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Urban expansion in recent decades, especially in the peripheral areas
of Tehran and Karaj, has led to the expansion of areas, which were
villages surrounded by gardens on the outskirts of Karaj before the
Revolution. Mardabad/Mahdasht, which became a city in the not so
distant past (1991), has expanded rapidly and the gardens and
historical monuments around it, like many other cities in Alborz
province, have been destroyed or exposed to destruction. Tepe
Mardabad is located in the northwestern of Mahdasht town, eleven
kilometers southwest of Karaj, Alborz province. The site has been
registered as number 2252 in the list of national monuments of Iran in
1998. Mardabad is situated, exactly on the border of residential houses
and agricultural lands, residential constructions in recent years have
severely threatened, destroyed, and encroached on the southern and to
some extent eastern parts of the site. In the spring of 2016,
archaeological excavations were carried out on the site to recognize the
core zone and the buffer zone. Tepe Mardabad is one of the highest
ancient mounds in Alborz province; there is evidence of the cultural
sequence from the 6th millennium BC to the Middle Islamic era in this
site. certainly, conducting scientific and more extensive excavations on
this site will lead to obtaining much more accurate archaeological
information. Still, according to surface pottery evidence, the site has a
long chronological sequence: Late Neolithic (Sialk I / 6th millennium
BC), Transitional Chalcolithic / Cheshmeh Ali (Sialk II / late 6th - early
5th millennium BC), the Iron Age I (the late second millennium BC),
the historical period, and the Islamic era.
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Introduction

From about eighty years ago until now, there
has been a very rapid transformation in the
development of cities in Iran. As a result,
historical cities have been unable to adapt to
new physical changes. One of the prominent
features of historical cities is that they have
either been transformed into uninhabitable
areas in response to external development
forces or have been buried within new
structures (Whitehand, 1992: 353). Ignoring
urban design and planning, disregarding
physical values, and implementing hasty plans
have led to the fading of historical cores.
Attention to physical context requires a
historical perspective on urban form and an
appreciation of the importance of the past in
shaping the present and future (Sadeghi et al.,
2012: 44). Nowadays, due to the expansion of
urban areas and the increase in civil projects,
cultural-historical sites are severely exposed to
attack and destruction.

Tepe Mardabad is one of the sites that is
severely threatened and at risk of destruction
due to the expansion of the city of Mahdasht and
the construction of residential buildings. Aerial
photos from 1963 and a recent one show the
rapid growth of Mahdasht in the past 50 years
(Figs. 1 & 2), and the destruction surrounding
this historical and cultural site represents the
complete destruction of a significant portion of
the cultural, scientific, and identity-related
information of this historical site (Fig. 3).

Research Background

The archaeological studies of the central plateau
of Iran started with the excavation of Cheshmeh
Ali by deMorgan in 1912, in 1924 Diet of the
French embassy in Tehran, re-excavated
Cheshmeh Ali (Vanden Berghe, 1959: 121).
Then, Erich F. Schmidt excavated Tepe Hissar
Damghan in 1931-1932 (Schmidt, 1937). After
that, in 1936-1936, he started to excavate
Cheshmeh Ali (Schmidt, 1935, 1936), and
approximately at the same time, Ghirshman
started the excavation of Tepe Sialk in Kashan
between 1933 and 1936 (Ghirshman, 1938,
1939). At the same time, Iranian archaeologists
were also active in this area. In the summer of
1970, Negahban started the first season of the
excavations of the Institute of Archaeology of
Tehran University at Segzabad, Ghabristan,
and Zagheh as a long-term project of
archaeological studies in the Qazvin plain. In
addition to the Qazvin Plain project, a few
archaeological excavations were also carried

out in Tehran and Karaj plains. For example,
Hakemi excavated Tepe Ismailabad in 1958.
Unfortunately, the results of such studies have
been less published.

