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Fossilized skeletal fragments indicate that the hominin family existed
approximately seven million years ago. In recent years, the fossil record
of early humans and Australopithecines has rapidly increased, and this
accumulated evidence has altered our perspective on the emergence of
our genus. The structure of the Rising Star cave, part of the Cradle of
Humankind World Heritage Site in South Africa, had been explored by
spelunkers for years, but no fossils had been reported from there. This
changed in September 2013 when two South African spelunkers
discovered the first known fossil bones of what is now called Homo
Naledi. The Naledi collection is the richest assemblage of hominins ever
discovered in Africa. Homo Naledi, as much as it enhances our
knowledge, also highlights the complexity of the human lineage and
our ignorance about ancient humans. This research aims to familiarize
Persian-speaking researchers with this human species using the latest
findings and data. The research framework is library-based and
employs documentary research methods. First, we will discuss the
discovery and identification of this human species, and then we will
examine its morphology in comparison with other human species. We
will consider the burial practices of Homo Naledi and finally discuss
and analyze the engravings attributed to them. Undoubtedly,
awareness of these recent discoveries, which shed more light on the
origins of humans, will assist us in accurately understanding the
human phylogenetic tree and its complexity.
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Introduction

In comparison to the millions of years of human
life, the discovery and identification of hominin
fossils is much more recent, and it has not been
long since researchers began studying such
fossils. There is still a long way to go before the
human family tree is complete. Every once in a
while, we hear about the discovery of a new
human species, which complicates the human
evolutionary tree further and highlights our
ignorance of our past. One of these new human
species is Homo Naledi, which has prompted
anthropologists to reconsider the genealogy of
the human genus. Lee Berger from the University
of the Witwatersrand, Paul Dirks from James
Cook University, and an international team of
colleagues reported the discovery of over 1,500
hominin fossils from the Rising Star Cave system
(Fig. 1) near Johannesburg, South Africa,
representing at least fifteen individuals (Berger et
al., 2015; Dirks et al., 2015). The remains have now
been classified as a new species of human called
Homo Naledi. In Berger et al's paper, they
explain how the collection exhibits a unique
combination of primitive and derived features
(Berger et al., 2015). For example, the small brain
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size, curved fingers, and the shape of the
shoulders, trunk, and hip joints resemble those of
pre-human Australopithecus and early species of
Homo habilis. However, the wrists, hands, and
feet are similar to those of Homo
neanderthalensis and modern humans. The teeth
have some primitive features but are relatively
small and simple, and they are situated in the
jawbones (Stringer, 2015).

Dirks, Burger, and colleagues describe the
fossil environment: the DiNaledi Chamber (Dirks
et al., 2015), which is located about eighty meters
inside the Rising Star structure and must have
always been in perpetual darkness. It is similar to
the well-known accumulation of about 6,500
human fossils at the Sierra de Atapuerca in Spain,
specifically in the Sima de los Huesos. In both
cases, there is no relevant evidence of human
occupation. Dirks and colleagues claim that the
deliberate disposal of dead bodies by a species
with a brain smaller than that of Homo habilis or
gorillas represents a complex behavior (Stringer,
2015). In this research, we will study and
reinterpret the findings from the Rising Star cave,

where the remains of Homo Naledi were

discovered.
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Figure 1: The geographical location of the Rising Star Cave (Hawks et al., 2017).
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Research Methodology

In this writing, the research is based on library
studies, and the research method is
documentary. We will study and review the
findings from the Rising Star Cave, where the
remains of Homo Naledi have been discovered.
We aim to understand Homo Naledi and answer
the question of what the morphology and
anatomical features of this new human species
were like, and what differences and similarities
we see in its morphology compared to other
human species. Did Homo Naledi perform
intentional burials? Do the remaining engravings
indicate cognitive abilities in this human species?
First, we will talk about Homo Naledi and
become familiar with the discovery of this
human species by researchers. Then we will
focus on its morphology. After that, we will
discuss and examine whether this human
engaged in intentional burial or not. Finally, we
will review the engravings left by them.
Familiarity with these ancient human species will
undoubtedly help us in understanding the
evolution of humans and even the characteristics
that are now considered unique to the human
species.

DINALEDI CHAMBER

Homo Naledi

Modern humans are now the only living species
in their genus. However, until about one
hundred thousand years ago, several other
species existed that belonged to the genus Homo.
Along with modern humans, these extinct
human species, our ancestors and their close
relatives, are collectively known as "hominids. "
In the Rising Star Cave in the Cradle of
Humankind World Heritage Site in South Africa,
an extinct species of the genus Homo has been
discovered from deep underground in a place
called the DiNaledi Chamber (Fig. 2). This
species is named Homo Naledi (Welker, 2017:
180).

Remains of at least fifteen individuals, totaling
one thousand five hundred and 150 fossils (Fig.
3), were excavated from the DiNaledi Chamber
in the years 2013 and 2014 (Berger et al., 2015).
The fossils are the largest collection of hominin
species in Africa. The chamber is thirty meters
underground and is accessible only through a
narrow twelve-meter shaft (Fig. 2). Based on
sedimentary data, the bodies were deposited
over time (Welker, 2017: 180, 181).
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Figure 2: DiNaledi Chamber (Welker, 2017: 181).
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The age of Homo Naledi was initially unclear,
but its small brain led most to believe it was
entirely ancient and likely lived more than one
million five hundred thousand years ago. A
combination of electron spin resonance (ESR)

techniques on teeth, uranium-thorium on
flowstone, and paleomagnetic dating has dated
the DiNaledi fossils to between three hundred
thirty-five and two hundred thirty-six thousand

years ago (Tattersall, 2022: 127).

Figure 3: DiNaledi skeletal samples. These comprise seven hundred and thirty-seven incomplete or complete
skeletal elements, many of which are formed from several reconstructed specimens. The "skeleton" design in the
center of the photo is a composite of elements from multiple individuals (Welker, 2017: 182).

Morphology
The overall morphology of Homo Naledi places
it within the genus Homo, while its features
resemble those of Australopithecus or other early
hominin genera. The derived shared traits that
connect Homo Naledi to other members of the
genus Homo encompass most areas of the
skeleton of Homo Naledi. Shared locomotor
features with humans include fully elongated
lower limbs, marked by a distinct Linea aspera,
strong attachments for the large gluteal muscles,
a slender fibula, and an overall human-like ankle
and foot structure. These aspects of the lower
limbs indicate improved locomotor performance
for bipedal walking. The hand of Homo Naledi
exhibits aspects of human morphology in the
wrist, thumb, and palm, indicating an enhanced
ability for manipulation and object handling
compared to Australopithecus species, including
Australopithecus sediba (Kivell e al., 2011; Kivell
et al., 2015; as cited in Berger, 2015).

Homo Naledi lacks the strong chewing
capabilities characteristic of Australopithecus
and Paranthropus, with generally small teeth

throughout, a delicate symphysis, a slender
mandible, lateral positioning of the temporal
lines, slight narrowing behind the eye socket, and
non-protruding zygomatic arches (Berger et al.,
2015). The structural configuration of the skull of
Homo Naledi, beyond the functional aspects of
chewing, is shared with humans. The face of
Homo Naledi features a flat and square
nasoalveolar clivus (from below the nose to the
start of the teeth), which is comparable to that of
Homo rudolfensis (Leakey et al., 2012; as cited in
Berger et al., 2015). The similarities of Homo
Naledi to earlier members of the genus Homo,
including Homo habilis, Homo rudolfensis, and
Homo erectus, suggest that this species may have
roots in the early origins and diversity of our
genus (Berger et al., 2015).

Burials

Burials are recognized in the archaeological
record as pits dug into the ground that are
intentionally created for the remains of the dead
(Parker Pearson, 1999; Pettitt and Anderson,
2020; as cited in Berger ef al., 2023a). Here, we
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describe burials from the Rising Star Cave
structure that contain the remains of Homo
Naledi. Two delineated burial features were
discovered and partially excavated in the floor of
the DiNaledi chamber (Dirks et al., 2015; as cited
in Berger et al., 2023a), and one delineated burial
feature was extracted from the floor of a
projection within the chamber (Fig. 4) (Elliott et
al., 2021; as cited in Berger et al., 2023a). Analysis
of the stratigraphy, texture, geochemical
composition, and grain size of the sediments
surrounding and within the burial in the
DiNaledi chamber indicates that these two
burials occurred in pits that were intentionally
dug.

Excavations in 2013-2014 were conducted one
to two meters southwest of Feature 1 in DiNaledi.
In an 80 by 80 centimeter excavation area,
remains attributable to at least five individuals
were found, with many elements being highly
fragmented and other elements found in
articulation (Berger et al., 2023a; as cited in Berger
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et al, 2015). A simple explanation for this
configuration of skeletal remains is that these
remains may represent a multi-layered display of
burials that have sequentially disturbed one
another. In this scenario, when pits were dug for
subsequent burials, the earlier burials were
disrupted. Other remains outside the DiNaledi
chamber and the projection within the chamber
(Hawks et al., 2017; Brophy et al., 2021; as cited in
Berger et al., 2023a) have been discussed as
potential evidence of burial practices.

The remains found in narrow, remote passages
cannot be explained as the result of carnivore
activity or water (Elliott ef al., 2021; Brophy et al.,
2021; as cited in Berger et al., 2023a), and it is
necessary to consider that Homo Naledi may
have placed these incomplete remains in these
locations, likely representing a form of burial
storage. There is a possibility that Homo Naledi
utilized specific areas of the cave structure for
burial and other burial practices, which further
exploration of the cave structure may evaluate.
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Figure 4: Burial features of the DiNaledi chamber. a) Photogrammetric model of the floor of the DiNaledi
chamber and excavation areas. The locations of the excavation area from 2013-2016 and two excavation units from
2018 are labeled. (b) A photo of the excavation area including Feature 1 and Feature 2. (c) A 3D reconstruction of
the excavation including the excavated skeletal materials and unexcavated materials in situ. The oval area of
Feature 1 relates to the contrast of sediments and the overall outline of the skeletal materials remaining at the site.
Three excavated bones on the left and one on the right were stratigraphically higher and outside of the feature.
(d) A 3D reconstruction from photogrammetry of Feature 1 (Berger et al., 2023a).
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Engravings of Homo Naledi

The production of painted, engraved, or carved
designs on cave walls or other surfaces is
recognized as a significant cognitive milestone in
human evolution. Such conscious designs,
widely interpreted as a means of denoting,
recording, and transmitting information in a
durable manner, were once considered exclusive
to Homo sapiens during the late Pleistocene.
Here, we discuss and examine the first known
examples of abstract patterns and shapes
engraved in the DiNaledi chamber of the Rising
Star Cave in South Africa (Fig. 5). Signs have
been identified that were engraved on the
dolomitic limestone walls of the cave. The
engravings described here consist of cross-
hatching and other deeply incised geometric
shapes. The surfaces bearing these engravings
appear to have been prepared and smoothed. In
some areas, there are remnants that create a
sheen on the surface, likely indicating repeated
touching or rubbing of the stone. Homo Naledi
entered this part of the cave structure and buried
bodies in the DiNaledi chamber and adjacent
projections within the chamber (Dirks et al., 2017;

Robbins et al., 2021; Berger et al., 2023a; as cited in
Berger et al., 2023b). The engravings described
here were found on a column in a projection
within the chamber, which extends to a natural
crack that connects two chambers, and
researchers associate them with Homo Naledi.
The engraved panels in the DiNaledi chamber
are not covered by sediments, and no calcite
formations that overlap with the engraved
features have been identified. This complicates
the assessment of the contemporaneity of the
engravings with the burial evidence of Homo
Naledi located just a few meters away (Berger et
al., 2023b).

