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Seh Gabi-Type Painted Pottery

Sirvan Mohammadi Qasrian
PhD in Archaeology, Researcher at the Kurdistan Branch of the Iranian Studies Foundation.

Abstract

The painted pottery type known as "Seh Gabi" was first introduced into the literature of Iranian prehistoric
archaeology following excavations at the eponymous mound in the Kangavar Plain during the 1980s.
Unlike many ceramic types from western Iran that have undergone re-evaluation and renewed studies in
the past two decades, most of the existing information on Seh Gabi painted ware still relies on early
investigations conducted between 1970 and 1985. Given the long passage of time since these initial studies,
many aspects related to this ceramic tradition —including its chronological range within the prehistoric
sequence of western Iran, its origin and developmental stages, decorative motifs and techniques, and
geographical distribution —warrant renewed examination and critical reassessment. This article aims to
address these ambiguities and research gaps while offering an updated understanding of the Seh Gabi
ceramic tradition by incorporating recent archaeological findings. The results of this study reveal that,
contrary to earlier assumptions that placed the chronological span of Seh Gabi ware between 4600/4500
and 4200 BCE, the earliest examples of this pottery type—associated with Dalma ceramics—actually
emerged during the Dalma phase around 5000 BCE and continued until approximately 4200 BCE. Another
key finding of this study concerns the evolution of the decorative elements used on these vessels. While the
earliest specimens are adorned with simple geometric motifs, the middle phases of the tradition display a
wider variety of geometric patterns. In the final stages, figural representations —such as animal and plant
motifs —begin to appear. Furthermore, the distribution of this ceramic tradition is not confined to the
eastern Central Zagros, as previously believed. The new evidence indicates that its reach extended beyond
that region, encompassing a broader area influenced by the Seh Gabi ceramic style.

Keywords: Seh Gabi, black-on-buff painted pottery, eastern Central Zagros, animal motifs.

Introduction

A review of the history of Chalcolithic studies in the Central Zagros region of western Iran reveals a
division into two major and influential phases. The first phase, which laid the foundation for subsequent
research, corresponds to the pre-revolutionary period, particularly between 1965 and 1985. During this
time, two major projects were conducted by the Royal Ontario Museum: the Mahidasht Project (Levine,
1974; 1975b; Levine & McDonald, 1977) and the Godin-Seh Gabi Project (Young, 1965; 1974; Young &
Levine, 1975) in the eastern and western Central Zagros. In these projects, in addition to surface surveys,
key sites such as Siahbid, Choga Maran, Godin, and the multiple mounds of Seh Gabi were excavated. The
outcomes contributed significantly to establishing the region’s prehistoric sequence as well as the ceramic
traditions and stylistic frameworks (Henrickson, 1983; 1985).

The second phase of research has emerged more recently over the past two decades, led by a new
generation of archaeologists —predominantly Iranian—who have applied wupdated scientific
methodologies, including radiocarbon dating and advanced excavation and survey techniques. Many
aspects of earlier research have since been critically re-evaluated. For example, new excavations at Dalma-
period sites in northwestern (Abedi, 2017) and western Iran (Behranipour, 2021) have led to a revision of
established assumptions concerning Dalma chronology (Sa'ed Moucheshi, 2021), the cultural development
and diffusion of Dalma traditions, and the typology of Dalma ceramics (Renette, 2022).

These updates are not limited to the Dalma period alone but extend to other ceramic traditions and
Chalcolithic sequences in the Central Zagros, including J-type pottery (Renette et al., 2021; Mohammadi
Qasrian, 2021), Godin VII assemblages (Mohammadi Qasrian, 2023), and studies on the Late Chalcolithic
period more broadly (Renette & Mohammadi Qasrian, 2020).

Amid these developments, one ceramic tradition that has received comparatively little scholarly attention
is the Seh Gabi-type painted ware. Much of the knowledge about this ware still relies on early foreign-led
studies from the 1970s and 1980s. Numerous questions remain unresolved: What were the origins and
precise chronological range of this ceramic style? How does it relate to preceding (Dalma) and succeeding



(Godin VII) cultural phases? What is the geographical distribution of this ceramic tradition? And what are
the available relative and absolute dating indicators?