Qara Tepe Shahryar is also one of the
important sites of the Tehran Plain, which was
excavated by Burton-Brown for two weeks
(Valipour, 2010: 35). Archaeological excavations
at Tepe Sialk and Cheshmeh Ali and the
Reconsideration Project of Sialk (Malek
Shahmirzadi, 2002, 2003, 2004, 2005, 2006) and
Cheshmeh Ali (Fazeli Nashli, 2001) led to the
formation of a table of pre-modern cultures. The
history of the Central Plateau was from the
Neolithic period to the end of the Chalcolithic
period, which is still used by archaeologists with
a slight change. In the current province of
Alborz, which includes the middle part of the
Central Plateau, two sites of the prehistoric
period, namely the Ismailabad (Tala’i, 1983a,b;
Mojezati, 2010) and Uzbeki (Majidzadeh, 2001,
2003) have been excavated. Ismailabad contains
the culture known as Cheshmeh Ali or Sialk II
(6th millennium BC) and Uzbeki contains
prehistoric cultures from the 6th millennium BC
to the beginning of the historical era.

Methodology

In the excavation carried out at Tepe Mardabad,
15 test Trenches (T.1-T.15) with dimensions of
1x1 meters were excavated in the main and
subsidiary directions. The excavated layers in all
test Trenches were natural, and different layers
were identified based on changes in soil texture
and sediment classification. Ceramics were
found in all test Trenches, but none of these
ceramic pieces were in their original context. It
appears that extensive displacement of cultural
materials occurred as a result of sediment
deposition from flooding events. In the aerial
photo from 1963, numerous smaller mounds or
hillocks can be seen surrounding the main
mound of Mardabad, especially in the east and
south directions (Fig. 2). But today, due to urban
construction, no traces of these smaller mounds
remain. It is unclear whether the low-lying
mounds visible in the aerial photo from 1963
were natural or cultural features. However, the
excavations around the main central mound of
Mardabad indicate that there was significant
fluvial sedimentation activity in the vicinity of
this site, suggesting that the Karaj Plain was
highly active hydrologically.



Azizi Kharanaghi, M. H., & Ahmadnezhad, F. (2023). Payam-e Bastanshenas, 14(27)

Figure 1: Geographical location and aerial photo of Tepe Mardabad (Cartography Unit, ICAR).

Discussion

Geography of the Central Plateau of Iran

The central plateau of Iran is a vast area with an
average height of 1300 meters above sea level,
bounded from the north by the Alborz mountain
range, from the west by the Zagros mountain
range, and from the east by the mountains of
eastern Iran, and from the south it includes the
hot and dry regions of Lut Desert and Central
Iranian Desert (Badiei, 1994). However, the
archaeological view is different, the central
plateau includes a cultural area where the groups
living in this area had political, social and
cultural interactions with each other for
millennia. This definition includes a region of the
central parts of Iran, which is limited to the
Zagros mountain range from the northwest and
west, and the Alborz mountain range from the
north. In the south of it, there are dry lowlands,
and on the northern shores of the Persian Gulf
and the Oman Sea, its height from sea level
reaches zero. In the east, it includes two deserts
from around Kashan in the south to the Bastam
region in the north of Shahrood (Malek
Shahmirzadi, 1995). Negahban considers the
Central Plateau region of Iran to be the region
between the mountains in the northwest of
Qazvin, northeast of Damghan, southwest of
Kashan, and northwest of the Central Desert
(Negahban, 1977).

Chronological Sequence of Tepe Mardabad
Based on surface pottery evidence from Tepe
Mardabad, this site has a long chronological
sequence from the late Neolithic period to the
Middle Islamic era, although with long gaps as
follows:

Late Neolithic Period: Several pottery pieces
related to the Neolithic period, which are all
handmade, plant temper, and black core, were
identified from this site. Very simple and
geometric patterns are created in the inner part
of the pottery. These pottery are comparable with
the Sialk I period and are more similar to the
Neolithic pottery of the Qazvin plain. Of course,
due to the fact that the number of samples from
this period is very small and they were not
obtained in the sequence of stratification, it is not
possible to say with certainty about this, but
anyway, it can be estimated that the settlement in
Tepe Mardabad began in the 6th millennium BC.

Cheshmeh Ali Period (Sialk II): Delicate red
pottery with mostly geometric designs known as
Cheshmeh Ali were found at the surface of the
site. Based on studies conducted in other
Cheshmeh Ali Period sites in the Central Plateau,
a date range of 5200-4300 BC has been suggested
for this period at the Tepe Mardabad.
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Figure 2: Aerial photo of Tepe Mardabad in 1963 (The Site and its surrounding terrain are circled) (rchive of the
Cultural Heritage, Handicrafts and Tourism Organization of Alborz Province)

Sialk Period III1-3: A few pottery pieces of
this period were identified in Tepe Mardabad.
The suggested date for this period is 4000-4300
BC. From the late Neolithic to the Sialk III
period, the continuity of settlement can be seen,
but from about 4000 BC to the Iron Age, Tepe
Mardabad was abandoned for almost 2800
years.

