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F. Pourianezhad, S. Sattarnejad, S. Parvin

LOCALIZATION OF VARSAN CITY
OF THE ISLAMIC PERIOD IN IRANIAN AZERBAIJAN
BASED ON ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE
AND WRITTEN SOURCES'

Abstract. Based on written sources of the Islamic period and archaeological data, the au-
thors try to pinpoint the famous city of Varsan located in the northwestern region of Iran.
The names of a number of Azerbaijan’s cities in Iran are mentioned in the historical writ-
ten sources of the Islamic period. However, the location of some of these centers remains
unclear so far and no proper research has been carried out on its localization. The historical
city of Varsan is one of the famous cities of the Islamic period in northwestern Iran, which
had an important position in the early Islamic centuries. The city was mentioned repeat-
edly in written texts of the 3™ to 5™ centuries AH. These texts locate the city in the foothills
of the Sabalan Mountains. Then the city was abandoned, and no investigations have been
undertaken aimed at its localization and investigation of the site. The present study seeks
to answer the following basic question by field studies and written sources of the Islamic
period: with which ancient site in northwestern Iran the location of Varsan city is compat-
ible? The results obtained by archaeological research and analysis of historical texts match
the geographical location of Varsan city in the Mughan Plain and the margin of the Araxes
River. Today, the relics of this city are known as the ancient site called «Ultan Qalasi.

Keywords: Iranian Azerbaijan, Varsan, Oltan Site, books of the Islamic period.

Introduction

The history of architecture and urbanization has been studied and considered by
archacologists in different historical periods using archaeological approach. Among
these, identifying the location of ancient cities can be considered as one of the first

' This paper is the part of the research project entitled «Study of early Islamic cities

in Azerbaijan, Iran».

http://doi.org/10.25681/IARAS.0130-2620.268.407-418
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archaeological goals (Velayati et al., 2015. P. 83). In the Islamic period, archaeologists
use these sources in their studies due to the existence of written historical sources.
In the books of the Islamic period, the names of some cities are mentioned many times
and their religious, political, social, economic characteristics and even their urbani-
zation and architecture studies are described. The study of the survived texts of his-
torians and geographers of the early Islamic period indicates the existence of cities
in the northwestern region of Iran that no longer exist today. Research on these cities
by tracing the remains of historical texts, using archaeological studies and matching
them with preserved ruins, can to some extent lead to the discovery of the location
of these cities and provide valuable information about them (Pakbaz et al., 2019.
P. 38; Sattarnejad et al., 2020a).

Northwestern Iran is known in historical sources as Azerbaijan or Azarbaijan.
Today, Northwestern Iran includes the provinces of East Azerbaijan, West Azerbai-
jan and Ardabil. This region has various monuments of the Islamic period. Many
names of its cities are mentioned in historical sources. In this region, a number of cit-
ies such as Barzand (Mostofi, 2002. P. 69), Varsan (4bulfeda, 2006. P. 462), Bilegan
(Al-Yagoubi, 2001. P. 79), Badzhiravan (Mostofi, 2002. P. 69), Kolsereh (Baghda-
di, 1981. P. 110) existed and were destroyed for various reasons in different centu-
ries of Islam. Today, only the names of these cities can be found in historical texts.
The historical city of Varsan was located on the northeastern slopes of the Sabalan
Mountains on the road connecting Ardabil to Aran province (Republic of Azerbaijan)
and its cities such as Bileqan and Barda district. Varsan served as a commercial inter-
mediary city and caravanserai in the region of Azerbaijan. This special position and
location in the fertile plain made Varsan a thriving city. In this research, an attempt is
made to answer the following basic questions by examining the information obtained
from the written historical sources of the Islamic period and using the data provided
by archaeological studies and excavations: The location of which archeological site
in northwestern Iran is compatible with the remains of Varsan city? Based on the ar-
chaeological surveys carried out by the authors and its compatiblity with the written
sources of the Islamic period, the location of Varsan city in the region of Iranian Azer-
baijan has been determined.

