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Abstract:

The city of Kermanshah, located in western Iran at the intersection of the communication routes linking the Iranian Plateau, Mesopotamia,
and Anatolia, experienced fundamental morphological, spatial, and functional transformations from the late Sasanian period through the early
and middle Islamic centuries. Despite the historical significance of this city, historical sources do not present a unified narrative regarding
the timing, process, and pattern of its formation. Major discrepancies are particularly evident in determining the precise location of the city’s
original nucleus, its political role during the Sasanian period, and the extent of spatial continuity or rupture following the advent of Islam.
This study aims to provide a critical reinterpretation of the process of urban formation and transformation in Kermanshah through an
integrated methodological approach combining library-based research, field investigations, comparative analysis of historical texts—
especially the works of al-Ya‘qubi, al-Tabari, and al-Magdisi—and their correlation with archaeological evidence and historical geography.
The findings indicate that during the Sasanian period, Kermanshah possessed a tripartite spatial organization consisting of the citadel
(kuhandiz), the urban core (shahristan), and the suburban district (rabad). The fortification system played a decisive role in shaping social
differentiation and functional zoning within the urban environment. With the Islamic conquest and the political-administrative
transformations of the seventh century CE, the urban center shifted from a military—courtly structure toward an economic—religious
framework. The congregational mosque and the bazaar emerged as the principal organizing elements of urban space, accompanied by the
development of a network of neighborhoods, caravanserais, and religious institutions. The study argues that the transformation of
Kermanshah represents not a complete rupture but rather a gradual transition from the Sasanian urban model to the Islamic city. Newly
emerging urban elements were established upon preexisting spatial foundations, making Kermanshah a prominent example in western Iran
of both continuity and transformation in the evolution of the Iranian city at the threshold of the Islamic world.
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Extended Abstract

The historical formation and spatial evolution of cities in western Iran constitute a fundamental field of inquiry in urban
history, historical geography, and Islamic urbanism studies. Among these cities, Kermanshah occupies a distinctive position
due to its strategic location at the intersection of the Iranian Plateau, Mesopotamia, and Anatolia. Urban identity in Iranian
civilization has always emerged from the interaction between cultural perception, environmental conditions, and political
transformations, meaning that cities cannot be understood merely as physical settlements but as manifestations of social and
historical continuity. Traditional Iranian urbanism reflected hierarchical spatial organization rooted in long-standing cultural

patterns, where early urban nuclei commonly consisted of fortified citadels, residential cores, and peripheral suburban zones,
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forming a tripartite structure characteristic of pre-Islamic cities (1). The Islamic conquest of Iran in the seventh century CE
introduced new ideological and socio-political frameworks emphasizing communal integration, economic exchange, and
religious centrality. Consequently, urban structures evolved toward mosque-centered and market-oriented spatial systems,
accompanied by the reorganization of neighborhoods and civic institutions (2, 3). Despite Kermanshah’s recognized
importance in historical narratives, sources present conflicting interpretations regarding its origin, early political role, and
continuity between Sasanian and Islamic urban phases. Previous studies have often remained descriptive, focusing on
architectural remains or isolated historical accounts rather than synthesizing textual, archaeological, and geographical evidence.
Scholars examining the region—from historical surveys of Kurdistan and Kermanshah (4) to analyses of urban identity (5),
spatial organization (6), and historical urban nuclei (8)—have contributed valuable insights but have not fully clarified the
transformation process linking late Sasanian urbanism with early Islamic development. Archaeological and historical
investigations concerning regional trade routes, artistic heritage, and Islamic architectural influence further highlight the city’s
long-standing cultural significance (7, 11, 12). Therefore, reinterpreting Kermanshah’s historical evolution through integrated
historical criticism becomes essential for understanding broader patterns of continuity and transformation in Iranian urban
history.

The methodological framework of this study is grounded in a historical-analytical approach combining documentary
research, comparative textual analysis, and archaeological interpretation. Primary and secondary historical sources—including
geographical writings, chronicles, and travel accounts—were systematically examined alongside archaeological findings and
historical geography data to reconstruct the urban trajectory of Kermanshah from the late Sasanian period to the early and
middle Islamic centuries. The research employed a hypothetical-deductive analytical model in which historical narratives were
critically compared with material evidence to evaluate competing interpretations regarding urban origin and development.
Special attention was given to historical terminology and linguistic transformations of the city’s name, since variations such as

29 ¢,

“Qarmisin,” “Qarmasin,” and “Kermanshah” reflect cultural transmission across Persian and Arabic historiographical traditions
(18-20). The analysis incorporated interdisciplinary perspectives, including urban archaeology, demographic interpretation,
and environmental history, allowing reconstruction of settlement continuity, political geography, and spatial organization. By
integrating textual testimony with archaeological landscapes—such as royal complexes, transportation routes, and settlement
mounds—the research established a coherent analytical model explaining how geographic conditions, imperial strategies, and
socio-economic transformations collectively shaped the city’s historical development.