This article aims to address these questions, eliminate existing ambiguities, and present an updated and
comprehensive overview of Seh Gabi-type painted pottery. The study shows that contrary to earlier
interpretations that positioned Seh Gabi ware within a narrow 400-500-year post-Dalma horizon in the late
fifth millennium BCE, its earliest forms appear —albeit in limited quantities — contemporaneously with the
Dalma tradition around 5000 BCE and continue into the second half of the millennium.

Moreover, unlike previous scholarship that regarded Seh Gabi painted pottery as a monolithic and
unchanging tradition throughout its chronological span, this research reveals significant transformations
in its stylistic and decorative elements. Another major finding is that the distribution of Seh Gabi-type
ceramics was not confined to the eastern Central Zagros and the Kangavar Valley but extended into broader
areas of western Iran.

In sum, this paper offers the most up-to-date assessment of this ceramic tradition, shedding new light on
its evolution, distribution, and broader significance within the prehistoric cultural landscape of western
Iran.

The Multiple Mounds of Seh Gabi

As with many prehistoric periods in Iran, the Seh Gabi phase derives its name from one of the mounds
bearing the same name —specifically, Seh Gabi B—located in the Kangavar Plain, in the eastern Central
Zagros. It should be noted that Seh Gabi B is one of several closely spaced mounds collectively known as
the Seh Gabi mounds. These mounds lie approximately 8 kilometers northeast of the site of Godin Tepe
and adjacent to the village of Seh Gavi, in Tuyserkan County, Hamadan Province. The multiple Seh Gabi
mounds were excavated over two seasons between 1971 and 1973. These excavations revealed a nearly
complete cultural sequence spanning from the Late Neolithic to the end of the Chalcolithic period (Levine,
1975Db).

Among them, Seh Gabi C is a single-period site characterized by ceramics of the Shahn Abad type.
Although some sources attribute this type to the Early Chalcolithic period (Henrickson, 1985; Levine and
Young, 1987), Levine himself proposed a date for this ceramic tradition in the Late Neolithic, specifically
between 6000 and 5500 BCE (Levine, 1975b: 32). Following the Shahn Abad-type ceramics of the Late
Neolithic, Early and Middle Chalcolithic ceramics such as Dalma-type and Seh Gabi-type pottery were
recovered from Seh Gabi B (Levine, 1975b: 32). Late Chalcolithic ceramics from the Kangavar Plain,
including Godin VII and VI types, were recovered from mounds A, E, F, and G (Levine, 1975b: 34-36).
The primary ceramic focus of the present study —Seh Gabi-type painted ware—is one of the diagnostic
ceramic traditions of the Seh Gabi phase and, as noted, was recovered from the excavations at Mound B.
This tradition is further discussed in the sections that follow.

Seh Gabi-Type Painted Pottery

Within the prehistoric sequence of western Iran, the Seh Gabi period follows the Dalma period. In addition
to the painted pottery type under investigation in this study, another ceramic variety known as Seh Gabi
Red Ware has also been reported from this phase (Henrickson, 1985); however, it falls outside the scope of
the present research.

Seh Gabi-type painted pottery is characterized by its well-made, buff-colored, uncoated body, decorated
with black-painted motifs. This ceramic tradition, like the Black-on-Buff (BOB) painted wares of the Siah
Bid type from the central Zagros region, and similar traditions from other areas of Iran such as the Bakun
culture in Fars, belongs to the broader Black-on-Buff ceramic family. The decorative repertoire on the outer
surface of this pottery typically includes geometric motifs such as pendent triangles, checkerboard patterns,
horizontal bands, zigzag lines, and occasionally zoomorphic and floral designs (Fig. 1). The black-painted
designs exhibit a glossy, vitreous appearance, which is considered the most distinctive feature of Seh Gabi-
type painted pottery (Henrickson, 1985).

