openings face in all directions. The aivan is supported 
by concrete columns made from concrete drain pipes. 
The bouse stands in a fenced and in part hedged enclosure. 
There are six outbuildings, all with sheet metal roofs. 
One at the entrance to the plot is a shop. There is als.o 
a rice store and a lavatory, a,srnall chicken but and a 
building for rice drying. The rice store is of the usual 
regional form, standing on wooden stilts. 
The bouse is occupied by orie household of nine people, 
who grow rice for a living. 

. ., 
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