It is wunlikely that any other hominin
populations created these engravings. There is no
physical or cultural evidence of any other
hominin populations in this part of the cave
structure, and there is no indication that recent
humans or earlier hominins entered any adjacent
areas of the cave prior to the investigations
conducted by cave explorers over the past forty
years. The existing evidence most closely aligns
with the extinct species Homo Naledi as the
creators of these markings.

c

Figure 5: Engravings in the Rising Star Cave (Berger et al., 2023b).
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Conclusion

Homo Naledi was a species of early humans with
a strange combination of ancient and modern
features that lived only a few hundred thousand
years ago in South Africa. This species had a
brain the size of ancient hominins that lived
millions of years ago. The discovery of hundreds
of Homo Naledi fossils was the largest discovery
ever made on the African continent. A key point
in this context is that its young age means that
Homo Naledi lived in Africa alongside several
other large-brained humans, including our own
species, Homo sapiens. The small brain of this
species and its upper body shape resemble those
of earlier australopithecines and early human
species such as Homo habilis. The anatomical
features of Homo Naledi indicate that it walked
bipedally with a modern gait and an efficient
long stride. Its shoulder position and finger
shape would have aided in climbing and hanging
from trees, which may have been traits inherited
from a common ancestor with ape-like
characteristics. Despite the young age of Homo
Naledi fossils, their anatomy suggests that they
could be close to the origin of the genus Homo in
terms of evolution. The hands and wrists of
Homo Naledi were suitable for tool-making, yet
no stone tools associated with this species have
been found. Dental and lower body skeletal
features suggest that Homo Naledi may have had
a lifestyle and diet similar to other hunter-
gatherers present in Africa at the same time, such
as late Homo heidelbergensis and early Homo
sapiens.
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Burials are among the most significant findings in archaeological
excavations. Unlike many archaeological artifacts whose placements
are often incidental, the deliberate positioning of items within burials
reflects the underlying intentions that can shed light on the beliefs and
living conditions of past human societies. The inclusion of animals in
human burials has been a prevalent funerary practice since the
Epipaleolithic and Neolithic periods in the Fertile Crescent, carrying
profound implications for ancient worldviews. This study aims to
examine and introduce this burial practice, its inception, its relationship
with animal domestication, and the hidden meanings behind its
prevalence, such as connections to shamanism or ritual symbolism.
This research was conducted through a comprehensive literature
review. The findings indicate that the methods and traditions of animal
burial, as well as the types of animals chosen to accompany humans in
burials, varied across different regions and periods, influenced by
diverse perspectives. These included both carnivorous and herbivorous
animals. Additionally, the presence of animals capable of
domestication in burials signifies a strong bond between humans and
animals, likely associated with the onset of domestication processes.
Beyond the discovery of complete animal remains in some graves, parts
of animals were buried alongside humans as offerings to the deceased.
In some instances, there are also indications of symbolic connections
between humans, animals, and shamanism in both human and animal
burials.
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Introduction

The primary objective of archaeology is to
reconstruct the past by analyzing material
remains. Archaeologists achieve this goal by
studying excavation findings, piecing them
together, and interpreting them to understand
various aspects of past societies. This approach
aligns closely with anthropology, as both
disciplines seek to understand human culture;
however, while anthropologists study the beliefs
and behaviors of living groups, archaeologists
work with the physical remnants of past
civilizations  (Grindell, 1998: 56). Among
finds, remains hold
particular significance. Unlike other artifacts

archaeological burial
whose placement may be accidental, burial
positioning and grave goods are deliberately
arranged, reflecting specific cultural, social, and
ritualistic intentions. The analysis of these
remains offers valuable insights into both the
material and immaterial aspects of past societies
(Tarlow and Stutz, 2013: 5).

The transition from the Epipaleolithic to the
Neolithic, often described as a '"revolution" in
archaeology, marked a profound shift in human
history. Gordon Childe argued that the primary
catalyst for this transformation was the transition
from hunting and gathering to agriculture (Hole,
1984: 40). This shift fundamentally altered
human economies, and its impact has been
compared to that of the Industrial Revolution
(Ashraf & Michalopoulos, 2010: 1). The term
"Neolithic," initially used to describe a tool-
making technology, has evolved to encompass
broader technological, economic, social, and
ideological changes. Today, it represents an
entire way of life, incorporating plant and animal
domestication, permanent settlements, and new
cultural practices (Cilingiroglu, 2005: 1). While
extensive research has been conducted on the
origins of agriculture and environmental
changes during the Neolithic, relatively fewer
studies have explored the social and religious
dimensions of this era (Kujit, 2002: 3). Given the
transformative nature of the period and the
significance of burial data in archaeology, the
study of Neolithic burials is crucial for
understanding various aspects of life during this
time.

When examining burial traditions in the
Epipaleolithic and Neolithic Near East, one
distinctive funerary practice emerges: the
inclusion of animal remains alongside human

burials. While standard burial customs often
involved interments beneath
structures —either as primary or secondary
burials—several sites across the

residential

Levant,
Anatolia, Mesopotamia, and southwestern Iran
have revealed cases of human-animal burials.
This phenomenon raises several questions:
Could these burials reflect an intimate human-
animal relationship and the early stages of
domestication? Do they provide evidence of
social differentiation? Were they part of
ritualistic or religious traditions?

To address these questions, this study first
presents archaeological evidence of human-
animal burials across various sites. Subsequently,
a comparative analysis of associated data is
conducted to explore the underlying reasons and
hidden meanings behind this unique funerary
practice.

Research Methodology

Alongside conventional burial practices of the
Neolithic and Epipaleolithic periods, several
archaeological sites in the Near East have
revealed instances of burials where animals were
interred alongside humans. Given the initiation
of the animal domestication process during this
period, examining these burials in conjunction
with other findings from these sites can provide
valuable insights into the nature and reasons
behind human-animal relationships.

This study aims to explore and analyze
human-animal joint burials, their chronological
emergence, their potential connection to
domestication processes, and the hidden
symbolic meanings behind this funerary practice,
such as its association with shamanism or ritual
symbolism. The research follows a descriptive-
analytical approach, utilizing data collected from
archaeological reports and publications related
to Near Eastern sites. By systematically analyzing
the available evidence, this study seeks to
address key questions and uncertainties
regarding this unique burial tradition.

Discussion

The burial of animals alongside humans is a
significant archaeological phenomenon observed
in prehistoric societies, particularly in the
Epipaleolithic and Neolithic periods. This
practice, documented in sites across the Levant,
suggests profound symbolic, economic, and
ritual implications. The association of specific
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animal species with human burials highlights
early conceptions of human-animal
relationships, belief systems, and possible
shamanistic or totemic practices. This paper
examines the evidence from two key sites, Uyun
al-Hammam in Jordan and Hilazon Cave in
Israel, to explore the symbolic and ritual
significance of animal burials in the transition
from foraging to early agricultural societies.

Uyun al-Hammam: Early Evidence of Animal-
Human Burials

One of the earliest documented instances of
animal burial alongside humans originates from
Uyun al-Hammam in northern Jordan, dated to
the Early and Middle Epipaleolithic period (ca.
14,200-17,250 BP) (Maher et al., 2012). The site
contained skeletal remains of nine individuals,
with most burials exhibiting primary interments,
while two (Burials 2 and 4) were secondary.
Though the exact contours of the burial pits are
unclear, the associated grave goods and spatial
arrangement delineate burial areas (Maher et al.,
2011).

Among the most remarkable findings at Uyun
al-Hammam was the discovery of a fox skull
buried alongside an individual in Grave 1.
Positioned under the ribs of Burial B, the fox skull
was found within a layer of red ochre, suggesting
a ritualistic element to the interment. The close
association of the fox remains with human
burials, along with red ochre—a substance
frequently linked to funerary rites—implies a
symbolic relationship between humans and foxes
during this period. Additionally, the partial
disarticulation of fox remains between two burial
pits parallels human secondary burial practices,
reinforcing the notion that these animals were
ascribed similar funerary treatment as humans
(Mabher et al., 2011).

Symbolism of the Fox in Pre-Pottery Neolithic
Cultures

The role of the fox in early Levantine symbolic
systems is further substantiated by rock
engravings and figurative art in
contemporaneous Neolithic sites. Notably,
depictions of foxes appear alongside vultures
and snakes in Pre-Pottery Neolithic A (PPNA)
contexts at Jerf el-Ahmar, Syria, and Gobekli
Tepe, Turkey (Willcox, 2002; Watkins, 2012).
These representations suggest that the fox played
a significant role in the cosmological and ritual

framework of early Neolithic communities. The
presence of fox remains in human burials at
Uyun al-Hammam may therefore reflect an early
form of totemic or shamanistic belief, where
certain animals held spiritual or protective
significance.

The Natufian Culture and the Expansion of
Animal-Human Burials

The Late period witnessed
significant changes in burial practices,
particularly within the Natufian culture (ca.
13,000-14,500 BP) (Bocquentin & Bar-Yosef,
2004). The Natufians, considered proto-
agriculturalists, exhibited early signs of
sedentism and systematic plant and animal

Epipaleolithic

exploitation. Their funerary traditions, including
communal cemeteries and secondary burials, set
the stage for later Neolithic mortuary customs
(Belfer-Cohen, 1998).

A critical example of
interments from this period is found at Hilazon
Cave, located in the Galilee region of modern-
day Israel. This site contained multiple burials,
with some graves displaying evidence of

human-animal

secondary burial rites. One of the most striking
findings was the interment of an elderly female
shaman, whose grave contained numerous
animal remains, including tortoise shells and the
skeleton of a wild boar (Grosman & Munro,
2016). The deliberate placement of these animal
remains within the burial suggests a ritual
function, possibly indicative of shamanistic
practices.

Rituals, Economic Utility, and the Transition to
Domestication
Beyond ritual

symbolic and significance,

evidence from various Epipaleolithic and
Neolithic sites suggests that some of these
animals also had economic roles.
Zooarchaeological analysis of fox remains from
Levantine Epipaleolithic and Neolithic sites
reveals cut marks and thermal alterations,
indicating butchery and cooking (Yeshurun et al.,
2009). This suggests a dual role for certain
animals in early societies—both as symbolic
figures in mortuary practices and as economic
resources.

The increasing presence of domesticated
animals in burials from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic
period onward indicates a shift in the role of
animals from purely symbolic entities to integral



Sangbargan & Rezaei (2025). Payam-e Bastanshenas, 16(31)

parts of human societies. This transition aligns
with ~ broader = economic and  social
transformations  associated =~ with  early
agricultural developments. The practice of
burying animals alongside humans in the
Epipaleolithic and Neolithic Levant underscores
the complex interplay between ritual,
symbolism, and early domestication processes.
The presence of fox remains in human burials at
Uyun al-Hammam and the elaborate funerary
assemblages in Hilazon Cave highlight evolving
human-animal relationships during this period.

These burials suggest that animals held spiritual,
social, and potentially shamanistic significance in
early mortuary practices. Furthermore, the
gradual transition from symbolic burial practices
to the inclusion of domesticated species in
contexts reflects broader socio-
transformations that laid the

funerary
economic
groundwork for fully agrarian societies. Future
research integrating zooarchaeological, isotopic,
and genetic studies will further illuminate the
multifaceted roles of animals in prehistoric

human societies.

Figure 1: Animal bone remains associated with human burials, Hylazon Cave (Grosman et al., 2008: 1768).