More broadly, BOB ceramics —including the Seh Gabi painted ware —represent a widespread ceramic
tradition that extended across much of western and southwestern Iran. It is widely believed that the Seh
Gabi painted ceramic tradition, along with other stylistically similar BOB wares from these regions, reflects



a cultural connection to or influence from the Ubaid culture of Mesopotamia (Ubaid-related) (Weeks et al.,
2020). The nature of this connection, as well as the origins and development of the Seh Gabi painted ceramic
tradition, will be explored in the following sections.
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Figure 1: Examples of Seh Gabi-type Painted Pottery

(Henrickson, 1985: fig. 17)
Chronology of Seh Gabi Painted Pottery
In the prehistoric sequence of western Iran, the Seh Gabi period succeeds the Dalma period. In the stratigraphic trench at Tepe Godin (Trench
XYZ, also known as the Kiln Section), Seh Gabi-type ceramics were found stratigraphically above Dalma-type ceramics (Henrickson, 1983).
A similar sequence is observed at Tepe Seh Gabi (Seh Gabi B), where ceramics associated with the Seh Gabi period also overlay those of the
Dalma tradition (Henrickson, 1985 : 70).
Henrickson initially dated the Seh Gabi period to the Middle Chalcolithic, placing it between 3600-3200 BCE (Henrickson, 1985: 70).
However, as noted in the introduction, recent updates to the dating of the Dalma period (now estimated to span 5000-4600/4500 BCE)
necessitate arevision of the Seh Gabi chronology. Given the sequential relationship between the Dalma and Seh Gabi periods, a more accurate

date for Seh Gabi would be approximately 4600/4500-4200 BCE (Rentette and Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2020).



In addition to relative stratigraphic evidence placing the Seh Gabi period in the latter half of the fifth millennium BCE, absolute radiocarbon
dating also supports this revised chronology. A radiocarbon sample from Seh Gabi-period deposits at the site of Sarcham in Kurdistan
Province yielded a date between 4400 and 4200 BCE (Saed Mucheshi et al., 2024 : 16). Similarly, radiocarbon dates from the site of Qazanchi
in the Kermanshah Plain indicate a contemporaneous timeframe of 4445-4252 BCE for Seh Gabi-period layers (Mashkour et al., 2023 : 20).

Geographic Distribution

Most scholars have traditionally limited the distribution range of Seh Gabi Painted Pottery to the eastern regions of the Central Zagros.
However, recent surveys and studies indicate that the spread of this ceramic tradition extended well beyond these eastern areas. To the west,
the reach of this cultural tradition extends into the regions of Sahneh, Harsin, and Bisotun near Kermanshah (Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2012).
For instance, diagnostic examples of Seh Gabi-type pottery have been recovered from surveys conducted at Tepe Nazlian in Bisotun ( Fig.
2). This is particularly noteworthy because Tepe Nazlian lies just 15 kilometers east of Tepe Siahbid, where excavations have yielded Black-
on-Buff pottery characteristic of the Siahbid tradition, but no evidence of Seh Gabi-type pottery has been reported (Henrickson, 1985). Thus,
Bisotun may represent a cultural boundary between the ceramic traditions of western and eastern Central Zagros during the Chalcolithic
period.

It is also important to note that in addition to the Seh Gabi period, other ceramic traditions recovered from sites in the Bisotun region—such
as Ji-type and Dalma-type wares—further suggest that this area functioned as a cultural frontier during the Chalcolithic in the Central Zagros
(Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2012).

To the north, the distribution of Seh Gabi-type ceramics extends into Kurdistan Province. Notable examples have been recovered from
surveys at Tepe Geryashan near Sanandaj (Mohammadi Ghasrian et al., 2019). Toward the south and southeast, the spread of these wares
reaches the northern areas of Lorestan, including regions such as Nahavand, Malayer, and Borujerd. The areas farther south appear to fall
under the cultural influence of southwestern traditions such as those associated with Susiana (Henrickson, 1985).

In conclusion, the distribution of Seh Gabi Painted Pottery encompasses a wide expanse of western Iran, far beyond the eastern Central

Zagros, and includes parts of Kurdistan, central and eastern Kermanshah, Hamadan, and northern Lorestan provinces.
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Figure 2 : Examples of Seh Gabi-type painted pottery from Tepe Nazlian, Bisotun (Photograph by the author, 2018).



