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Abstract

Ashraf, the modern Behshahr, was built in 1021 AH (1612 AD) by Shah Abbas the
Great. The flooring of its royal buildings was made by carved stones, some of which
have the mason’s marks of Safavid sculptors. Despite the great importance of this
collection, apart from a short reference by De Morgan in the late 19th century, no
independent study has been done on the mason’s marks of the Behshahr collection. In
this research, which was conducted based on both field research and library studies,
266 blocks, including 309 mason’s marks from the Safavid period, were identified and
documented in Bagh-e Shah and Abbasabad in Behshahr. The aim of this research is to
answer questions about the nature and meaning of the mason’s marks in the Behshahr
collection, their classification, and to obtain information about the constructions of the
aforementioned collection through the study of mason’s marks. To achieve this goal,
the aforementioned marks have been studied and classified, and some of the visual and
conceptual aspects of these marks have been clarified through comparative comparison
with similar examples in Iran and other neighboring regions. The result of this research
indicates that some of the mason’s marks of the Behshahr collection have similar
examples, even among the oldest examples from the Achaemenid to the Qajar periods.
Most of the mason’s marks of the Behshahr collection can be classified as geometric
marks, then tools and objects, and a smaller number can be classified as plant or animal
motifs. Some signs have similarities with the Armenian and Georgian alphabets, which
probably indicates the presence of sculptors from these regions in the construction of
Behshahr complex. However, almost none of the signs can be called religious motifs
with certainty.
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Introduction

In the book Tarikh e Alam-ara-ye Abbasi, it is stated that in 1612 AD, in Ashraf (modern
Behshahr), one of Mazandaran’s towns, urban development was carried out by the order
of Shah Abbas the Great and palaces, gardens, baths, and buildings were constructed
there (Skandarbeig, 1971: Vol. 2, 855-856). Today, in Behshahr, only remnants of the
Safavid palaces of Chehelsotun, Abbasabad and Cheshmeh Amarat have remained,
albeit with many changes from the Afshariya, Qajar and Pahlavi periods (Fig. 1). During
the Authors visit to Bagh-e Shah and Abbasabad Palaces, traces of mason’s marks were
observed on a large number of stone blocks used in the construction of the building’s
floor. This study investigates the mason’s marks in the Behshahr complex, including the
palaces of Bagh-e Shah and Abbasabad.

Research Background

In 1890, De Morgan traveled to Mazandaran and prepared a sketch including 25 mason’s
marks of the stone blocks of Bagh-¢ Shah (Fig. 2). However, a significant number of
signs registered by the Authors are not seen among De Morgan’s sketch, and this article

is the first research dedicated to the mason’s marks of Behshahr exclusively.

Data

Safavid Complexes of Behshahr

a. Abbasabad: The palace of Abbasabad, named after its founder Shah Abbas I, was
builtin 1020 A.H. at the same time as the city of Ashraf was founded by him. Some parts
of the Abbasabad complex, including the floor of traffic routes, stairs and the bottom of
the pool are paved with stone blocks. The stone blocks are made in both square blocks
with dimensions of about 45 ¢cm and rectangular blocks with dimensions of about 25 x
60 cm. The average thickness of these stone blocks is about 7 cm. The Authors observed
mason’s marks on four stone blocks located in the northeastern part of the Abbasabad
complex (Fig. 3).

b. Bagh-e Shah: Bagh-¢ Shah is one of the most important complexes in Behshahr,
dating back to the period of Shah Abbas I, with many changes since then. According to
Della Valle, during Shah Abbas’s reign, the building was called Diwan-khaneh (Della
Valle, 1991: 217). The mason’s marks of Bagh-e Shah are carved on a number of stone
blocks on both sides of the stream, about 365 meters in length (Fig. 6). The dimensions
of the largest stone slab recorded by the Authors in Bagh-e Shah were 110 x 192 ¢cm and
the smallest was 82 x 57 cm. The average thickness of the stone blocks is about 15 cm.
On many stone blocks, depending on the dimensions of the stone, there are one or more
small holes called “candle place.

Despite extensive changes to the Bagh-e Shah complex in the last four hundred
years, due to their large size, the stone blocks have not been moved and have preserved

their original state. In the Authors’ survey, 262 stone blocks were identified in Bagh-e
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Shah, each with one or more mason’s marks on their surface. Therefore, considering the
four marked blocks of Abbasabad, the total number of identified blocks in the Safavi
complex of Behshahr will be 266, with a total of 309 signs identified. All the mason’s
marks in the Behshahr complex, including Bagh-e Shah and Abbasabad, are engraved
on the flat surfaces of stone blocks. Most of the engraved marks are about 4 to 5 cm

long, with an average depth of about 1 cm.

Discussion

All the remaining examples of mason’s marks in the Behshahr complex are those that
were engraved only on the carved stones used in the floor. Although most of the marked
stone blocks of the Behshahr collection bear only one mason’s mark, a considerable
number of stone slabs have more than one sign, mainly two or three signs (Fig. 8).

