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Questo studio prende in considerazione da un’angolazione nuova il concetto di ‘castelli
ismailiti’, con focus sulle strutture ancora osservabili nel Quhistan (Khorasan Meridionale,
Iran). L’autore mette in discussione la visione prevalente secondo cui queste fortificazioni sa-
rebbero caratterizzate da un’identita ismailita significativa. Le ricerche sul campo, gli studi
iconografici e un’attenta lettura dei testi storici dimostrano che la maggior parte delle fortifi-
cazioni montane dell’odierno Khorasan Meridionale presentano una cronologia sfaccettata,
perlopiu precedente ’eta islamica. Sebbene tali strutture siano perlopiu considerate aree di ri-
fugio o centri di potere degli Ismailiti, le prove indicano che molte di esse furono costruite
prima del periodo islamico e avevano molteplici funzioni. L’autore suggerisce di guardare con
maggiore attenzione al modo in cui questi edifici si inserivano nel pitt ampio paesaggio circo-
stante e nel contesto socio-economico del passato e sostiene la necessita di ripensare 1’etichetta
di “castelli ismailiti’, attraverso nuovi metodi di ricerca e una comprensione piu articolata delle
dinamiche politiche e territoriali del mondo premoderno.

This study takes a fresh look at the idea of ‘Ismaili castles,” focusing on the structures still
observable in Quhistan (South Khorasan, Iran). The author challenges the common view that
these fortifications share a meaningful Ismaili identity or attribution. By drawing on field re-
search, iconographic studies, and a close reading of historical texts, the research shows that
many of the mountainous fortifications in today’s South Khorasan display a multifaceted chro-
nology—some pre-dating the Islamic era. Although these structures are often thought of as
safe havens or power centres for the Ismailis, evidence indicates that many of them were built
before the Islamic period and had multiple functions. The author further suggests that what is
needed is a closer look at how these buildings fit within their broader landscapes and socio-
economic contexts and argues for rethinking the long-held label of ‘Ismaili castles.” In doing
so, it makes a broader point regarding new research methods and a more nuanced understanding
of the political and territorial dynamics of the premodern world.

In recent times, our field has been experiencing a transformative shift, particularly
when delving into areas where textual sources are limited. A noticeable surge in the
adoption of ‘open’ research methods signifies a move away from the confines of ex-
cessive specialisation—a pitfall that has stymied the development of new knowledge

! This article contains a revised version of the keynote lecture given by me at the Corpus Christi Col-
lege in Oxford (UK) in occasion of the international conference titled 4 Hard Row to Hoe. Landowning
and Land Management in the Medieval Islamic World (622-1250 CE), from Ferghana to the Fayyum
(12-14 December 2022).