Conclusion

As noted, many of the pottery cultures and traditions of the Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age in western Iran have recently undergone
revision and reexamination following foundational studies conducted in the 1970s and 1980s. Among these, the black-on-buff painted
pottery type known as Seh Gabi has largely remained outside these modern reassessments, with most information about it still relying on
early research. This article synthesizes the results of the latest excavations and studies conducted on this pottery type across various regions
of western Iran, providing an updated and comprehensive perspective.

Some findings of this study contradict previously published reports and interpretations regarding Seh Gabi painted pottery. The most
significant result relates to the chronological placement of this pottery type within the prehistoric sequence of western Iran. Nearly all active
archaeologists specializing in the Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age of western Iran have placed this pottery after the Dalma horizon,
believing it first appeared in the mid-fifth millennium BCE. However, the reassessment presented here indicates that, contrary to this
common view, the earliest black-on-buff painted pottery varieties appeared contemporaneously with different Dalma pottery types at the
beginning of the fifth millennium BCE. Consequently, the chronological span of this pottery in the prehistoric sequence of western Iran covers
nearly 800 years, from around 5000 BCE to approximately 4200 BCE.

The decoration of early black-on-buff painted pottery of the Seh Gabi type in the Central Zagros east region closely resembles the Dalma
horizon black-on-buff pottery from western Mahidasht in every respect, indicating that both belong to a single unified tradition. The
decorations of these two pottery types primarily consist of simple geometric motifs beneath the vessel rims. Following the end of the Dalma
period around 4500 BCE, the black-on-buff painted pottery became the dominant and widespread type. At this stage, its decorations and
motifs diverge significantly from those of earlier black-on-buff pottery in the western Central Zagros. The later phase features a broad array
of geometric, floral, and animal motifs not present in the initial phase, while the black-painted surface of the vessels acquires a distinctive
glossy, glassy appearance—a hallmark of this pottery in the Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age archaeology of western Iran.

In addition to these results, it was determined that the distribution range of Seh Gabi black-on-buff painted pottery extends well beyond the
eastern Central Zagros, covering a much broader area.

Finally, it should be noted that studies of this pottery tradition and the Seh Gabi period overall suffer from a lack of large-scale, extensive
excavations. Most available data derive from surface surveys and limited stratigraphic excavations. Consequently, many aspects of this
period—such as architectural types, social organization, community complexity, and cultural interactions—remain poorly understood.

Addressing these gaps will undoubtedly require comprehensive future excavations.
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Seh Gabi painted ware

Sirvan Mohammadi Ghasrian

Abstract:

The archaeology of chalcolithic period of central Zagros in western Iran has long history. Such
history dating back to 1965-1985A.D when the sites like Godin, Seh Gabi, Choga Maran and Siahbid
was excavated by Godin and Mahidasht project. But after these excavations and specifically during
recent decades such studies have been resumed resulted in new information concerning the
archaeology of chalcolithic period of western Iran. One of the painted pottery tradition ignored by
this recent studies, is Seh Gabi painted ware. So what we know about this ceramics style is based on
excavations of 1965-85 mainly. So the present paper trying to proposed a new and update picture of
this pottery tradition. in order to resumption of Seh Gabi painted ware studies, this ceramic have been
analyzed based on the new survey and excavations projects have been done recently in western Iran.
Atthe end it become clear that Seh Gabi painted ceramics has long sequence in the chalcolithic period
of central Zagros. This ceramics started along Dalma assemblages at the beginning of early
chalcolithic period(5000b,c) and ended in 4200b.c.in term of decoration, it become clear also that the
earliest types of Seh Gabi painted ware during first half of fifth millennium b,c decorated with simple
geometric designs but in the following period more designs including compound geometrics and
animal motifs is seen. Concerning the distribution of Seh Gabi painted ware in central Zagros, this
article showing that the realm of Seh Gabi painted ware did not restrict to the east of central Zagros
and covering more areas beyond it started from Kurdistan in north and extended to the north of

Luristan. Generally speaking what have been resulted in this research is the latest and most update



picture of Seh Gabi painted ware in terms of chronology, ceramics style and paintings, distribution
and.....in the archaeology of chalcolithic period of western Iran.

Key words : Seh Gabi, Black on Buff, east of central Zagros, animal motif