Among the 309 signs identified in Bagh-e Shah and Abbasabad, by removing
duplicate and similar signs, 56 independent and separate signs can be identified.
Additionally, all six mason’s marks identified in the Abbasabad collection are also
seen among the Bagh-e Shah samples. In general, the signs identified in the Behshahr
complex can be divided into different categories such as geometric shapes, animals,
plants, objects, and alphabets. The largest number of mason’s marks in the Behshahr
collection are geometric signs such as circles, ovals, curved types, triangles, rhombuses,
squares, multi-branched shapes, wavy lines, straight lines and cruciform shapes, etc.
The most frequently occurring sign in the Behshahr complex is number 28 with a total
of 45 (Fig. 9).

Some signs in the Behshahr collection, such as signs No. 38 and 50, may be animal
motifs (scorpion and goat). Some other signs like numbers 15 and 18, could represent
plant motifs. Additionally, a significant number of signs seem to depict war tools such
as swords (25), bayonets (24), bows and arrows (23). Some signs may represent specific
objects, for example, a hookah (No. 21), which, due to its popularity in that period, could
have been used as a mason sign. Tavernier, a French traveler of the 17th century AD,
provided an interesting description of hookah and hookah-smoking habits of Iranians in
the Safavid era (Tavernier, 1382: 309).

Some other signs in the Behshahr collection resemble Arabic and Persian alphabets
(for example, numbers 53 and 54) and even alphabets of northern peoples such as
Georgian and Armenian (for example, symbols of numbers 5, 35, 39 or 44). De Morgan
referred to many signs in the Behshahr collection as Georgian letters. European travelers
like Della Valle and Chardin have mentioned the presence of Georgians and Armenians
in Iran during the reign of Shah Abbas I (Della Valle, 1370: 212-13, 216; Chardin, 1350,
vol.4, 25-6).

Conclusion

While some specific marks and shapes in the Behshahr complex, such as cruciform motifs
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(No. 44), may be ideological and religious symbols (possibly related to Christianity due
to the presence of Christian sculptors from the Caucasus region), overall, none of the
mason’s marks in the Behshahr collection can be definitively classified as a religious
symbol. Additionally, none of the letters and signs in the Behshahr collection have a
clear connection with the official religion of the Safavids (Islam/Shi’a).

Some mason’s marks in the Behshahr collection have similar or identical counterparts
among the Achaemenid mason’s marks of Persepolis (Herzfeld, 2002: Fig. 339; Schmidt,
1953: 144-45), Pasargad (Herzfeld, 2002: Fig. 338), Susa (Maras, 2010: fig. 18.2) and
signs on Achaemenid pyramidal seals and coins from Asia Minor and other places (for
example, see Boardman, 1998: fig.1, D1, D1.1, D1.2, D11, D37, D51.1, D.52.1, Fig. 4).
They also bear resemblance to the signs of other periods, such as the Anahita Temple
of Kangavar from the Achaemenid to Sassanid era (cf. Kambakhsh Fard, 1987, Figs
2-6), the Parthian site of Bisotun, as well as the marks on Sassanid buildings, like Takht
e Suleiman (Shah-Mohammadpour, 2013), Shahr i Gur of Firozabad, and the Sassanid
collection of Bisotun including Khosrow’s palace, Farhadtarash and Khosrow’s bridge
(Alibaigi, 2013). Among works related to the pre-Islamic era, the mason’s marks in
this collection perhaps have the most similarity with the Caucasian Darband collection
(Narin Qala) (Gadjiev, 2010: 147).

However, a larger number of the mason’s marks in the Behshahr collection are similar
to the mason’s marks of the Islamic era, especially the Safavid period. A significant
number of mason’s marks in the Behshahr collection can be found among the signs of
the Safavid period in Isfahan, such as Pol e Khaju, Chehel-sotun, Ali-Qapu and Shah-
Musa. The mason’s marks of the Behshahr collection can be considered an important

source for studying the system of mason’s marks of the Safavid period.
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Fig. 1: Satellite photo of the location of important monuments of the Safavid era in Behshahr: 1. Abbasabad, 2.
Cheshmeh Emarat, 3. Bagh-e Shah, 4. Safiabad (Google Earth).
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Fig. 3: Stone slabs with mason’s marks in the Abbasabad complex (Authors, 2022).
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Fig. 4: A view of Bagh-e Shah complex (Cultural Heritage archive).
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Fig. 5: Candle holes on the edge of one of the stone slabs of the Bagh-e Shah (Authors, 2022).
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Fig. 6: A view of the fourth platform of Bagh-e Shah. The mason’s marks are visible on some of the floor slabs on
both sides of the stream (Authors, 2022).
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Fig. 7: A fossil on the stone slabs of Bagh-e Shah floor (right), which is marked with chalk for better identification
(left) (Authors, 2022).
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Fig. 8: Three mason’s marks on a stone slab (left) marked with chalk for better identification (right) (Authors,
2022).
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Fig. 9: Examples of mason’s mark no. 28, which is the most numerous sign in the Behshahr complex (Authors,
2022).
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Tab. 1: Mason’s marks of the Safavid complex of Behshahr and its comparison with other examples from different periods (Authors, 2022).
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