Conclusion

Examining the relationship between humans and
animals during the Epipaleolithic and Neolithic
periods requires consideration of multiple
factors. However, burial evidence from these
periods reflects a shift in human attitudes toward
animals across different regions and timeframes.
These changes are also evident in funerary
practices, where animals sometimes held
symbolic roles. Their presence in graves,
alongside artifacts such as stone beads and
figurines, suggests their significance in the belief
systems of the time. In certain burials, remains
from multiple animal species have been found

together, potentially indicating that the deceased
utilized the symbolic or spiritual power of
various animals within their society. This
phenomenon may be associated with
shamanistic practices, where the individual plays
an intermediary role between humans and
animals. In some cases, the human-animal
relationship appears so closely intertwined that
animals were granted equal status to humans,
with their burials mirroring human funerary
practices and being placed among human graves.
Furthermore, changes in subsistence strategies
and the transition from selective hunting to
animal domestication are also reflected in burial
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practices. The choice of specific species, as well as
the correlation between the number, gender, and
age of buried animals accompanying humans,

provides evidence of early domestication
processes and the evolving human-animal
relationship.
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The archaeology of the prehistoric period in the Kurdistan region of
western Iran remains poorly understood. Among the understudied
prehistoric periods in this region, the Bronze Age —particularly the
Middle and Late Bronze Age—has received little archaeological
attention. Geographically, Kurdistan lies between two major
archaeological research zones: the Urmia Lake basin to the north and
central Zagros to the south. During the Middle and Late Bronze Age,
the Urmia Lake basin was dominated by cultures such as Khabur or
Urmia Ware, while the central Zagros region, south of Kurdistan, was
influenced by distinct traditions, including Godin III. In other words,
the northern and southern areas of Kurdistan were shaped by two
different cultural traditions during this period. However, the cultural
landscape of Bronze Age Kurdistan itself remains unclear. A recent
archaeological survey in the Qorveh Plain, eastern Kurdistan,
identified painted Godin III pottery on the surface of Tepe Dinar in Vey
Nesar. This discovery marks a significant extension of the Godin III
cultural zone beyond its core in central Zagros, indicating that its
influence was not confined to that region but extended further into
western Iran. The widespread distribution of Godin III traditions, from
Khuzestan in the south to Kurdistan in the north, suggests broader
cultural interactions than previously recognized. Furthermore, these
findings highlight that the scarcity of Middle and Late Bronze Age sites
identified in Kurdistan to date is likely due to the application of
inappropriate archaeological survey methods. Given its geographical
position, the Kurdistan region likely had a comparable potential for the
development of Middle and Late Bronze Age settlements as central
Zagros and the Urmia Lake basin.
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Introduction
As previously noted, the Kurdistan region is
situated between the central Zagros zone and the
Urmia Lake zone in western Iran. Archaeological
excavations at sites such as Godin in central
Zagros and Hasanlu in northwestern Iran have
significantly contributed to clarifying the cultural
sequence of these areas from the prehistoric
period to the Islamic era. However, multi-period
archaeological sites like Hasanlu and Godin have
yet to be excavated in the Kurdistan region,
leaving its cultural sequence largely unclear.

In this context, sites such as Tepe Qale Naneh
in Marivan (Binandeh & Silvana Di Paolo, 2023)
and Tepe Qeshlagh in the Bijar area (Motarjem &
Sharifi, 2015)
archaeological sites in Kurdistan, with long
cultural sequences spanning from prehistory to
the Islamic era. In addition to excavations at these
sites, extensive archaeological surveys across
different parts of Kurdistan have led to the
identification of numerous sites, particularly

represent the two main

those dating to the prehistoric and Chalcolithic
periods (Saedmucheshi et al., 2011). Despite these
efforts, research on the Bronze Age, especially the
Middle and Late Bronze periods in Kurdistan,
remains limited. Consequently, our
understanding of Bronze Age archaeology in the
region is significantly less developed compared
to that of the Chalcolithic period.

Regarding Bronze Age archaeological
research in Kurdistan, numerous Early Bronze
Age (Godin IV) sites characterized by Kura-
Araxes black-gray ceramics have been identified
in the eastern regions of Kurdistan Province,
including Deh Golan, Bijar, and the Oorveh area
(Rajabioun & Shirazi, 2015). In contrast, during
the preceding period (Godin V/Godin VI), only
a few Late Uruk sites have been identified in
areas such as Marivan in Kurdistan (Zamani
Dadaneh et al., 2019; Saedmucheshi et al., 2012).
The number of sites increased during the Early
Bronze Age, reflecting a broader -cultural
expansion. While the Kura-Araxes black-gray
ceramic tradition dominated the vast regions of
western and northwestern Iran during the Early
Bronze Age, a significant cultural shift occurred
in the Middle and Late Bronze periods.

During these later phases, northwestern Iran
came under the influence of cultures such as
Khabur and Urmia Ware (Edwards, 1986), while
central Zagros was dominated by a distinct
cultural tradition known as Godin III

(Henrickson, 1986, 1987a). Recent findings from
the surface of Tepe Dinar in Vey Nesar further
clarify that the eastern region of Kurdistan
Province in western Iran was also part of the
broader Godin III cultural sphere.

Methodology

The methodology employed in this research is
primarily based on fieldwork and surface
surveys of the site. Given the considerable size of
Tepe Dinar in Vey Nesar, located in the Qorveh
Plain, the site naturally attracted the attention of
archaeologists and was frequently revisited by
the authors. During our initial visit, we identified
Chalcolithic and Historic-Islamic ceramics on the
surface. It is worth noting that such ceramics had
previously  been  observed by
archaeologists who visited the site. However,

other

during subsequent visits, we discovered painted
Godin III ceramics on the surface for the first
time. This discovery prompted a comparative
analysis with neighboring sites and regions,
particularly Tepe Godin in eastern central
Zagros, to better understand the cultural
affiliations of Tepe Dinar.

Discussion

Godin 111 pottery of Tepe Dinar of Vey Nesar
Tepe Dinar of Vey Nesar is located
approximately 25 km east of Qorveh city, in the
eastern part of Kurdistan Province (Figs. 1, 2).
The site spans more than 3 hectares and contains
15 meters of archaeological deposits. However,
parts of the site have been leveled and damaged
due to recent human activities, particularly
agricultural practices (Figs. 3, 4).

The site was first surveyed by archaeologists
from the Kurdistan Province Office of Cultural
Heritage, Tourism, and Handicrafts (Azizi, 2000).
Approximately two decades later, the site was
revisited by the authors, leading to the discovery
of Godin III pottery for the first time.

Regarding the presence of Godin III pottery in
Kurdistan Province, there is limited and
somewhat ambiguous information from Swiny’s
1975 survey in the Bijar area. Swiny identified
only a single Godin III sherd on the surface of a
site labeled T83 (Swiny, 1975: 87). Additionally,
during the archaeological excavations at Tepe
Qeshlagh, a short stratigraphic layer associated
with the Godin III tradition was documented
(Motarjem & Sharifi, 2014). The recently
discovered Godin III pottery at Tepe Dinar of
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Vey Nesar represents the most comprehensive
assemblage of this tradition ever found in
Kurdistan Province, surpassing both the isolated
find from Swiny’s survey (T83) and the limited
Godin III stratum at Tepe Qeshlagh (Fig. 5).

Preliminary analysis suggests that the Godin III
pottery from Tepe Dinar of Vey Nesar belongs
specifically to the Godin III:2 phase, dating to
approximately 1900-1600 B.C. (Henrickson,
2011).

Figure 1: Location of Tepe Dinar in relation to the east-west communication highway and Mahidasht
archaeological area (Renette ef al., 2021: 4).

Tepe Dinar of Vey Nesar

Figure 2: Geographical location of Tepe Dinar of Vey Nesar on the Kurdistan province map (Authors, 2022).
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Figure 3: Northern view of Tepe Dinar (Authors, 2022).
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Figure 5: Godin III pottery from Tepe Dinar (Authors, 2022).

Conclusion

This research yields two main findings regarding
the Bronze Age archaeology of eastern Kurdistan
Province, particularly the Middle and Late
Bronze periods. First, it confirms that the eastern
part of Kurdistan during the Middle and Late
Bronze Age was influenced by central Zagros
cultures, such as the Godin III tradition, rather
than by northwestern traditions like Khabur or
Urmia Ware. This suggests that the Godin III
cultural sphere was not confined to central
Zagros but extended northward into Kurdistan.
The recent discovery of Godin III pottery in the
Qorveh Plain, eastern Kurdistan, indicates that
the geographical extent of this tradition stretched
from Khuzestan in the south to Kurdistan in the
north. The
archaeological survey methodologies. Although
Tepe Dinar had been surveyed multiple times
prior to this study, Godin I1I pottery had not been
identified until our recent investigation. This case
is not an isolated example —misidentification of
surface ceramics, particularly Bronze Age
pottery, has been a recurring issue in many
archaeological surveys. As a result, previous
survey reports have suggested that Kurdistan
has a lower number of Middle and Late Bronze
Age sites compared to the Urmia Lake basin or
central Zagros. However, our findings at Tepe
Dinar challenge this assumption, indicating that
many Bronze Age sites in Kurdistan have been

second finding relates to

overlooked or misclassified in past surveys. It is
evident that with more systematic and refined
survey methodologies, additional Middle and
Late Bronze Age sites will be identified in
Kurdistan. The region possesses the same
potential as northwestern Iran and central
Zagros in terms of prehistoric settlement
formation, particularly regarding Bronze Age
sites.
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Isfahan Province, with its favorable environmental conditions, has long
been a significant habitat for human communities. Among the
important and controversial archaeological sites in this region are the
Sassanian-era Chahartags (four-arched structures) and fire temples.
Investigating the settlement patterns of these Chahartagqs can
significantly contribute to historical and archaeological research related
to this area. The remarkable progress in archaeology has undoubtedly
been achieved through the effective use of modern knowledge and
interdisciplinary approaches. Technologies such as aerial and satellite
imagery, as well as remote sensing, have played a crucial role in
advancing this field. This study aims to examine the distance of
Chahartaqgs from settlements, agricultural lands, water sources, and
mountain ranges, as well as their architectural elements, decorations,
and construction materials. Notable Chahartaqgs in the region, such as
those in Niasar, Shirkooh, Natanz, Qaleh-Dar, and Khorramdasht, are
analyzed in detail. Additionally, the reasons for the abundance of these
structures in Isfahan Province compared to other regions during the
Sassanian period are explored. The research also utilizes aerial and
satellite imagery to study the positioning of these structures in relation
to natural and artificial phenomena in their vicinity. By integrating
traditional archaeological methods with modern technologies, this
study sheds light on the spatial distribution, architectural features, and
environmental context of Sassanian Chahartaqgs in Isfahan Province,
offering new insights into their historical and cultural significance.
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Introduction

The Sassanian Empire (224-651 CE), the last
dynasty of ancient Iran, played a significant role
in urbanization and development. By replacing
nomadic and tribal lifestyles with a centralized
urban system, they brought about a major
transformation in Iran's social and political
structure. With the rise of Ardashir I in the 3rd
century CE, the Sassanians sought to establish a
new national and religious identity under the
name ‘"Iran." This identity, rooted in
Zoroastrianism as the state religion, served not
only as a belief system but also as a tool for the
clergy to exert influence over all aspects of public
life. Consequently, the construction of
Chahartaqgs (four-arched structures) and fire
temples across the Sassanian Empire,
particularly along communication routes and
population centers, had not only religious but
also political, social, and economic functions.
These structures acted as propaganda symbols
for the Sassanian government, promoting its
ideology and strengthening national unity.
Isfahan, as one of the key regions during the
Sassanian period, held a special position. Due to
its strategic location at the crossroads of north-
south and east-west trade routes, it was
consistently significant for various ruling
powers. Historical sources, including the
remarks of Hormozan to Umar ibn al-Khattab,
indicate that Isfahan was regarded as the "head"
of Iran during the Sassanian era, underscoring its
importance. This privileged status made Isfahan
a hub for cultural, artistic, and architectural
interactions (Huff, 1974; Daryaee, 2003; Mansouri
& Javadi, 2019).

This study utilizes aerial and satellite imagery
to examine the positioning of prominent
Chahartags in Isfahan Province, including those
in Niasar, Shirkooh, Natanz, Khorramdasht, and
Qaleh-Dar. The research aims to analyze the
placement of these structures in relation to
environmental factors such as proximity to
settlements, agricultural lands, water sources,
and mountain ranges, as well as to explore their
architectural features and construction materials.
Additionally, the reasons for the abundance of
these structures in Isfahan compared to other
regions during the Sassanian period and their
potential uses in the Islamic era are investigated.
By integrating traditional archaeological
methods with modern technologies, this study
seeks to shed light on the spatial distribution,

architectural characteristics, and environmental
context of Sassanian Chahartaqs in Isfahan,
offering new insights into their historical and
cultural significance.

Methodology

This study adopts a multi-disciplinary approach,
combining satellite imagery analysis, field
surveys, and historical text reviews. Satellite
images were used to determine the geographical
distribution of Chahartags and assess their
relationship with surrounding landscapes. Field
surveys were conducted at selected sites to
document architectural details, construction
techniques, and material composition. Archival
research, including historical manuscripts and
previous archaeological reports, provided
contextual information on the function and
evolution of these structures. The methodology
also involved analysis  with
Chahartags in regions, identifying
similarities and regional adaptations. Geospatial

comparative
other

mapping techniques were employed to visualize
settlement patterns and connectivity between fire
temples and major trade routes. This integrative
approach ensures a comprehensive
understanding of the spatial, architectural, and
functional aspects of Sassanian-era Chahartags in
Isfahan province.