Historical evidence indicates that during the late Sasanian period Kermanshah possessed a structured urban morphology
based on defensive and administrative functions. The city emerged within the broader region of Jibal, a politically strategic
frontier connecting central Iran to Mesopotamia. Sources describe the area as an important military and communication corridor
whose settlements developed along imperial roads and fortified landscapes (16). Royal construction activities attributed to
Sasanian rulers—including palatial complexes, hunting grounds, and ceremonial spaces—demonstrate deliberate spatial
planning aimed at consolidating political authority. Archaeological sites such as Tag-e Bostan reveal symbolic representations
of royal legitimacy and cosmological order embedded within urban space, suggesting that architecture functioned
simultaneously as political propaganda and sacred landscape (15, 28). Environmental descriptions recorded by medieval
geographers emphasize the region’s favorable climate, abundant water resources, and agricultural productivity, which

supported permanent settlement and economic growth (17, 22). Climatic contrasts between mountainous winters and moderate

summers influenced patterns of mobility, trade, and military logistics, reinforcing the city’s role as an intermediary node
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between ecological zones (9). These findings demonstrate that natural geography and imperial infrastructure jointly facilitated
the establishment of a stable urban nucleus prior to the Islamic conquest.

Following the Islamic expansion, Kermanshah underwent gradual functional transformation rather than abrupt discontinuity.
Early Islamic sources portray the city not as an independent political capital but as a transitional gateway linking Irag with the
Iranian interior, frequently mentioned in connection with military movements and administrative routes (18). Integration into
Islamic political geography reshaped urban priorities: religious institutions, markets, caravanserais, and neighborhood networks
replaced earlier courtly-military dominance. The congregational mosque and bazaar became organizing centers of urban life,
reflecting broader patterns observed in Islamic cities across Iran. Trade routes—particularly segments of the Great Khorasan
Road—played a decisive role in sustaining urban vitality, enabling circulation of merchants, pilgrims, and officials (19, 23).
Contemporary geographical descriptions portray Qarmisin as a prosperous and populous city with gardens, agricultural
production, and diverse ethnic communities including Persians and Kurds (9, 27). Political instability, invasions, and shifting
regional powers repeatedly altered administrative boundaries, yet urban continuity persisted through adaptive reuse of earlier
spatial frameworks. Thus, Islamic urbanization in Kermanshah represents reorganization layered upon inherited Sasanian
structures rather than replacement of them.

Environmental challenges and historical crises further influenced the city’s evolution. Historical records document
earthquakes, floods, epidemics, and climatic hardships affecting the wider Jibal region, illustrating how natural disasters
reshaped settlement patterns and economic resilience. Accounts of severe winters, destructive earthquakes, and epidemic
outbreaks reveal the vulnerability of urban societies to environmental stress while also demonstrating their capacity for
reconstruction and adaptation. Such events impacted population distribution, infrastructure durability, and regional mobility,
reinforcing the importance of strategic location and resource accessibility in urban survival. Simultaneously, political conflicts
and military campaigns transformed the urban landscape, as successive dynasties, local rulers, and imperial forces contested
control over communication corridors linking eastern and western territories. These recurring cycles of destruction and renewal
contributed to a dynamic urban process in which Kermanshah continuously redefined its spatial organization while preserving
core structural elements inherited from earlier periods. The cumulative evidence confirms that urban development resulted
from complex interaction among geography, politics, economy, and cultural identity rather than from a single historical event.

In conclusion, the historical development of Kermanshah illustrates a model of urban continuity characterized by gradual
transformation across major civilizational transitions. The city’s emergence in the late Sasanian period established foundational
spatial structures that remained influential throughout the Islamic centuries. Rather than experiencing rupture following the
Islamic conquest, Kermanshah evolved through adaptive integration of new religious, economic, and social institutions into
preexisting urban frameworks. Its strategic position along regional communication networks ensured persistent relevance
despite political instability and environmental challenges. The synthesis of historical texts, archaeological evidence, and
geographical analysis demonstrates that the identity of Kermanshah was formed through layered historical processes combining
imperial planning, environmental adaptation, and socio-economic change. Consequently, Kermanshah represents a significant
example of how Iranian cities transitioned from Sasanian imperial urbanism to Islamic urban civilization while maintaining

structural continuity, cultural resilience, and historical identity.
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