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Objective: The Dastkand architecture of the Sahand hillside includes a large number of
steep rock structures, a limited number of which have been studied and researched so far.
Most of the studies that have been done in this regard are generally about the structures or
in more detail about the rock architecture in Kandavan, which has been researched from
various aspects. Rock architectural structures, along with works such as mosques, baths
and other collections, form important parts of Dastkand (hand- made) architecture.
Therefore, it is very important to know the rock architecture of each of them in detail,
including the pattern, the way of formation, the structure and the place they have in terms
of structure, social and natural. The main goal and focus of this research is to investigate
and typology of the rock mosque of Ansarood, located in a village in the foothills of the
Sahand volcanic mountains, which remains from the past and is always in use. The follow-
up questions include what are the unique architectural features of Ansarood Mosque and
how are the patterns of damage and destruction factors that have threatened the
sustainability of the building.

Method: The way to reach these questions and finally achieve the purpose of the study is
through field studies and review of available sources, and during this research, which is
focused on recognizing the patterns and the way of putting together the main parts and
spaces of the mosque, in the method A descriptive-historical description was made along
with field surveys and an attempt was made to study the design and composition of the
mosque.

Results: The conducted studies show that the architecture of the mosque is similar to the
rock structures of the with their own hand type, and it is in two separate spaces for women
and men, and the women's section is located in the front part and at a higher pleace than
the male section.

Conclusions: Also, the interventions made in the mosque, including damaging the
originality of the building by using mortars and non-repair materials, as well as digging to
enlarge the space and thus reducing the thickness of the walls, are among the most
dangerous factors along with the environmental factors.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Stone has served as one of the primary materials for human shelter throughout history,
forming the foundation of significant portions of human civilization. Iran, characterized by its
mountainous terrain, boasts a rich legacy of remarkable stone architecture. Over time, the
availability of alternative materials, such as soil, led to the development of earthen
architecture (utilizing clay and brick) as a notable counterpart to stone structures (Flamaki,
2007; Ashurst & Dimes, 2006; Pirnia, 2001). Among the various forms of cultural heritage,
stone heritage stands out as the oldest, showcasing a diverse array of variations. A general
classification categorizes stone heritage into five distinct groups: a) stone buildings and
structures; b) stone architectural decorations and assemblies; c) movable stone tools, objects,
and sculptures; d) petroglyphs (including reliefs, motifs, paintings, and carvings on stone);
and e) rock architecture (man-made caves) (Razani, 2016). Accurately dating the origins of
man-made cave architecture poses challenges, primarily due to the enduring construction
techniques that evolved in response to shifting human needs (Azad et al., 2017). Rock
architecture is created by excavating natural rock formations, typically without the use of
additional materials. This form of architecture predates traditional stone structures, emerging
around 1000 BC, particularly during the Median era in Iran (Rapp, 2009; Qarai Moghadam,
1997). Diverse examples of this architectural style can be found throughout Iran, especially in
mountainous regions. It is often regarded as a manifestation of human adaptation to the
challenges that rock and stone present in creating habitable spaces. Positioned at elevations
between 1000 and 2500 meters above sea level, these structures exemplify the optimal use of
the natural environment to alleviate the harsh winter conditions prevalent in the mountainous
Sahand region. Many rock villages have transformed into tourist attractions due to their
unique natural and cultural characteristics. Notable examples include entire village complexes
such as Kandavan, Hilavar, Chiraghil, Magarshin, Sermud, Kohnemo, Ashstan, and Sowar
Razani (2016), as well as individual structures designated as national monuments, including
mosques and rock baths. Recent research by Starranjad et al. (2018, 2019) has focused on
classifying religious rock architecture in Maragheh, specifically examining the Qashaq village
rock shrine as either Buddhist-Christian or Islamic. However, research on the religious use of
man-made caves, particularly concerning the Esramtod rock mosque, remains limited. This
article seeks to address this knowledge gap. The rock architecture on the slopes of the Sahand
volcanic mountain, like elsewhere, is shaped by biogeography, climate, and local lifestyle.
Factors such as extreme temperature fluctuations, the insulating properties of stone, material
efficiency, construction simplicity, defense against threats, livestock protection, and resilience
to natural disasters have all influenced the development of rock architecture in mountainous
areas (Erguvanli & Yuzer, 1977; Aydan & Ulusay, 2003; Kagsmer et al., 2013).

Method
The forthcoming research employs an analytical-descriptive methodology, integrating
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documentary, library, and field research. The library research phase involves a comprehensive
review of texts, documents, images, registration files, articles, and research projects pertinent
to the subject matter. The descriptive-analytical component is based on observations and field
studies related to registration and documentation. This research will examine the current state
of the Ansaroud Village Jame Mosque, a man-made cave mosque located in the Sahand
region, through an architectural survey.

Results

Man-made architecture stands as a testament to human ingenuity and adaptation, emerging
from the skillful manipulation of available resources within a specific environment. Its
defining characteristic is the elimination of the need for conventional construction materials
and mortar, relying instead on human creativity and environmental factors. Globally, man-
made caves encompass a diverse array of structures serving residential, ritual, and defensive
purposes, reflecting the evolving needs and capabilities of various societies throughout
history. The study of these structures reveals the progression of human skill and creativity in
constructing durable and functional spaces without the advantages of modern technology.
Unlike the standardized patterns often found in traditional mosques, rock mosques exhibit a
wider stylistic variation due to spatial constraints. However, a common thread unites these
structures: the extensive use of local materials and a harmonious integration with the natural
environment. The incorporation of natural rock formations into the architectural design,
whether as structural elements or external facades, is a hallmark of this architectural style.
Historical and comparative analyses of rock mosques in the Sahand region, summarized in
Table 3, reveal these shared characteristics, which will be discussed in detail below. As
previously mentioned, this research focuses on the damage sustained by the Ansaroud Grand
Mosque. A comprehensive analysis from multiple perspectives indicates that human-induced
factors, primarily spatial expansion and external modifications, constitute the most significant
forms of damage to the structure.

Conclusions

Research on man-made cave mosques located on the foothills of Sahand Mountain,
particularly the Ansaroud rock-cut mosque, has uncovered distinctive architectural
characteristics that can serve as diagnostic criteria for this type of structure. Key features
include a small scale, columnar architectural plans, minimal ornamentation, and the
integration of natural elements into the design through niches and grooves. However, recent
decades have seen widespread and detrimental alterations to many of these mosques.
Unprofessional interventions, such as the introduction of brick and cement, changes to
flooring and paving, and the installation of utilities, have irrevocably damaged the original
architectural fabric. Modifications like the creation of large openings and the application of
internal coatings have obscured historical details and compromised the structural integrity of
these invaluable cultural heritage sites. To safeguard and restore these mosques, intervention
strategies must adhere strictly to established restoration principles and theoretical frameworks.
Collaborative efforts involving local communities and restoration experts are essential for
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preserving the unique cultural and historical heritage of these mosques while respecting their
original architectural integrity. Long-term preservation plans should prioritize structural
reinforcement and the removal of detrimental alterations to restore the buildings to their
original form. Furthermore, seeking global recognition for the rock mosques and architecture
of the Sahand mountain slopes as a significant cultural heritage site can enhance preservation
efforts and facilitate the transmission of cultural and historical values to future generations.
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