Discussion

Formation and Classification of Chahartaqs
Chahartags are structures with diverse functions
in Iranian architecture, recognized as symbols of
Sassanian architecture. These buildings typically
feature four pillars and a central dome and are
referred to in historical and Islamic texts as
Chahartaq, Chahardari, or Gombad. Chahartaqs
not only served religious purposes but also
symbolized the political and social power of the
Sassanians. By combining Parthian heritage and
Zoroastrian ideology, the Sassanians used these
structures to consolidate their rule and promote
their religion. Depicting fire altars on coins,
constructing fire temples, and converting other
temples into fire temples were key actions taken
by the Sassanians. Some scholars, like Godard,
classify Chahartaqs into four groups: open-air
fire temples, marker Chahartaqgs, fire temples,
and fire altars. Mary Boyce believes that
Chahartags originally had surrounding corridors
that were later destroyed. Recent theories
suggest astronomical and observatory functions
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for these structures. Galdar further categorizes
Chahartagqs into three types: standalone,
enclosed, and composite, which include
combinations such as Chahartaq with corridors,
rooms, and iwans. These classifications highlight
the diverse uses and significance of Chahartaqs
in ancient Iranian architecture and culture
(Boyce, 1975; Godard, 2009; Mirzaei, 2009).

Niasar Chahartaq

The Niasar Chahartaq, located 20 km west of
Kashan, is a prominent Sassanian-era structure
built by Ardashir I near the Niasar spring.
Constructed on a rock, it features a cubic
structure with a dome that exemplifies Sassanian
architectural ~ harmony  and  geometric
proportions. The materials used include rubble
stones, dressed stones, plaster, and sand. The
dome, which had collapsed, was reconstructed in
2015. The Chahartaq has four pillars, four
entrances, and a dome built without formwork,
with arches gradually narrowing inward. It is
similar in size to the Chahartaqgs of Natanz and
Khorramdasht and includes four skylights at the
dome's base. The dome was reconstructed in
1955 in a non-traditional manner, inconsistent
with the Sassanian architectural style

(Ghirshman, 2000; Rezaienia, 2018).

Khorramdasht Chahartaq

The Khorramdasht Chahartaq is located at an
altitude of 1,182 m, near Khorramdasht village on
the old Kashan-Natanz road. Built on a stone
platform east of the village, little is known about
its research history. Construction materials
include unworked local stones, rubble stones,
and plaster mortar. Only the four main pillars
remain, as the dome, arches, and squinches have
been lost. A circular space in the center likely
housed a fire altar. A 90 cm-high wall surrounds
the structure, and architectural remains in the
northeast suggest three rectangular halls. Recent
reconstructions of the arches used incompatible
materials, resulting in egg-shaped to elliptical
forms. The Chahartaq is comparable in size to
those in Niasar and Natanz (Naraghi, 1969;
Kleiss, 1999; Mohammadifar et al., 2012).

Natanz Chahartaq

The Natanz Chahartaq is located west of the
Jameh Mosque of Natanz, at an altitude of 1642
m, within the city’s historical core. Constructed
with rubble stone and gypsum mortar, the

structure features four pillars, a southern arch,
and remnants of a dome, while three other arches
and the roof have collapsed. Restoration efforts
between 2015 and 2017 included rebuilding two
of the four main arches.

Ghirshman compared this Chahartaq to the
Farashband fire temple, and traces of decorative
elements and ancient paint layers have been
observed. Its central space, similar to other
Chahartags such as Niasar and Khorramdasht,
suggests it once housed a fire altar. Additionally,
its location and resemblance to other Sassanian-
era fire temples reinforce its religious and
historical significance (Godard, 1992;
Ghirshman, 2000; Azam-Vaghefi, 2017).

Shirkooh Chahartaq

Shirkooh Chahartaq is located 36 km northwest
of Naeen and 5 km west of Saparu village, at an
altitude of 1825 m. Constructed with rubble
stone, gypsum mortar, and clay, it features a
domed structure, pillars, arches, and vaults. A
2009 restoration modified the structure, making
the pillars rectangular instead of their original
form. This Chahartaq shares architectural
similarities with  Nakhlak and Niasar,
maintaining a square plan with narrowing arches
toward the top. Comparative analysis of pottery
fragments suggests a Sassanian-era origin. In
addition to the Chahartaqg, the site includes a
fortress, a stone platform, and the Shirkooh cave.
Natural erosion and human activity have caused
damage, yet the structure remains an important
historical and architectural landmark
(Davoudzadeh, 1972; Shah-Hosseini, 2002;
Baghsheikhi et al., 2020; Haji-Mohammadalian,
2007, 2008; Khosrowzadeh, 2014).

Qaleh-Dar Chahartaq

Qaleh-Dar Chahartaq is located 43 km southwest
of Naeen, at an altitude of 2042 m, atop a hill
overlooking Qaleh-Dar village. Built with rubble
stone and gypsum mortar, the structure features
two standing pillars, one collapsed pillar and a
stone wall. Its approximate area is 37.69 m?, with
a maximum remaining height of 4.20 m. Siroux,
in his studies on ancient routes in Isfahan
province, suggested that this site might have
housed a Zoroastrian sacred fire. The
construction incorporates smoother stones in the
squinches and larger, irregular stones in other
sections. Remnants of walls on its western and
southern sides suggest the presence of a



Sadeghi et al. (2025). Payam-e Bastanshenas, 16(31)

platform. Despite significant damage over time,
this Chahartaq remains an important example of
Sassanian architecture (Javeri, 2006; Siroux, 1978;
Haji-Mohammadalian, 2011).

Architectural Characteristics of Chahartaqs

Chahartaqgs typically feature a square plan with
four robust pillars supporting a dome. The
construction materials primarily include rubble
stone and gypsum mortar, demonstrating
Sassanian masonry techniques. The design

emphasizes ~ geometric  precision,  with
symmetrical ~proportions  contributing to
structural  stability. The domes, often

%o BALE
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reconstructed, reveal variations in curvature and
height, indicating regional stylistic influences.

Spatial Distribution and Strategic Placement

Analysis of satellite imagery reveals that
Chahartaqs in Isfahan were strategically
positioned near trade routes, water sources, and
elevated terrains. For instance, Niasar’s

Chahartaq overlooks a vital water source, while
Shirkooh’s location within a mountainous setting
suggests a defensive function. The proximity to
agricultural lands further indicates a socio-
economic connection, possibly serving as centers
of resource management.

*
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g \Vildlife

'41"N 54°15'41°E 1,295 m

Figure 1: Location of the Chahartaqs and fire temples in Isfahan Province: 1- Niasar Chahartaq; 2- Khorramdasht
Chahartagq; 3- Natanz Chahartaq; 4- Shirkooh/Saparu Chahartaq; 5- Qaleh-Dar Chahartaq; 6- Nakhlak Chahartaq
(Google Earth).

Religious and Socio-Political Functions

While traditionally associated with fire worship,
evidence suggests that some Chahartaqgs served
administrative and military roles. The alignment
of these structures with major travel routes
implies  their function as markers or
watchtowers. Additionally, their integration into
urban centers supports the theory of Chahartaqs
as multi-functional spaces, accommodating
religious, political, and logistical needs.

Comparative Analysis with Other Regions

Comparing Isfahan’s Chahartaqs with those in
Fars and Kerman reveals both similarities and
unique adaptations. For example, the Chahartaq

of Niasar closely resembles those found in
Kazerun, exhibiting similar dome construction
and material composition. However, Isfahan’s
structures display greater variation in their
strategic placement, reflecting the region’s
diverse topography.
Preservation Challenges and Conservation
Strategies

Many Chahartags in Isfahan suffer from erosion,
structural collapse, and human encroachment.
Restoration efforts, such as those undertaken at
Niasar and Natanz, highlight the challenges of
preserving Sassanian architecture. Implementing
advanced conservation techniques, including 3D
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mapping and virtual reconstruction, can aid in
documenting and safeguarding these historical
sites.

Conclusion

Based on the data collected from the analysis and
study of aerial and satellite images in this
research, it is evident that the location of the
Chahartags on mountain slopes and hills, near
major roads, suggests that their primary function
was religious. However, in some cases, these
structures might have also served as
commemorative monuments or milestones.
Another notable feature from the aerial photos is
the geometric shape and structural design of the
Chahartags, which
architectural engineering insights. Despite their
simple construction, they have withstood for
centuries. The innovative techniques used in
their construction, the careful selection of local
materials, and the harmonious integration with
the environment have contributed to their

convey historical and

enduring nature.

The symmetry and purposeful use of numbers
further enhanced the beauty and magnificence of
these buildings. The choice of location was not
accidental, and factors such as water
accessibility, strong stone foundations, and
relative distance from populated areas for
tranquility and spirituality were crucial. While
some buildings were built solely for religious
purposes, others had multiple functions. Upon
analyzing the aerial images, satellite data, and
field studies, the researcher believes that these
Chahartaqs were not standalone structures but
included annexes that have since disappeared.
Each of the five Chahartaqgs in Isfahan shares a
similar plan, consisting of a four-room layout
with four entrances and a dome. These buildings
were constructed using rubble stones and
gypsum mortar. Geographically, except for the
ones in Shirkooh and Nakhlak, which are aligned
with the cardinal directions, the other buildings
are oriented slightly off from the north. All five
buildings are situated in elevated areas near a
water source. Architectural style-wise, the vaults
and arches suggest they were built without
molds, tapering inward as they rise, eventually
coming together at the apex.
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Survey

The Chalcolithic period is one of the significant prehistoric phases in
Iran, emerging as a continuation of Neolithic developments. The
Central Zagros, particularly the Eslamabad-e Gharb Plain in western
Kermanshah, contains numerous Chalcolithic settlements. Despite the
cultural richness of this region during the Chalcolithic, no systematic
study has been conducted to clarify the status of its settlements from
this period. This research seeks to answer the following questions:
What were the settlement patterns of the Eslamabad-e Gharb Plain
during the Chalcolithic? How can the changes in settlement patterns
across the Early, Middle, and Late Chalcolithic phases be analyzed? It
appears that several factors, including water resources, elevation above
the plain, and communication routes, influenced the formation of
settlements in this region during the Chalcolithic. Surveys and studies
conducted in this plain have identified 65 archaeological sites
associated with the Chalcolithic period. Some of these sites contain
evidence from all three phases: Early, Middle, and Late Chalcolithic.
The spatial data collected in this study were analyzed using Geographic
Information System (GIS) methodologies and processed in ArcGIS
software. The analysis was based on the distance of each settlement
from the nearest river or water source, its elevation relative to the
Islamabad Plain, and other influential factors. All sites were
incorporated into analytical maps, which were generated for each of
the three Chalcolithic phases in the Islamabad Plain.
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Introduction

The study of ancient societies within their
environmental context dates back to the
emergence of modern archaeology between the
1940s and 1960s. Settlement pattern studies have
since played a crucial role in understanding how
human groups organized themselves concerning
environmental resources and energy acquisition.
This approach 1is central to processual
archaeology, pioneered by scholars like Gordon
Willey, who emphasized the importance of
settlement pattern analysis in comprehending
population changes and human activities within
landscapes (Willey, 1953). By mapping and
analyzing archaeological sites, researchers can
identify shifts in settlement distribution over
time, offering insights into cultural evolution and
adaptation (Schreiber, 1996; Feinman, 2015).

The central Zagros region, particularly the
Islamabad Plain in western Kermanshabh, is a key
area for studying settlement patterns during the
Chalcolithic period. This region has long been
recognized for its rich archaeological record,
shaped by its unique topography, intermountain
plains, and abundant water sources. The area's
strategic position along ancient trade and
migration routes made it an attractive location
for human settlements throughout prehistory.
Despite the wealth of archaeological data,
systematic studies focusing on the Chalcolithic
settlement patterns in this region remain scarce.

This study seeks to address this gap by
investigating settlement distribution in the
Islamabad Plain during the Chalcolithic period.
Key research questions include: What were the
settlement patterns of the Islamabad Plain during
this era? How did these patterns change across
the Early, Middle, and Late Chalcolithic phases?
It is hypothesized that factors such as proximity
to water sources, elevation, and connectivity to
trade routes played a significant role in
settlement distribution. Utilizing spatial analysis
techniques within a Geographic Information
System (GIS) framework, this study examines 65
identified Chalcolithic sites in the region to assess
these variables and their influence on settlement
choices over time. The findings contribute to
broader discussions on cultural development
and human-environment interactions in
prehistoric Iran.

