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The main question is whether the function of this cave was defensive or devotional. The name of the cave
may give us some idea. "Gau" in the dialect of Ferdowsi's Book of Kings (Shahnameh) means hero and
"Kan" designates locality. As such, Gukan means the place that heroes would gather (Gau also means
brother in the Lurestani dialect).

Gukan's location is such that no long-term residence is conceivable. One can safely assume that it was not
used as a defensive cave. It is high on one of the tall mountains of the Zagros Range. Throughout the
winter, and until mid-spring, it is covered in snow. Nor is it strategically located in terms of commerce or

military operations. The less-than-twenty-family village of Gukan is a new settlement for nomads.

It is then probable that the cave was a temple rather than a fortress. Before the advent of Islam, many ethnic
groups lived in Iran, some holding their religious ceremonies in caves, whether natural ones like Baba Jaber
and Shapur, or man-made like the fortress of Jug in Hamedan and Niasar near Kashan.

None of the Iranian or foreign archeologists have offered authoritative opinions on the function of these
caves that appear everywhere in Iran, although mountain-climbers have identified many such dugouts and
submitted their findings to authorities.

Mr. Ali Rahimi, head of the Mountaineering Association of Fereydunshahr, identified the Gukan Cave. The
author visited the cave in October 2005 with him and several climbers. Today, the Gukan Temple functions

as a place of worship for nomads of the region, who make annual pilgrimages to ask blessing from the Shah

of Gukan. A




Gukan, A Defensive Cave or a Temple

Gukan, A Defensive Cave or a Templ

In ancient times, Iranians used the sides of the mountains to build three types of structures -- burial caves,
defensive caves, and temples. The main characteristic of Burial Caves is the small recess dug inside a rock,
some of which house stone crates where the corpses were laid. These caves were usually built in hard-to-
get places for obvious reasons. Examples of burial caves can be found in the regions of Kermanshah and
Fars. Defensive Caves are unique to Iranians and examples of them can be found thréughout the country,
but especially along the Hezar Road. These caves are either situated close to a water source or water was
carried via a network of canals and ducts to a cistern within the cave or near it. Temple Caves were used as

places of worship and liturgical ceremonies.

The GUKAN Cave is 36 km from Fereydoun-Shahr, in the Esfahan Province, along the road that leads to
Chelgard. To reach the village of Gukan, you must take a side road before the Village of Qaleh-Sorkh, going
through the villages of "Kamran," “Shadi," and "Shahan.” Once over the Kamran Pass and a kilometer
beyond the cement bridge, another side road will take you to the village of Gukan. The cave is accessible
from the village by trekking.

Gukan is on the eastern side of the mountain and the village. The original formation had two small caves
one on top of the other. Then, because one of the walls was difficult to climb and the other was close to a
spring, builders carved the stone to its current shape. To reach just under the opening of the first cave, you
need to climb a fifty-meter wall. The original builders had shaped the wall into a groove a meter deep and
1.5 wide; in this way, they had made access even more difficult. The height of this section is six meters.
There is now a ladder of 7 meters Propped against the wall to make the climb easy, or you can use roll
pitons.

Once over this section, we reach the opening of the first cave, which is circular, with a radius of 6 meters.
Then, the second vertical wall measuring 15 meters starts, extending to the opening of the main cave, which
was originally a horizontal slit that builders widened to 4 meters high, 6 meters wide, and 20 meters long. At
the end of the cave, to the right, we find the tomb of SHAH GUKAN. To the iéft a gated dugout takes you to
a cistern. The cistern is 2 meters wide, 3 meters high, and 4 meters deep, around which a layer of rock and
lime had been plastered for impermeability. The roof of the cistern has not been covered and it is 1.5 meters
high. The cistern was filled entirely with water coming from a spring 400 meters away (there are no signs of
water drips on the walls, which, given the limestone make up of the rocks that shows watermarks, means
that the spring is the unique source). The physical and chemical analysis of this water could reveal climactic
changes over the years.
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