Research method

The present study, using the library method, examines the texts of the 3™
to 7" centuries AH, which are considered as the first-hand sources of this research,
and also is based on archaeological findings. First, the location of Varsan city was
studied in geographical and historical books of the Islamic period. Then, the land-
marks of the early Islamic period were identified based on archeological surveys
conducted in recent years in the Mughan plain of Ardabil province. In the next stage,
the location of the Varsan city was adapted to these sites proceeding from the de-
scriptions of Islamic sources. The results of these studies lead to the identification
of the exact location of the historic city of Varsan in the northwestern region of Iran
along the Araxes River.
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Review of the literature

So far, studies have been conducted on the localization of historical cities of the Is-
lamic period in northwestern Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan. The results of these
researches have made it possible to identify the location of cities such as Barzand,
Bileqan and Barda today. But so far no research has been performed on the location of
the city of Varsan in the northwestern region of Iran. Therefore, only the sources of the
Islamic period, especially the books of the 3™ to 7 centuries AH, such as «Al-Buldan»
written by Al-Yaqoubi, «History of the Prophets and Kings» by Muhammad ibn Ja-
rir al-Tabari, «Futuh al-Buldan» by Yahya al-Baladhuri, «Masalik al-Mamalik» by
Istakhri, etc., referred to Varsan city. In the present research, the location of this city
in Ardabil province and Mughan Plain has been studied for the first time. The results
of the research are important for recognizing the location of one of the famous cities
of Azerbaijan province in the Islamic period.

Varsan city in the written sources of the Islamic period

Our information about Varsan city is limited to historical sources. The geo-
graphical location of the city was mentioned in the texts of geographers and his-
torians of the 3™ to 6™ centuries AH. In these sources, the location of Varsan has
been recorded in the province of Azerbaijan (Istakhri, 1961. P. 158; Ibn Rustah, 2020.
P. 271). According to these sources, the city was situated in a plain along the Araxes
River (Magqdisi, 2010. P. 559; Abu Dulaf, 1975. P. 47). Also, the location of Varsan
was related with the communication road of Barzand cities to Bileqan and Barda (/s-
takhri, 1961. P. 156; Al-Yaqoubi, 2001. P. 46). In the preserved maps from the Islamic
period, the location of Varsan is clearly shown. Abu Ishaq Ibrahim ibn Muhammad
al-Farisi al-Istakhri, an Iranian geographer (10 AD), known as Karkhi, has drawn
a map of the cities of Azerbaijan in his book named «Masalik al-Mamalik» («Roads
of the Realmsy). In this map, the location of Varsan has been shown close to the Arax-
es River and on the communication road from Bilegan city to Barzand (Fig. 1).

In the written sources of the Islamic period, the name of Varsan city is mentioned
many times in the descriptions of the early Islamic cities. One of the oldest written
sources of the Islamic period in which the name of Varsan city is mentioned is the book
«al-Buldany» by Ibn al-Faqih (290 AH). He wrote: «...Varsan was a hill. Marwan ibn
Muhammad ibn Marwan [one of the early rulers of Islam — authors] ordered to con-
struct it. He built a castle for the city» (Ibn al-Fagih, 1995. P. 126). Al-Baladhuri
mentioned the existence of a historical bridge next to the city in his book «Futuh al-
Buldany: «...There was a bridge in Varsan, similar to it built in areas such as Arshaq
by Babak Khorramdin [one of the Iranian military leaders — authors]. Varsan city was
built by the order of Marwan, the forth Umayyad caliph. He built castles all around the
city. This city later became part of the land of Ja’far’s mother, the daughter of Ja’far
ibn al-Mansour» (4/-Baladhuri, 1958. P. 462). Varsan seems to have been famous as
a small town in the province of Azerbaijan after the second century AH; In the book
«Masalik al-Mamalik», Istakhri wrote not once about Varsan city the same as cities
such as Tabriz, Urmia, Marand, Miyaneh, etc. (Istakhri, 1961. P. 156). The name of
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SLa

7

Fig. 1. Masalik al-Mamalik by Istakhri. Map
1 — Varsan; 2 — Sabalan; 3 — Barzand; 4 — Bileqan
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Varsan can be found in many books of the 3™ to 6™ centuries AH. In these sourc-
es, Varsan is generally introduced between the two cities of Barzand and Bilegan.
For example, Al-Yaqoubi (3™ century AH) wrote in the book «al-Buldany» as fol-
lows: «...and from Barzand to the city of Varsan and from Varsan to Bileqan is
a communication road...» (4/-Yagoubi, 2001. P. 46). What is clear in these sources
is that the name of Varsan was generally mentioned due to its geographical location
and its importance is mostly related with its location on the road between the cities
of Azerbaijan and Aran (a region located in the Republic of Azerbaijan). The last
references to Varsan are related to the 8" century AH (I/bn Khaldun, 1987. P. 112)
(Tabl. 1). After this period, the prosperity of Varsan city declined and gradually
reduced.