Literature Review

The Central Zagros is one of the most significant
archaeological regions in Iran, recognized as an
early center for animal and plant domestication.
Systematic research in this area began with the
Prehistoric Project of Western Iran, led by Robert
Braidwood (Braidwood, 1960a,b; Braidwood et
al., 1961). Between 1956 and 1961, Braidwood’s
team conducted excavations at key sites such as
Tepe Sarab, Asiab, and Morian. During this
period, a subgroup led by Bruce Howe carried
out Paleolithic studies in the caves of Mount
Peraw and the Warwasi rock shelter.

In the 1970s, further research was undertaken
in western Iran. Louis Levine, the director of the
Prehistoric Project of Mahidasht, excavated sites
such as Choghamaran and Siahbid between 1978
and 1979 (Levine & McDonald, 1977). Around
the same time, Thomas Cuyler Young, along with
a team that included Philip Smith and Levine,
conducted surveys in the plains of Borujerd,
Malayer, Nahavand, and Kangavar (Young,
1966). Subsequently, extensive excavations were
carried out at Godin Tepe by the University of
Ontario, and Levine initiated excavations at Seh
Gabi to establish the cultural sequence preceding
Godin VII (Levine, 1974).

In 1975, Young and Mehdi Rahbar conducted
surveys in the Kangavar Plain (Young, 1975).
Early archaeological investigations in the Central
Zagros date back to the early 20th century when
Ghirshman and Contenau excavated Giyan Tepe
between 1931 and 1932. Later, in 1961, Rosalind
Howell conducted surveys in the Malayer plain
(Howell, 1979). Additionally, significant research
on the Chalcolithic period in the Central Zagros
has been carried out by scholars such as Goff,
Levine, Young, Mortensen, and Abdi, with
Elizabeth Henrickson’s contributions in the
Mahidasht = Archaeological = Project being
particularly noteworthy (Henrickson, 1991).

In Islamabad Plain, the earliest known
surveys were conducted by E. F. Schmidt in 1936,
including aerial photography of Chogha
Gawaneh. Around the same time, Sir Aurel Stein
also carried out brief surveys in the area (Stein,
1940). In the 1990s, Kamyar Abdi conducted
extensive surveys across Islamabad, Mahidasht,
Hassanabad, and surrounding
highlighting the region’s strategic role in

areas,

nomadic pastoralist movements (Abdi, 1999).
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In 1998, the Islamabad Archaeological Project
was launched with the aim of identifying and
recording archaeological sites, establishing
ceramic sequences, and analyzing settlement
patterns. The project included three phases of
surveys and excavations at Islamabad Plain,
Chogha Gawaneh, Tuw-e Khoshkeh, and
Warwasi Cave, providing crucial data on the
Pleistocene, Neolithic, and Chalcolithic periods
(Abdi et al., 2002).

Methodology

This research employs a spatial analysis
approach to investigate Chalcolithic settlement
patterns in the Islamabad Plain. The study is
based on archaeological survey data collected
through systematic field reconnaissance, which
identified 65 sites dating to different phases of
the Chalcolithic period. The primary method of
analysis involves GIS-based spatial modeling to
evaluate key environmental and locational
factors influencing site distribution.

The study integrates multiple variables,
including distance to water sources, elevation,
and proximity to trade routes. These factors are
analyzed using ArcGIS software, allowing for the
visualization and statistical examination of
settlement distribution trends. Each site is
georeferenced and incorporated into analytical
maps representing the Early, Middle, and Late
Chalcolithic phases. The analysis follows a
comparative approach, assessing how settlement
patterns evolved across the three sub-periods.
This includes identifying clusters of habitation,
examining shifts in site density, and correlating
settlement locations with ecological and
economic factors. The goal is to determine
whether settlement patterns were primarily
dictated by
influenced by broader socio-cultural dynamics.

Using GIS-based spatial analysis, this research
provides a systematic and quantitative
assessment  of  Chalcolithic  settlement
organization in the Islamabad Plain, contributing
to a more comprehensive understanding of
prehistoric human adaptation in the central
Zagros region.

environmental constraints or

Discussion

Various environmental and socio-economic
factors influence the spatial distribution of
archaeological settlements. In the case of the
Chalcolithic settlements in the Islamabad Plain,

western Iran, elevation, proximity to water
sources, and communication routes played
crucial roles in shaping settlement patterns. This
study aims to analyze these factors by examining
settlement distributions from the Early, Middle,
and Late Chalcolithic periods.

Elevation and Settlement Distribution
Elevation has always been a determining factor
in human settlement patterns, influencing access
to resources, climate conditions, and agricultural
potential. In the Islamabad Plain, the settlement
distribution across different elevation bands
reveals a preference for lower altitudes. The
study area is divided into six elevation
categories: 1200-1300 m, 1300-1400 m, 1400-1500
m, 1500-1600 m, and 1600-1700 m (Figs. 1, 2, 3).
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Figure 1: Elevation above sea level of Early
Chalcolithic sites.

During the Early Chalcolithic period,
settlements were mainly concentrated in the
eastern part of the plain, ranging in elevation
from 1296 m to 1562 m. The number of
settlements decreases as elevation increases, and
no sites were found above 1600 m. This suggests
that the inhabitants preferred the lower, more
fertile areas suitable for pastoral activities and
early agriculture. In the Middle Chalcolithic
period, settlements became more widely
dispersed across the plain, ranging from 1294 m
to 1725 m. However, the general trend of
decreasing settlement numbers at higher
elevations persisted. Similarly, in the Late
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Chalcolithic period, settlements were distributed
between 1343 m and 1713 m, with only one site
found above 1700 m. These patterns indicate a
continued preference for lower elevations
throughout the Chalcolithic period, reflecting
environmental constraints and
strategies.

subsistence

Figure 2: Elevation above sea level of Middle
Chalcolithic sites.
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Figure 3: Elevation above sea level of Late
Chalcolithic sites.

Proximity to Communication Routes
Transportation and trade networks have

historically played an essential role in shaping
settlement locations. The distribution of
Chalcolithic sites in the Islamabad Plain suggests
a strong correlation between settlements and
ancient communication routes. In the Early
Chalcolithic period, more than 50% of identified
settlements were located within 1 km of known
ancient routes. This suggests that mobility and
trade were significant factors in site selection.
The Middle Chalcolithic period saw a slightly
different pattern, with settlements positioned in
relation to natural passes through the
surrounding mountains.

Only 5 out of 38 identified sites were located
more than 5 km from these primary routes,
indicating that connectivity remained a critical
factor. In the Late Chalcolithic period, 18 out of

30 settlements were within 3 km of established
trade routes. The observed pattern suggests that
proximity to transportation networks continued
to influence settlement decisions as communities
relied on these routes for trade, resource
distribution, and social interactions.

Access to Water Resources

Water availability is one of the most crucial
determinants of settlement sustainability. The
Islamabad Plain is characterized by a network of
permanent and seasonal water sources, which
significantly influenced settlement distribution.
In the Early Chalcolithic period, a classification of
site proximity to water sources revealed that 71%
of settlements were within 500 m of a river. This
highlights the critical role of water access in site
selection, particularly in an era when irrigation
technology was limited. The Middle Chalcolithic
period continued this trend, with most
settlements located near permanent water
sources, though some sites were positioned at
greater distances, possibly relying on now-
vanished springs or seasonal watercourses (Figs.
4, 5, 6). During the Late Chalcolithic period, 15
out of 30 settlements were within 500 m of a
water source, further supporting the hypothesis
that settlements were predominantly established
in locations with reliable water access. However,
a few settlements were situated farther from
known water sources, which could be attributed
to environmental changes, the presence of
ancient wells, or other now-extinct water
management systems.
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Figure 4: Location of Early Chalcolithic sites in
relation to surface water sources.
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Figure 5: Location of Middle Chalcolithic sites in
relation to surface water sources.
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Figure 6: Location of Late Chalcolithic sites in relation
to surface water sources.

Summary

The distribution of Chalcolithic settlements on
the Islamabad Plain reflects a clear preference for
lower elevations, proximity to trade routes, and
access to water resources. These factors
collectively  influenced human habitation
patterns, shaping the economic and social
structures of Chalcolithic communities. The
preference for lower elevations suggests a
reliance on agriculture and pastoralism, which
were more viable in these areas due to favorable
climatic conditions and fertile soils. The strong
correlation between settlements and
communication routes highlights the importance
of trade and mobility in Chalcolithic societies.
Finally, the concentration of settlements near
water sources confirms the fundamental role of
water availability in sustaining human
communities.

The findings of this study contribute to
broader discussions on settlement archaeology in
the Zagros region, emphasizing the interaction
between environmental constraints and human
adaptive strategies. Further research
incorporating paleoenvironmental studies and
GIS-based spatial analyses could provide deeper
insights into the long-term settlement dynamics
of the region.
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Conclusion

Archaeological studies in the Central Zagros,
particularly in the Eslamabad-e Gharb region,
indicate that this area played a crucial role in the
transformations of prehistoric societies due to its
geographical location, natural resources, and
communication routes. From the Chalcolithic
period, permanent settlements, agricultural and
pastoral developments, and extensive trade
networks emerged, establishing significant
interactions with Mesopotamia. The analysis of
regional pottery reveals cultural exchanges
between Mesopotamia and the Zagros, as
evidenced by the presence of ] Ware, Dalma-
Ubaid, and buff ceramics with black motifs,
reflecting the influence of neighboring cultures.

Settlement pattern analyses suggest that
archaeological sites were predominantly located
near water sources and communication routes,
which played a vital role in subsistence strategies
and cultural development. Certain sites, such as
Chogha Gawaneh, provide evidence of long-
term occupation, while shifts in subsistence
patterns during the late Middle Chalcolithic
indicate a decline in some settlements. Extensive
research, including studies by Braidwood, Abdi,
and Razmpoosh, has provided valuable insights
into the region's chronology and cultural
interactions. However, further investigations are
needed to better understand Eslamabad-e
Gharb's role in prehistoric trade and cultural
networks. Given its strategic location along key
communication routes, this region has
consistently been engaged in interactions with
neighboring societies, significantly contributing
to the formation of Iran's prehistoric cultures.
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Historical tombstones are valuable archaeological artifacts that provide
insights into various aspects of past societies. However, no targeted
archaeological survey has yet been conducted to identify and study the
Haft Marqadan cemetery. This study aims to examine the cemetery and
demonstrate that the village of Baghcheh Behi in Bukan County gained
considerable significance from the mid-Qajar period onward. By
analyzing the tombstones of Baghcheh Behi, this research seeks to
explore the beliefs, customs, and traditions of the local population, as
well as the motivations behind the diverse decorative elements carved
by stone artisans. These tombstones, considered a representative
sample, are comparable in both chronology and morphology to other
tombstones found in Mukriyan Kurdistan. The primary objective of
this study is to analyze and assess the subject matter to address key
research questions: What significant cultural and social aspects of their
era are revealed through the literary inscriptions, elaborate motifs, and
structural characteristics of the tombstones at Haft Marqadan? Who
were the prominent individuals buried in this cemetery, and what roles
did they play in the history of Baghcheh Behi and the broader
Mukriyan region? Findings from fieldwork and archival research
indicate that the tombstones of Haft Marqadan reflect the cultural
identity, beliefs, and artistic expressions of Mukriyan society during the
Qajar and Pahlavi periods. Additionally, an examination of the
tombstones and historical records from Baghcheh Behi and its
surroundings —later known as the Faizullah Beigi region —suggests
that, since the reign of Mohammad Shah Qajar, this area held
considerable political and religious significance within Mukriyan.
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Introduction

Archaeological studies across different regions of
the world indicate that death, the afterlife, and
the associated customs and traditions have been
among the most significant concerns of human
societies throughout various cultures and
historical periods (Salimi & Sulhjoo, 2020: 130).
Haft Marqadan Cemetery, located in the village
of Baghcheh Behi in West Azerbaijan Province,
Bukan County, is one of Iran's historical
However, no systematic
investigation or scholarly study has yet been
conducted to document and introduce this site.

cemeteries.