Iron Age I: Much pottery evidence of Iron
Age I, which can probably be attributed to
around 1500 BC, was identified from excavated
Trenches and from the surface. It seems that
Tepe Mardabad is one of the few archaeological
sites in the central plateau of Iran that had a
settlement in this period. From the Iron Age I to
the historical era (Sasanian?), a gap of almost
2000 years can be observed in Tepe Mardabad.

Historical period (Sasanian?) and early
Islamic era: buff pottery with molded motifs

and many rims from food storage jars, probably
belonging to the Sasanian period, was
identified from the excavated trenches and
from the surface. It seems that after a gap of
almost 2000 years, this area was inhabited
during the Sassanid era and the beginning of
Islam, and most of the remains from this site
belong to this era.

Islamic middle ages: From this period and
probably from the Seljuk period, evidence of
pottery was found on the surface of the Tepe
Mardabad, especially around the huge pits dug
illegally on the mound. Probably, during this
period, a huge mud-brick fort or structure was
built on the top of Tepe Mardabad, and the traces
of the mud-brick walls can still be clearly seen in
the water cuts of the site.
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Figure 3: Aerial photo of Tepe Mardabad (Authors)

Conclusion

The main objective of this project was to
determine the extent and boundaries of Tepe
Mardabad and provide protective guidelines for
its preservation. Through the excavation of 15
test Trenches with dimensions of 1x1 meters at
various distances around the mound, the actual
extent of the archaeological site was determined.
It was found that beneath the current ground
surface of the surrounding areas, there are only
sedimentary layers with different grain sizes
ranging from soft to cobblestone river sediments.
The features visible in the old aerial photo are
likely to be the surrounding settlements that
extended towards the heart of the present-day
city of Mahdasht but have been completely lost
due to urban and industrial development. Based
on the conducted excavations, the estimated area
of Tepe Mardabad is 43000 square meters (about
5 hectares), and the boundaries have been
determined considering the existing urban
features such as streets, roads, and agricultural
land borders. Surface surveys and the presence
of ceramic remains indicate that Tepe Mardabad

is one of the significant and tall mounds in
Alborz Province, with a long cultural sequence
ranging from the Neolithic period with new
pottery (6th millennium BC) to the Islamic
middle ages (Seljuk?). However, there have been
long interruptions in occupation throughout its
history.
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Cultural Period Cahar Ebrahim Zage Qabrestan Sagz
Bone Abad Abad

Sizar Arisman Sialk N Sialk S Qoli CeSme Al | Pardis Kopendah
Darvis

Iron Age Iron Age | End 980

Start 1450

Start 1620 Start 1530 Start 1536

Bronze Age Late Bronze Age End 1450
Start 1780

End 1620 End 1680 End 1610
Start 1880

Midcle Bronze Age

End 1860
Start 2090

EB Il Kura-Araxes
2900-2000

End 2450
Start 2270

EB | Proto-literate
3400 2900

End 2790 End 1965 End 3000
Start 2860 | Star: 3480 Start 3500

Chalcolithic Late (LO) End 2700 | End 3540
3700-3400 Start 3780 | Start 3670

End 3940 End 3500
Start 3790

Midcle (MC) Cnd 3780
4000-3700 Start 3940

Cnd 3480 [nd 3790 Cnd 3700
Start 3940 Start 4025

Early (EC) End 3940
4300 4000 Start 4390

End 3940
Start 4410

Transitional Late (TC 1)
Chalcolithic 4600-4300

Early (TC 1) End 5010 | End 4320
5200-4600 Start 5120 Start 5380

End 4900 End 4690 End 4760
Start 5145 Start 5170 Start 5100

Late Neolithic Late (LN 1) End 5220 End 5120
56005200 Start 5320 Start 5530

End 5250 End 5100
Start 5380 Start 5290

Early (LN 1) End 5670
6000- 5600 Start 6010

End 5715
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