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Abstract

This study examines the historical village of Neystanak, located in the Nain
region of central Iran, as a representative example of rural settlements that
encapsulate deep-rooted layers of spatial, architectural, and cultural identity.
Villages in central Iran, particularly those located in arid regions, have histor-
ically acted as vital carriers of indigenous knowledge, religious traditions, and
vernacular architecture. Over time, however, such settlements have undergone
significant changes due to modernization, urban expansion, population shifts,
and environmental pressures. These changes have threatened the continuity
and visibility of their unique identities. In this context, the present research
aims to rediscover and reinterpret the foundational elements of Neystanak’s
identity by systematically analyzing historical documents that reflect both its
physical structure and its intangible cultural characteristics.

The research adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology primarily based on
the content analysis of historical-descriptive sources. Among these, particular
emphasis is placed on travelogues, which offer not only descriptive accounts
of physical structures but also rich narrative insights into the lived experiences,
social practices, and collective memories of local populations as observed by
travelers over several centuries. The travel accounts used in this study span a
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broad temporal scope—from the Safavid period (16th—18th centuries) through
the Qajar era and into the early Pahlavi period—providing an evolving picture
of how Neystanak was perceived and experienced over time. In addition to
travelogues, the research includes complementary primary documents such as
wagf (endowment) deeds and historical maps, which further enrich the anal-
ysis by offering diverse perspectives on land use, spatial organization, and so-
cio-religious institutions. In total, 32 primary historical sources were collected,
organized, and analyzed systematically.

We coded the qualitative data in MAXQDA using open, axial, and thematic cod-
ing to ensure analytical depth and methodological consistency through struc-
tured content analysis. Through this process, recurring patterns and themes
were identified, enabling the researchers to classify the information into four
primary dimensions: physical, social, environmental, and economic. These di-
mensions serve as the analytical framework for understanding the multiple fac-
ets that shape Neystanak’s identity as a historical rural settlement. Rather than
treating these aspects in isolation, the study examines how they interact and
overlap, reinforcing a layered and dynamic sense of place identity.

The physical dimension emerged as the most dominant category across the
sources. Numerous references were made to the village’s architectural land-
marks and infrastructure, including ganats (underground irrigation channels),
castles, mosques, caravanserais, and road networks. These elements were de-
scribed not only as functional components of rural life but also as symbolic
structures that embodied collective memory, social order, and cultural conti-
nuity. The consistent appearance of these features in diverse sources suggests
their central role in shaping Neystanak’s physical and symbolic landscape. Their
survival and repetition in the written record highlight their function as anchors
of identity within the changing rural context.

The social and cultural dimension revealed additional layers of meaning em-
bedded within community life. Historical documents emphasized the influence
of religious figures, local customs, and communal rituals that characterized
Neystanak’s spiritual and social environment. References to pious individuals,
gatherings at religious sites, and the general demeanor of the village’s inhab-
itants underscore the importance of religious and moral values in structuring
daily life. These social components were critical in fostering cohesion, trans-
mitting knowledge, and sustaining a sense of belonging across generations.
Moreover, the presence of notable cultural and scholarly figures associated
with Neystanak further reinforced its status as a village with rich intellectual
and spiritual traditions.

The environmental dimension focused on the village’s interactions with its arid,
challenging natural surroundings. The sources described how the built environ-
ment of Neystanak—its compact layout, use of local materials, and orientation
of buildings—was carefully adapted to climate constraints, including limited
rainfall, intense sunlight, and temperature fluctuations. The reliance on ganats
for water supply, the use of narrow alleys to create shade, and the construc-
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tion of earthen buildings with thick walls all reflect a vernacular architectural
response to ecological realities. These features demonstrate the integration of
environmental knowledge into spatial practices and further contribute to the
settlement’s enduring identity.

The economic dimension highlighted the role of agriculture and trade in sus-
taining the village. Farming, enabled by the ganat system, provided the primary
livelihood for residents. At the same time, Neystanak’s location along historic
caravan routes enabled it to serve as a modest yet important node in regional
trade networks. The movement of goods and people through the village not
only supported local economic activity but also facilitated cultural exchange
and exposure to broader societal influences. These interactions enhanced the
village’s economic resilience and underpinned the viability of its religious and
educational institutions.

By synthesizing findings from these four dimensions, the study constructs a ho-
listic understanding of Neystanak’s spatial and cultural identity. It argues that
identity in rural contexts is not merely a product of static architectural forms or
isolated cultural practices. Instead, it emerges from the continuous interplay
between physical structures, social relationships, environmental adaptations,
and economic systems—all of which are documented and reflected in the his-
torical sources examined.

The findings also underscore the analytical potential of travelogues and similar
narrative documents. These sources provide rich qualitative data that allow for
the reconstruction of historical experiences, the spatial perception of outsid-
ers, and the internal dynamics of the settlement. As such, they are invaluable
tools for researchers interested in historical geography, heritage studies, and
the anthropology of place. The narratives not only capture visual descriptions
but also contextualize spatial practices and community behaviors, thus offering
multi-layered insights into identity formation.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the qualitative and systematic anal-
ysis of historical documents—particularly travelogues—can meaningfully con-
tribute to the understanding, preservation, and revitalization of rural heritage.
By identifying the elements that have shaped and sustained Neystanak’s iden-
tity over time, the research provides a foundation for heritage-based planning
and conservation strategies that are informed by both tangible and intangible
dimensions of place. These insights may also apply to similar rural settlements
across Ilran and other parts of the world where traditional structures and narra-
tives intersect to form complex identities.

Keywords: ldentity, Rural settlement, Spatial analysis, Travelogue, Vernacular
heritage, Neystanak.
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