The favorable natural and environmental
Baghcheh  Behi—including
fertile soil, a
temperate climate, diverse flora and fauna, and a
strategic ~ position  connecting = Mukriyan
Kurdistan to the Afshar region—suggest that

conditions  of
abundant water resources,

human habitation in this area dates back to at
least the historical period. During the reign of
Mohammad Shah Qajar (1251-1263 AH) and
concurrently with the rule of Abdullah Khan
(1250-1256 AH) over the province of Mukriyan,
centered in Savajbolagh (present-day Mahabad),
Abdul Rahman Beg, a member of the Mukri tribe
and a scribe closely associated with Abdullah
Khan, during the
assassination of Abbas Agha. During his visit, he

traveled to Tehran
managed to meet Haj Mirza Aghasi, the then-
Prime Minister of Iran. Through this encounter,
Abdul Rahman Beg not only received royal
garments from the central government but also
secured control over the Behi district under a
contractual agreement in exchange for an annual
payment (Sana'i, 2022: 617-1732).

As a result, under pressure from the Mangur
and Dehbokri tribes, Abdul Rahman Beg
purchased the village of Baghcheh along with the
Behi district and relocated his followers there.
With the support of both the central and local
governments, the indigenous inhabitants were
unable to resist his authority. Subsequently, in
addition to Baghcheh, he successfully gained
control over two other significant villages,
Saroqamish and Tikan Tepe. Historical records
and archaeological evidence indicate that Abdul

Rahman Beg’s descendants, including Faizullah
Beg, Sultan Beg, and Ibrahim Beg, contributed to
the development of Baghcheh Behi by
establishing mosques, guesthouses, libraries,
traditional schools known as Qutab Khaneh,
public baths, and carpet-weaving workshops
(Nahid, 1983: 9-13). The manor houses and
historical cemeteries of the region were adorned
with elaborate and luxurious tombstones,
reflecting the wealth and cultural identity of the
community.

Methodology

The data for this study were collected through
both fieldwork and library research, employing a
descriptive, historical, and analytical research
methodology. Due to the presence of moss and
mud, deciphering the inscriptions and
identifying the motifs on the tombstones proved
challenging. To address this issue, the surfaces of
the tombstones were carefully cleaned using a
plastic brush, minimizing the risk of damage.
Additionally, the uniform white color of the
tombstones and motifs made it difficult to
distinguish and document the designs. To
enhance visibility, charcoal was applied to
darken the inscriptions and motifs. By selectively
reapplying
photographic documentation of the tombstones
was achieved, ensuring accurate scaling. The
dimensions, characteristics, and distinctive
features of each tombstone were systematically
recorded in a research notebook. In the next

erasing and charcoal, clearer

phase, the tombstones were categorized based on
their typology
Subsequently, their designs were digitally

and decorative elements.
reconstructed using AutoCAD software. Library
research was conducted by comparing these
tombstones with similar examples and
consulting relevant documents, books, articles,
and other printed materials. One of the primary
challenges encountered in the study was the
rereading of tombstone inscriptions, as many
had suffered significant damage due to
environmental and human factors. Despite these
difficulties, the researchers successfully
reconstructed and reread the inscriptions (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1: Writers cleaning the tombstones of the Haft arqadan cemetery in Baghcheh Bahi (Authors, 2022).

Discussion

Haft Marqadan Cemetery, Bahcheh Behi

Haft Marqadan Cemetery, which continues to
serve as a burial site for the residents of Baghcheh
Behi village, is located approximately 320 meters
south of the village, atop a high hill that offers a
panoramic view of Baghcheh, Saroqamish, Tikan
Tepe, and the full-flowing Zarrineh Rud River.
The cemetery is situated at coordinates ZONE:
385-E.629769.49m - N.4039523.01m and spans an
area of approximately 1.5 hectares. It rises more
than 100 meters above the northern ground level
and is surrounded on all four sides by
agricultural lands.

Despite its historical significance, no
comprehensive study has been conducted on the
Baghcheh Behi cemetery. Afkhami briefly
referenced the site by including an image of the
tombstone of Misbah Aldiwan Adab in The
History of Mukriyan Culture and the Literature of
Bukan (Afkhami, 1985: 431). However, no traces
of the original structure of the cemetery remain
today. Abbas Ayubi documented the burial of
nine religious figures from Behi, Bukan, and
Mukriyan in this cemetery, though apart from
the tombstone of Ganjali Beg, no other
tombstones have survived (Ayubi, 2015: 35-36).
Additionally, Salimi and Mollashahi have made
brief references to this cemetery in their research
(Salimi & Mollashahi, 2022: 54-82).

Like other cemeteries in Kurdistan, Haft
Marqadan Cemetery is held in high esteem by the
local community. However, due to the absence of
livestock grazing, dense vegetation has
accumulated over the years, making it difficult to
study and examine the tombstones—many of
which have been broken and left scattered on the
ground for decades. Various plants, including
six-leafed species and weather-resistant almond
trees, have been planted throughout the area.

At the highest point of the cemetery, a
limestone rubble fence encloses an area of 130 m?,
marking the graves of several prominent
individuals, including Misbah Aldiwan Adab,
Ganjali Khan, Saeed Khan Adhami, Khalifa
Mulla Muhammad Amin Armeni Blaghi, Mulla
Abdul Wahab Khalifazada, and Khalifa Sheikh
Qayum Savijbolaghi (Afkhami, 1985: 415, 431-652;
Ayubi, 2015: 35-36). The presence of these graves
highlights the social and religious status of these
figures in the society of Baghcheh Behi and
Mukriyan Kurdistan at the time.

Additionally, in the designated area, wooden
shrines adorned with green cloths can be seen,
symbolizing the spiritual and ritualistic
significance of those buried in this section of the
cemetery. The name Haft Marqadan likely refers
to seven religious figures, though little is known
about them today (Fig. 2).
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Figure 2: View of almond trees, wooden shrines, the stone boundary at the top of the cemetery, and other
tombstones of the Seven Marqadan (Authors, 2022).

Typology of tombstones

In the burial customs of Mukriyan Kurdistan in
the distant past, each grave traditionally featured
three tombstones: two vertical stones on either
side, known as Kil, which marked the boundaries
of the grave, and a horizontal tombstone called
Tat (Samadi, 2017: 159). However, due to
environmental factors—such as the annual
of vegetation—and human
interventions, including the removal of older
tombstones and their replacement with newer
ones during recent renovations, many original
tombstones have been either destroyed or buried

accumulation

i

Figure 3: View of the raised altar tombst

underground. The tombstones in Haft Marqadan
Cemetery in Baghcheh Behi belong to the raised
altar type, exhibiting variations in height and
thickness.

Chronologically and morphologically, these
tombstones are comparable to other stone graves
found in Mukriyan Kurdistan, including those in
Turjan (Saqqez) and Pirbadin (Bukan). In the
Sorani dialect of Kurdish spoken in the region,
these tombstones are referred to as Kil. Based on
their stylistic features and inscriptions, they are
associated with the Qajar and early Pahlavi
periods (Fig. 3).

ol SN |

ones in the Baghche Behi Ceetery in Bukan Cduﬁty (Authors, 2022).
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The arrangement of tombstones

On the tombstones of Haft Marqadan Cemetery
in Baghcheh Behi, only two types of elements are
discernible: geometric patterns and inscriptions
identifying the deceased. These features are
likely reflective of the religious beliefs and
worldview of the people of Baghcheh Behi.

Geometric patterns

Geometric patterns are the most common
decorative motifs found on the historical
tombstones of Haft Marqadan Cemetery in
Baghcheh Behi. These patterns, along with their
variations, are classified as the second major
category of Islamic art motifs. The geometric
designs, characterized by their harmony and
sense of unity, complement the spiritual themes
of the inscriptions, collectively conveying

Figure 4: Geometric arrays of tombstones in the Haft Marqadan cemetery in Baghche Behi, Bukan County

profound moral and spiritual messages. These
motifs not only resonate with the viewer’s soul
and intellect but also form aesthetically
significant compositions (Frost, 2006: 25).

The geometric patterns adorning the
tombstones primarily take the forms of circles,
squares, triangles, and rectangles. Orientalists
have interpreted the intricately interwoven
polygons as a mystical representation of
Supreme Beauty, inspiring contemplation on
existence and divine attraction (Mehrdad, 2014:
173).

In the tombstones of Baghcheh Cemetery,
various geometric motifs can be observed,
including circles, squares, rectangles, cross-

shaped lines, interwoven designs, raised circular
elements, decorative frames, and altar-shaped
bergamots (Fig. 4).

(Authors, 2022).

Inscriptions

Inscriptions are among the most prominent
decorative elements found on the tombstones of
Haft Marqadan Cemetery in Baghcheh Behi.
These inscriptions are enclosed within squares,
rectangles, triangles, and altar-shaped frames.
The content of the inscriptions typically includes

the name and introduction of the deceased, the
year of death, advisory and reflective verses,
Quranic excerpts in Nastaliq script, and poetry
from renowned Iranian and Mukriyan poets.
Collectively, these inscriptions serve as both
commemorative and didactic elements, offering
spiritual and moral reflections (Fig. 5).
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Figure 5: Inscriptional arrays of tombstones in the Haft Marqad

Conclusion

Haft Marqadan Cemetery in Baghcheh is one of
the historical cemeteries of Bukan, distinguished
by its unique tombstones. Despite its historical
significance, no dedicated study has been
conducted on this site, and it has largely been
overlooked in the archaeological research of the
region. Covering an area of approximately 1.5
hectares, the cemetery remains in use by the
residents of Baghcheh Behi.

In this study, the authors examined 22
tombstones  belonging to 15 deceased
individuals, of whom the identities of six are
known —five male and one female. In the highest
section of Haft Marqadan Cemetery, a limestone
rubble enclosure has been constructed around
the graves of notable figures such as Misbah
Aldiwan Adab and Ganjali Beg. These
individuals were influential regional officials,
while Khalifa Mulla Muhammad Amin Ayubi
was a prominent religious leader in the
Mukriyan community. All three held significant
social standing within the governmental and
regional structures of the Qajar and Pahlavi
periods. Geometric motifs are the predominant
decorative elements on the tombstones of Haft
Marqadan Cemetery. Due to its strong Iranian
cultural identity, the Nastaliq script was
exclusively used by the stone carvers of
Baghcheh Behi to inscribe the names and details
of the deceased. The tombstones feature intricate
designs across three distinct sections: the head,
the central text, and the margins. Stone carvers
adorned these areas with elaborate decorative

an cemetery in Baghche Behi (Authors, 2022).
frames and calligraphic embellishments,
incorporating verses from great Iranian poets
such as Saadi and Nezami Ganjavi, as well as
Quranic excerpts from Surahs Al-Infitar, Al-
Takwir, and Al-Ankabut. These elements, enriched
by the influence of local libraries, contributed to
the artistic and literary sophistication of the
inscriptions.

Overall, based on the study of historical
tombstones and written records, it can be
concluded that the presence of graves belonging
to both ordinary individuals and people of
varying
distinctions in Baghcheh Behi society during the
Qajar and Pahlavi periods. Additionally, the
presence of the tombs of the Faizullah Beigi
family, regional officials, and religious figures
further underscores the historical and social
significance of the cemetery during these eras.

social statuses reflects the class
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The central region of Tafresh is a mountainous area enclosed by high
peaks. Situated along the north-south highway that runs along the edge
of Iran’s central desert, this area has held strategic importance
throughout different historical periods. During the Sassanid period,
Tafresh was part of the Jebal province, serving as a key transit point for
roads connecting southern, southwestern, and western Iran to the
northern and northeastern regions. Due to its rugged, mountainous
terrain, the area was relatively secure, making it a suitable location for
settlements and fortifications. To safeguard trade and travel routes,
numerous forts were constructed during this time. Archaeological
surveys in Tafresh have identified 35 settlements from the Sassanid
period, primarily located along major routes and the banks of the Qara
Chay River. The study of surface pottery and architectural remains
from these sites suggests that Tafresh maintained cultural connections
with regions in the south, southwest, north, northwest, and northeast.
This article first examines the significance of archaeological surveys as
an effective tool for reconstructing the historical background of Tafresh
County. It then analyzes the identified sites, focusing on pottery finds
and architectural evidence to shed light on the region’s historical
development.
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Introduction

Tafresh County is a small plain surrounded by
high mountains on all sides, forming a natural
fortress accessible only through the Khanak,
Gypsy, and Silver paths. To the north, it is
bordered by the Black Mountains of the Kaburan
range; to the east, by the Stir and Sarkhan
Mountains; to the south, by the Noqra Kamar
and Kolaha ranges; and to the west, by the Rafsa,
Do Bradaran, Amjak, and Gavan Mountains. No
major rivers flow through this region except for
the Qara Chay River, which serves as the primary
source of the Qomrud.