Table 1. Name and location of Varsan city in the sources of the Islamic period
(after: Sattarnejad et al., 2020a)

Thewriter The book Century AH Written form Position
Ahmad ibn Ishaq | Al-Buldan 3 Varsan Barzand —
al-Yaqoubi Varsan — Bileqan
Ibn Rustah al-A‘laq al- 3 Varsan Varsan — Bileqan

Nafisa
ibn al-Faqih Al-Buldan 3and 4 Varsan Azerbaijan
al-Hamadani province
Al-Baladhuri Futuh al-Buldan |2 and 3 Varsan Azerbaijan

province

Istakhri Al-Masalik 4 Varsan Barzand —

wa-I-Mamalik Varsan — Bileqan
Abu Dulaf Abu Dulaf’s 4 Varsan Along the

travel book Araxes River
Magqdisi Ahsan 4 Varsan Plain, along

al-Taqasim the Araxes River
Ibn Khaldun Ibn Khaldun’s 8 Mughan

history of Azerbaijan

The spatial site of Varsan city
based on written historical sources and archaeological surveys

According to the descriptions of historical sources of the Islamic period, Varsan
city is located in the Mughan Plain along the Araxes River (Istakhri, 1961. P. 158;
Ibn Rustah, 2020. P. 271). Mughan Plain is situated in northwestern Iran, west
of the Caspian Sea and north of Ardabil province. Most of the Mughan Plain is located
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in the Republic of Azerbaijan and about one third (100,000 ha) is located in Iran.
In general, in terms of natural geography, this plain is considered a part of the plains
and lowlands of the Caspian Sea western basin. Mughan plain is located in the east
of Sabalan Mountain. In this plain, the Araxes River flows permanently and is con-
sidered one of the most important water resources in the region. Mughan Plain was
the location of the Arab army during the Islamic era, especially in the early cen-
turies of Islam. In this plain, large areas such as Ultan Qalasi, Yale Sui, Qiz Qa-
lesi and Barzand are related with this period (Khancherli, 2015). Among these large
sites in the Islamic period, only the Ultan Qalasi site is located exactly on the banks
of the Araxes. The location of Varsan city is accurately shown close to the Araxes
River on its western side in the preserved maps of geographers of the Islamic period.
Also, it was mentioned near the Araxes River in the descriptions from the books
of the Islamic period. Thus, Muhammad ibn Ahmad Shams al-Din al-Maqdisi, a ge-
ographer of the 4™ century AH, in his book «A4hsan al-tagasim», mentioned the lo-
cation of Varsan city in a plain and along the Araxes River (Magdisi, 2010. P. 559).
According to the descriptions of geographers of the Islamic period and their com-
parison with the Islamic period sites of Mughan plain, it is Ultan Qalasi that most
likely contains the remains of Varsan city. The details of the conditions of the ancient
city of Varsan mentioned in the sources, including its fortifications, the moat around
it, its location near the Araxes, and its vast area, are compatible with the conditions
we can see in Ultan Qalasi area.

Location of Ultan Qalasi

Oltan site is located in Mughan plain along the Araxes River (Fig. 2). Its geo-
graphical coordinates are 39°36°27.19”N and 47°45°28.16”E. This castle was built
on a land with an area of 320,000 sq. m, the remains resemble a fortress. Ultan Qalasi
was built in the Parthian period and its first founders were the Parthians, but its pros-
perity dates back to the Sassanid and early Islamic periods. Due to its strength and
suitable location, it was used until the 20" century AH. During the excavation of Ul-
tan Qalasi, archaeologists came across a coherent architectural remains dating from
the Parthian and the Islamic periods, most of the artifacts found belong to the 3
and 4" centuries AH, the later materials are related with the Sassanid architecture
(Alizadeh, 2011).

Various pottery of the early Islamic period of Ultan Qalasi is important and worth
attention. Inside the castle, kind of hills are visible that once were small building
units, the main buildings were located on the east side. Due to the change of direction
of the Araxes River, part of it has been washed and destroyed, but despite this, most
of it is still buried underground. Ultan Qalasi was considered a city castle due to its
area of 50 ha, inside it residential spaces were situated, while industrial areas such as
various workshops for metalworking, glass-making and pottery-making were placed
outside the castle. A 15-meter moat was built around the city to protect the castle from
enemy attacks. It was filled by two water channels launched from the Araxes River.
Archaeological excavations have identified the remains of various architectural con-
structions that generally were built of bricks (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 2. Araxes River next to the site of Ultan Qalasi
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Fig. 3. The site of Ultan Qalasi. Plan and view
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Pottery related to the site

While exploring different parts of Ultan Qalasi, fragments of pottery were re-
trieved. In terms of form, technique, designs, etc. these findings clarify the most im-
portant periods of settlement in the site. On the other hand, it should be said that
most of the structures and cultural features of the site, as well as the regional and
trans-regional cultural exchanges of Ultan Qalasi with other sites and areas depend
on the study and focus on its pottery findings.