Given Tafresh's strategic location near the
main highways of the Iranian plateau and the
necessity of safeguarding these routes, numerous
castles were constructed in the area. Among
them, one of the most significant is Tos-i Nowzar,
which contains archaeological remains spanning
from the Parthian period to the end of the Ismaili
rule, up until the Mongol invasion (Fig. 1).

Methodology

During the survey of Tafresh County, more than
100 archaeological sites from various periods
were identified. Among them, Tos-i Nowzar
Castle was selected for detailed examination due
to its strategic location, architectural features,
and surface artifacts. In addition to the
comprehensive sampling of all sections, a re-

Tos i Nowzar Castle
Historical and Islamic

@ AliNourallahi ©5
*

sites of Tafresh
0 5 10 25km
[— - E— S—

Figure 1: Tafresh County and Tos-i Nowzar fortress and Historical sites (Author, 2022).

examination was conducted within a one-
kilometer radius. This study is based on a
combination of fieldwork and library research.

Discussion

Tos-i Nowzar Castle
Tos-i Nowzar Castle is situated on a rocky
outcrop in the middle of the Barf Chal Valley,
north of Tafresh County. The valley runs in a
north-south direction within the mountainous
village of Kharazan-i Tafresh, along the Tafresh-
Saveh road. The castle is located approximately 2
km southwest of Kharazan village and about 5.5
km northeast of Tafresh.

The castle is built upon a black volcanic rock
formation. The valley in the center of Tos-i
Nowzar Castle is known for its snowy conditions
and is positioned to the right of the asphalt road
that passes through Kharazan Mountain, which
follows an ancient route. Access to the castle is
possible via this road (Fig. 2).

Tos-i Nowzar Castle extends approximately
300 meters from east to west and 600 meters from
north to south. The highest point of the castle
rises about 80 meters above the valley floor. The
volcanic cliff itself is 60 meters high, while the
main constructed area, which contains various
installations,

structures and measures

approximately 130 meters in length and 65
meters in width.
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BPss

Figure 2: Full view of the Tos-i Nowzar Castle and sﬁrroﬁndings (Authof; 2022).
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Figure 3: Northern view of Tepe Dinar (Authors, 2022).
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The castle consists of two main sections: the
citadel, which is situated on the upper part of the
rocky outcrop and is difficult to access. This
section, where the main citadel is built, comprises
numerous rooms constructed using rubble,
plaster, and bricks. Due to the limited available
surface area, the architecture is compact,
requiring builders to first level the sloped rock
before constructing the desired spaces.

In the southern section, several rectangular
water reservoirs have been carved into the rocky
bed in a north-south direction. The inner walls of
these reservoirs are coated with a layer of Saroj (a
traditional ~ waterproofing  material)  for
insulation, and their upper edges are reinforced
with Saroj and stone rubble. Based on
archaeological evidence, some of these reservoirs
are believed to date back to the early construction
phase of the castle, specifically the Parthian and
Sasanian periods (Kiani, 1982; Keall & Keall,
1981). While there is no definitive evidence
regarding the roofing of these reservoirs, it is
speculated that they were covered with brick
arches, and residential spaces were built above
them. These areas were accessible via staircases
leading down to the reservoirs, and it is possible
that a network of pipes once distributed water
from these tanks to other sections of the castle,
including the bathhouse.

As for the water supply system, ceramic pipes
(Tanbusheh) found in the lower sections indicate
that water was sourced from springs located at a
higher elevation than the fortress (Fig. 3). It is
believed that water was transported to the castle
using camels.

In the northern section, or the "nose" of the
citadel, remnants of small and compact rooms
have been found. These structures, made from
crushed stone and plaster, were built directly
onto the rock and are referred to by locals as the
prison. The citadel also contained spaces that
served a ceremonial or noble function, as
evidenced by decorative elements such as
cruciform, octagonal, square, and star-patterned
luster tiles (Mason, 1977; Watson, 1977, 1994).
These spaces likely included halls, rooms, and
bathhouses, though no significant remains of
them exist today.

Access to the upper citadel was facilitated by
two pathways, where castle builders constructed
staircases of rubble and bricks bonded with half-

cracked plaster mortar. These staircases, located
in the eastern and southwestern sections of the
rock, are believed to have originally been covered
with curved arches. Additionally, a secret
corridor on the western slope of the rock suggests
that these pathways were once enclosed for
added security.

To further fortify the citadel, an outer
defensive wall—measuring 1.5 to 2 meters
thick—was constructed along the
overlooking  the

rock’s
perimeter, surrounding
landscape. Guard towers were strategically
placed at certain points. Additionally, other
vulnerable sections of the rock were reinforced
with crushed stone and plaster mortar, rendering
them impenetrable. Today, only the rocky
foundation of the citadel remains, though
evidence suggests that it once had multiple floors
connected by staircases and corridors.

Architecturally, Tos-i Nowzar Castle exhibits
key engineering and construction features
characteristic of Ismaili fortresses. It bears
notable similarities to Gardkuh Castle in
Damghan, Nowzer Shah Castle in Qazvin, and
Qiz Qala (or Dokhtar Castle), which was
constructed atop a high rock at the southern edge
of the Saveh Plain, where significant ruins still
stand today.

Tos-i Nowzar Castle was historically
connected to Qiz Qala via a route passing
through Khanak village and Jalayr Qala, linking
it to Saveh, Ave, Qom, Ray, and other
surrounding cities.

The second section of the castle includes the
lower slopes and the outer rocky inclines. Most
of the architectural remains in this area are
concentrated on the southern, southeastern, and
western slopes of the rock. These structures
primarily housed ordinary residents, guards,
and craftsmen who lived and worked within the
castle.

The buildings in this section were constructed
using dry-stone masonry, possibly with mud
mortar, and were covered with brick roofs. In the
southwestern part of this area, a corridor with
stone walls and a curved brick arch has been
discovered. This passage is believed to have
served as a secret route used by high-ranking
residents of the citadel (Figs. 4, 5). Additionally,
a well carved into the rock was used for water
storage.
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All these spaces were protected by a stone
wall and rampart reinforced with mud mortar.
However, due to natural erosion and the passage
of time, much of the area has been covered by
soil, making it difficult to determine the exact
locations of entrances and pathways.

This section also contained industrial

workshops, including blacksmithing, metal

~ad 2

Figure 3: Water Source in citadel of T

Barse . SR -
os-i Nowzar Castle (Author, 2022).

foundries, and pottery production. Kilns and
brick-making facilities were identified outside
the walls of the lower part of the valley,
specifically to the south and southeast of Tos-i
Nowzar Castle (Trinkaus, 1981, 1986; Bahrami,
1988; Ricciardi, 1970; Lecomte, 1987; Priestman,
2013; Kennt, 2004; Wilson, 1963; Wilkinson, 1973;
Whitcomb, 1985) (Fig. 6).

Figure 4: Secret corridor entrance on the western slopes of Tos-i Nowzar (Author, 2022).
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Figure 5: Secret corridor in the western slope of Tos-i Nowzar Castle (Author, 2022).
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Figure 6: Islamic pottery of Tos-i Nowzar castle (Author, 2022).

Conclusion

Archaeological evidence suggests that Tos-i
Nowzar Castle was originally founded during
the Parthian period and remained in use
throughout the Sassanid era. In the central region
of Tafresh County, numerous sites and villages
containing characteristic pottery from these
periods have been identified and studied.
Following the collapse of the Sassanid Dynasty,
the region continued to thrive. Due to its rugged
natural landscape, Tafresh became a strategic
refuge for dissidents and opposition groups,
including the Ismailis, who established multiple
castles in and around the area.

One notable example is Dokhtar Saveh Castle.
Additionally, Tos-i Nowzar Castle appears to
have functioned as a key link between Ismaili
fortresses in Isfahan and the Arjan region,
connecting them to Saveh, Qazvin, and other
Ismaili strongholds in Qomes, Qahestan, and the
Alborz Mountains. With the Mongol invasion,
the region suffered extensive destruction. Tos-i
Nowzar Castle, believed to have served as an
Ismaili stronghold during this period, was
ultimately destroyed. Historical records indicate
that, following the Mongol attack, only 13
settlements in Tafresh remained intact.
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heritage, archaeological research in this area has been limited, and there
is a need for coherent archaeological studies. To complete the
archaeological knowledge of the region, an archaeological survey was
conducted by the author in 2017 to identify and document Islamic era
sites in the southern part of Namin County. The current study presents
the preliminary results of this research and seeks to answer the
following questions: 1- What was the most important factor in the
formation of Islamic era sites in Namin County? 2- What was the
pattern of settlement distribution in Islamic era Namin County? To
answer these questions, field investigation and library research
methods were employed. Additionally, GIS software was used to
analyze cultural data and settlement patterns. The findings of the
research show that settlement areas, in addition to being influenced by
geographical factors, were also impacted by key factors such as political
and security conditions and a suitable livelihood economy. During the
Islamic era, with the increase of small enclosures and the emergence of
large central enclosures, these enclosures became connected through
hierarchical structures and various types of models.

Citation: Behshid, B. (2025). Archaeological Investigation and Analysis of the Settlement Patterns of Middle Islamic
Sites in Namin County, Ardabil. Payam-e Bastanshenas, 16(31), 147-156. (In Persian)

https:/ /doi.org/10.83078 / peb.2024.1101044
© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Payam-e Bastanshenas


https://peb.abhar.iau.ir/
https://doi.org/10.83078/peb.2024.1101044

Behshid, B. (2025). Payam-e Bastanshenas, 16(31)

Introduction

Namin County is located in the eastern part of
the northwestern region of Iran. Despite its rich
cultural heritage, very limited archaeological
research has been conducted in this area. This
lack of studies has resulted in an incomplete
understanding within the scientific community
regarding the cultural periods, their sequence,
and the settlement patterns of its sites. Therefore,
to gain a comprehensive understanding of the
region's cultural status and site distribution,
systematic archaeological surveys are necessary
to identify cultural periods and their chronology.

Humans have significantly influenced their
surrounding ecosystems, becoming an integral
part of them and adapting accordingly. To
understand ~ human  characteristics  and
behaviors, it is essential to analyze the
environment and the factors affecting it.

Accordingly, in 2016, an archaeological
survey, followed by a research investigation in
2018, was conducted in Namin County with the
aim of identifying Islamic-era sites. This research
not only documented  comprehensive
preliminary data for each site but also utilized
GIS software to analyze geographical factors
influencing the formation, development, and
even collapse of these sites. The necessity of such
research becomes evident considering that
archaeological knowledge of Namin County has
largely relied on the findings of Jacques de
Morgan, a French archaeologist (Khalatbari,
2008: 54). While his excavations provided a
relative understanding of the region’s burial
sites, the northeastern part of northwestern Iran
has held significant importance across different
cultural periods, necessitating independent
studies for each period.

De Morgan’s surveys in the late 19th century
aimed to identify and excavate megalithic tombs
in the Talesh and eastern Ardabil regions,
marking the first archaeological activities in
Ardabil Province and Namin County
(Khalatbari, 2008: 54; De Morgan, 1905: 127). His
excavations in Iranian and Russian Talesh, as
well as around Namin, led to the discovery of
artifacts dating from the second half of the
second millennium BCE to the early first
millennium BCE (Iron Age) (Alizadeh, 2016;
Alizadeh et al, 2018: 225). Additionally,
preliminary archaeological surveys of Ardabil
Province, conducted by the Cultural Heritage
Administration in 1974, 1999, and 2003,

identified and registered a limited number of

prehistoric, historical, and Islamic-era sites.

Further, a survey in northern Namin County, led

by Mohammad Alizadeh in the autumn of 2015,

documented and registered 175 sites spanning

prehistoric, historical, and Islamic periods.