In general, Oltan Qalaesi’s pottery can be divided into two main groups: 1) non-
glazed pottery and 2) glazed pottery (Fig. 4). These pottery groups can be compared with
samples of pottery from the 6™ to 13™ centuries AD in the sites such as Samen in Ma-
layer (Hemmati Azandariani et al., 2015. P. 195), Hegmatana hill (Ranjbaran, 2012.
P. 475, 493), Malin site in Bakharz County (Khodadoost et al., 2015. P. 163), the ancient
city of Jiroft (Chubak, 2012. P. 109, 110), Narmashir Plain in Kerman (Amirhajlou,
Saqaei, 2018. P. 212), Sang Castle in Sitjan (Amirhajlou, Sedigian, 2019. P. 164), Barda
(Wordsworth, 2018. P. 73), Tahaq in Khomein (Sharahi, Sedigian, 2019), Kaboud and
Modavvar Tower in Maragheh (Sattarnejad et al., 2020b; Sattarnejad, Parvin, 2019).
These pottery materials belong to the early Islamic and Seljuk eras.

Fig. 4. The site of Varsan. Pottery of the Islamic period (after: Alizadeh, 2011)

Discussion and analysis

As mentioned, our basic information on Varsan city is related to written sources
from the 8" to the 13" centuries AD. The authors of these sources placed Varsan among
the cities of Azerbaijan province. The city is located between Barzand and Bileqan
and is the last city in the province of Azerbaijan along the Araxes River. In order to
obtain the exact location of Varsan city, its approximate location was first identified
based on historical sources. Then, proceeding from archaeological evidence obtained
during surface survey of the site of Ultan Qalasi, the data and their compatibility with
each other were discussed and analyzed. Today, the geographical location of some of
several large cities located near Varsan has been identified. The cities of Bileqan and
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Fig. 5. The location of early Islamic cities
in the map of the book of «A4I-Masalik wa-I-Mamalik»
by Istakhri and the aerial image of the contemporary period

1 — Varsan; 2 — Sabalan; 3 — Barzand; 4 — Bileqan
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Barda were identified by archeological surveys conducted in the Republic of Azerbai-
jan. Today, the old site of Bilegan is located in the Republic of Azerbaijan. The city
is situated 30 km north of the Ultan Qalasi site. The ruins of the city of Bajuran, near
the city of Jalilabad in the east of the Moghan Plain in the Republic of Azerbaijan,
have been identified and studied archaeologically. Also today, Barda in the Republic
of Azerbaijan is the place of the old city of Barda, archaeological surveys have been
conducted there (Wordsworth, 2018). Barzand city in the Moghan Plain, located near
Varsan, is now a small village 75 km south of the Araxes River. Between Barzand and
Bilegan, only a large site called «Ultan Qalasi» of the Sassanid and early Islamic pe-
riods has been identified (4/izadeh, 2011). This area is exactly attached to the Araxes
River and is located on the communication route from Barzand to Bileqan. Matching
the location of these cities in the map of the book of «4l-Masalik wa-I-Mamalik» by
Istakhri (4™ century AH) with the contemporary aerial map shows that the location of
Varsan is compatible with the site of Ultan Qalasi (Fig. 5).

The details of Varsan mentioned in the sources, including fortifications, the moat
around it, its vast area and closeness to the Araxes River, correspond to the features
of Ultan Qalasi. Oltan site is situated next to the Araxes. The site is one of the larg-
est ones of the Sassanid and early Islamic periods in the Moghan Plain. The city’s
defensive tower and wall were identified and disclosed by archaeological excava-
tions. The pottery from the surface is also of Samera style. The pottery dates back to
the 3 and 4™ centuries AH. Samera style pottery was spread in the region of Azer-
baijan in the sites where the headquarters of the Arab army were situated (Khancher-
/i, 2015). In these cities defensive walls were built by order of the Arab rulers
(Al-Baladhuri, 1958. P. 462). Varsan city prospered during the Seljuk period. A study
on the sources of the Islamic era, especially of the 7" and 8" centuries AH shows that
Varsan completely lost its prosperity during the Ilkhanid period. Writers of the Ilkha-
nid period such as Hamdallah Mustawfi, in the book «Nuzhat al-quluby, while refer-
ring to the Bileqan city in Azerbaijan and Aran, do not mention Varsan (Mostofi, 2002.
P. 104, 105). Qazvini, the historian of the Ilkhanid period, mentions the cities of Bar-
da, Bileqan and Mughan in his book «4sar al-Bilad Akhbar al-Ibady. But he does not
mention Varsan (Qazvini, 1995. P. 654-668). Like famous cities of early Islam such
as Barzand, Koreh Sar (Koleh Sar), Bajruvan and Yale Sui (Tahmasebi, 2019), Varsan
lost its position after the Seljuk period and over time was gradually destroyed by hu-
man and natural factors. Only the village named Oltan still exists.

Conclusions

According to our studies results, Varsan was one of the cities of Azerbaijan prov-
ince. It prospered between the 3™ and 7™ centuries AH due to its location on the trade
route and caravanserai of the cities of Barzand to Bileqan. In general, in the surviv-
ing texts of historians and geographers of the early Islamic centuries, Varsan city
was located in the foothills of the Sabalan Mountains and the communication route
from Azerbaijan to Aran in the Mughan Plain and along a river. A comparative study
of the descriptions of written sources of the Islamic period with the landmarks of
the early Islamic period of the Mughan Plain, especially near the Araxes River, has
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shown that the site of Ultan Qalasi most corresponds to the remains of Varsan city.
This site is related with the Araxes and located on the communication route from Bar-
zand to Bileqan. Evidence of the city’s defensive tower and wall were discovered and
investigated during archaeological excavations. Summing up, after matching the de-
scriptions of historical sources and archaeological data obtained from the surface
of Ultan Qalasi, this site should be considered as the ground for the hypothesis of lo-
calizing the site of Varsan city of the Islamic era, which can be seen today as a large
area along the Araxes River.
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@. [lypuanexan, C. Carrapaemkan, C. [lapsun

JIOKAJIU3ALIMS TOPOJIA BAPCAH MCJIAMCKOI'O TTEPMOJIA
B MIPAHCKOM A3EPBEA/)KAHE
HA OCHOBE APXEOJIOTMYECKHX MATEPHAJIOB
Y [IMCbMEHHBIX KICTOYHUKOB

Pesiome. HazBanus psija azepOaiiikaHCKUX ropoJoB B paHe yIIOMUHAIOTCS B UCTO-
PHUYECKUX MUCbMEHHBIX UCTOYHUKAX MCIAMCKOro nepuozaa. OIHAKO MECTOHAXOKACHHUE
HEKOTOPBIX U3 3TUX LIEHTPOB JO CHX IOP OCTAETCS HESACHBIM, M HUKAKMX HaIJIEKAIUX
HCCIIE0BAaHUM 10 MX JIOKaJIM3aluM He IpoBoauiock. Mcropuueckuil ropox Bapcan —
OJIMH W3 U3BECTHBIX TOPOJIOB Ha ceBepo-3amajie Mpana (B npearopbsx CabanaHCKHUX rop),
HCOAHOKPATHO yHOMHHaBmHﬁCH B MUCBMCHHBIX TEKCTaX PaHHETO MCJIaMCKOIro nepuoaa
(3—5 BB. XHJUKPBI), HO 3aT€M, BUJMMO, YTEPSIBILIUI CBOE 3HAYECHHE ¥ OKUHYTHII XKUTEJIS-
MH. ABTOpBI CTaThbU MOMNBITAINCH OTBETUTh HA OCHOBHOM BOMPOC: C KAKUM JAPEBHUM Me-
CTOM Ha ceBepo-3anajie MpaHa coBMecTUMO MeCTONONIOKEHHE ropoja Bapcan? B pesyib-
TaTe aHallu3a UCTOPHUYECKUX TEKCTOB M ONarofapsi apXeoJOTHUECKUM HCCIEA0BAHUSM,
yAAI0Ch, KaK MPEACTaBIsAETCS, ONPEEINTh, 4YTO ropoj BapcaH pacnonarasics Ha paBHUHE
MyraHs, Ha Gepery peku Apaxc. CeronHs pa3BaarHBI 3TOTO TOPO/a H3BECTHBI KaK JPeBHEE
ypouuIie noj Ha3BaHueM «Yirad Kanacuy.

Kurouesvie cnosa: Npanckuir AsepOaitmxan, Bapcan, YnTaH, KHUTH HCJIaMCKOTO
nepuoaa.
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