Moreover, the author’s investigative survey in

2018 in the southern part (Vilkeij) of Namin

County identified 30 Islamic sites as part of a

doctoral dissertation project. These studies

represent some of the most significant field and
research efforts on Islamic and earlier sites in

Namin County.

Unlike other periods, archaeological studies of
the Islamic era in Ardabil Province have received
considerably less attention and suffer from
fundamental shortcomings. Knowledge of this
period is mainly derived from studies at sites
such as Jomeh Mosque in Ardabil (Yousefi, 2019),
Oltan Qalehsi in Moghan (Alizadeh, 2007),
Barzend Qalehsi in Germi (Mohammadi, 2018),
Yel Sui in Engut (Tahmasebi, 2019), Alajogh
Fortress in Engut (Mohammadi, 2019), and Ojagh
Artavil Tair (Sattarnezhad, 2021).

A critical review of these studies reveals that
no comprehensive research has yet been
conducted on the Islamic-era sites of Namin
County. This study aims to address two key
questions:

1. What were the primary factors influencing the
formation of Islamic-era sites in Namin
County?

2. What was the settlement pattern of Islamic-
era sites in Namin County?

Methodology

The present research has been conducted using
field surveys and library studies. In the field
survey, surface investigations of Islamic-era sites
were carried out, during which diagnostic
pottery sherds from each site were collected.
Additionally, the dimensions of settlement sites,
geographical factors, and site characteristics
were recorded, followed by site documentation.
Subsequently, based on comparative-analytical
studies of the findings and pottery sherds and
their comparison with contemporary diagnostic
ceramics from key reference sites, cultural data
were analyzed, and a relative chronology for
each site was established. Furthermore, ArcGIS
software was employed to analyze settlement
site distribution patterns, and zoning maps
depicting geographical attributes alongside



Behshid, B. (2025). Payam-e Bastanshenas, 16(31)

settlement site distribution were designed and
drawn.

Discussion
Environmental Factors Influencing Settlements
Namin County is located in the east of Ardabil
Province, in the easternmost part of Azerbaijan,
Iran (Fig. 1). It borders Gilan Province to the east,
the Republic of Azerbaijan to the north, Ardabil
County to the west, and Khalkhal County to the
south. Geographically, it lies between two
distinct climatic zones: the humid and temperate
Caspian coastal climate and the cold,
mountainous climate of Sabalan (Khamachi,
1991: 506).

The Astara-Heyran-Ardabil route (Heyran
Pass) serves as a major communication axis
connecting northern Iran to Azerbaijan, passing

through this county and historically being one of
the most significant transportation routes
(Yousefi & Haqi, 2014: 3).

County
approximately 2,000 square kilometers and has a

Namin covers an area of
population of nearly 100,000 people. It is divided
into three districts: Central, Anbaran, and Vilkij.
Additionally, the county comprises more than
100 villages (Statistical Yearbook of the Province,
2020: 173). From a geographical perspective, the
region can be divided into two parts: the eastern
and northeastern sections, which are entirely
mountainous and forested, and the western and
southwestern sections, which are relatively flat
and consist of plains. The Talesh (Baghru)
Mountains, located in the east of the county,
serve as a natural border with Gilan Province
(Erfani Namin, 2010: 27).

fran P S S

Ardabil PR DT S — Namin

Figure 1: The location of Namin County on the map of Iran and the distribution of its settlements (Author, 2024).

Islamic Period Sites in Namin County

In the 2015 archaeological survey conducted in
the central and Anbaran districts of Namin
County, led by Dr. Mohammad Alizadeh (with
the author serving as deputy and a research team
member under his written permission), a total of
105 Islamic-period sites were identified
(Alizadeh, 2016: 891).

This survey was conducted to analyze
settlement patterns and relative chronology.
Additionally, during the author's investigative
research from 2017 onward, besides re-
examining key sites in the northern part of the

province to collect more cultural materials and
ceramic fragments, another 30 Islamic-period
sites from the Middle Islamic centuries were
identified and documented in the southern part
of Namin County (Vilkej district). For the
documentation of these sites, various data were
recorded, including site size, elevation, surface
cultural materials, site degradation, and
geographical and environmental factors such as
access to water sources, distance from
communication routes, pastures, surrounding
lands, elevation above sea level, slope, and soil
composition.
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The chronological framework of each site was
primarily based on ceramic typology and
comparative analysis. Ceramic fragments from
each site were studied based on variables such as
form, glaze color, and decoration, and were
compared with well-dated ceramics from other
sites in Ardabil and beyond. The identified sites
mostly date to the Middle Islamic centuries
(Seljuk and Ilkhanid) and the Safavid period. The
studied sites share common characteristics,
including:

1. They are generally located near present-day
villages.

2. They are well known
communities.

3. They bear names such as Kharabeh Yeri,

Ochugq Yer, and Qaleh Yeri.

The distribution of these sites is influenced by
geographical and political factors, with
settlement

among local

patterns dependent on these

variables.

Environmental Factors Influencing Settlements
and density of
archaeological settlements are shaped by both
environmental and historical factors. Among
environmental influences, high elevation, natural
routes leading to plains, and the presence of
mountain pastures for seasonal transhumance
were key factors in shaping nomadic
communities (Tayefe-Ghahremani et al., 2019:
82).

The proximity to rivers was a crucial factor in
settlement formation, as water sources
contributed to fertile soil through river deposits
rich in minerals, ensuring sufficient moisture and
vegetation for both livestock herding and
agriculture (Provincial Statistical Yearbook, 2020:

The formation, type,

174) (Fig. 2). The region's vegetation cover
provides ample resources for farming and
grazing, with richer vegetation leading to a
higher concentration of settlements (Yousefi &
Haqi, 2014: 66-67). Due to Namin's
intermountain and Caspian-border climate, its
diverse elevation levels support a variety of plant
species, ranging from oak, hazelnut, and medlar
trees in forested areas to grasslands (Provincial
Statistical Yearbook, 2020: 175).

Soil composition also significantly influences
the density and speed of plant growth and plays
a key role in settlement formation. Soil quality
affects not only agriculture but also serves as a
construction material for dwellings. More fertile

and mineral-rich soils tend to attract more
temporary and  permanent  settlements
(Provincial Statistical Yearbook, 2020: 177).

The elevation of the land plays a crucial role in
moisture retention and the creation of
microclimates. Different landforms—such as
valleys, plains, hills, and fortresses —are shaped
by varying elevations, which, in turn, influence
vegetation patterns and settlement structures
(Provincial Statistical Yearbook, 2020: 178).

Geomorphology, the study of landform
structures, examines the composition of
landscapes and classifies different landforms
systematically (Mahmoudi, 2004: 46). Slope
inclination affects the absorption of rain and
snowmelt, influencing vegetation growth and
attracting pastoral and nomadic communities. It
also contributes to the formation of fertile lands
for agriculture and livestock grazing (Yousefi &
Hagqi, 2014: 60).

Slope orientation, the direction of maximum
slope variation (Ramesht, 2010: 35), is also a
critical factor in settlement choice. Different
orientations provide varying degrees of sunlight
exposure, flood protection, and wind shelter.
Since ancient times, optimal slope inclination and
orientation were crucial factors in selecting sites
for both temporary and permanent settlements

(Tayefe-Ghahremani et al., 2019: 74) (Fig. 2).

Political Agency and Secure Communication
Route

Government stability and security are among the
key human factors influencing settlement
patterns and habitat models in the medieval
Islamic period. The best way to understand this
issue is by examining the structural nature of
settlements and  their  distance  from
communication routes. This study investigates
the correlation between  proximity to
communication routes and the number of
permanent and temporary settlements, shedding
light on the influence of this factor on the
formation of archaeological sites.

Before Islam, the region of Namin saw the
presence of various ethnic groups. According to
De Morgan, the early inhabitants of Namin,
Astara, and the Caspian Sea region had close ties
in terms of architecture and culture (De Morgan,
1905: 127). Groups such as the "Cassi" and
"Kadusians," whose presence is confirmed by
dolmens and large stone circles, are part of this
history.
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The Kadusians, later referred to as
"Kadusians" and "Caspian" by the "Gels," were
closely related to the Gutians and Cassians
(Diakonov, 2002: 35; Erfani Namin, 2010: 41). The
territory of the Kadusians extended from the
western shores of the Sefidrud River to the Kura

and Aras rivers, including mountainous, hard-to-

reach regions (Abdoli, 1999: 31). The Cassians
also migrated from northern lands and the
Caucasus to the western shores of the Caspian
Sea, eventually settling in regions such as Talesh,
Ardabil, and the Caspian coast. Like the
Kadusians, they placed great importance on
horse breeding (Ghirshman, 1985: 55).
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Figure 2: Distribution map of settlement sites in relation to environmental factors (Author, 2024).
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Until the arrival of the Arabs in Azerbaijan,
the people of Namin remained adherents of
Zoroastrianism. Yaqoubi provides a Dbetter
description of the local population: “The
inhabitants of cities and provinces in Azerbaijan
are from the ancient ‘Ajams,” namely ‘Azariyah’
and ‘Javadaniyah™ (Baladhuri, 1985: 85 -
Yaqoubi, 2010: 245- Tabari, 1989: 1981). Despite
the persistence of Zoroastrian temples, the
favorable climate and agricultural potential
gradually led to the region’s conquest by the
Arabs. During the early Islamic centuries,
multiple national-religious movements occurred
against Arab rule in Azerbaijan and the Namin-
Talesh region (Mostofi, 2002: 78).

Following the decline of these movements, in
the middle of the third century AH, the Sajids
took power, and in the fourth century AH, the
Salarians, followed by the Seljuks in the fifth
century, ruled over Ardabil, Azerbaijan, and
Arran (Boyle, 2006). Amir Yaqoubi, nephew of
Toghril, ruled for a time in Azerbaijan and
Ardabil (Ashtiani, 2001: 273).

During the reign of Malik Shah, Malik
Jamshid ruled the regions of Ardabil, Talesh, and
Vilkij (Erfani, 2010: 64). During the reign of
Ghazan Khan, Alishah, a relative of his, ruled
Vilkij and Astara (Ibid: 67). In the late 8th and
early 9th centuries, Timur passed through the
region while marching toward Georgia (Brioun,
2018: 166). The ancestors of the Safavids,
including Firuz Shah Zarin-Kolah, were
appointed as governors around Gilan and
Ardabil, and they played a significant role in the
region’s religious and cultural guidance (Khonji,
2003: 257). The influence of political and climatic
conditions shaped settlement patterns during
various Islamic dynasties. After the Treaty of
Turkmenchay and the partition of Talesh
between Russia and Iran, local tribal powers
gradually declined, signaling the eventual end of
this period. The preference for settlement in areas
with  high  concealment and  secure
communication routes reflects the region’s
history of warfare and instability.

Summary

This study addresses the following research
questions:

1- What was the main factor in the formation of
medieval Islamic settlements in Namin?

2- How did the settlement pattern of the Islamic
period in Namin evolve?

The results indicate that settlement sites were
influenced not only by geographic factors but
also by political stability, security, and economic
conditions. The emergence of both nomadic
settlements and large central sites shows the
intricate relationship between settlements and
hierarchical structures.

This study categorizes four types of
archaeological sites based on size and
significance, ranging from central permanent
settlements to temporary nomadic ones. Using
GIS mapping, the research reveals the
distribution of smaller settlements in relation to
larger, more permanent ones. The settlement
pattern reflects ancient communication routes
connecting the southwestern region to the east
and northeast, illustrating the defensive and

economic dynamics of these areas (Fig. 3).
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Figure 3: Distribution map and relationship of
temporary settlement sites in relation to larger and
permanent central sites (Author, 2024).

Conclusion
In the Medieval Islamic centuries, we witnessed
the emergence of large central settlements and a
significant increase in temporary settlements.
Most of the smaller and temporary settlements
are scattered around the permanent sites,
indicating  their

distance from sedentary



Behshid, B. (2025). Payam-e Bastanshenas, 16(31)

communities and their semi-nomadic status. This
situation also reflects their economic dependency
on these central settlements and their limited
settlement choices based on a few environmental
factors, such as access to sufficient water
resources and grazing vegetation for their
livestock. These settlements are mostly located in
the central plains, foothills of low mountains, and
along rivers in the eastern and northeastern parts
of the county. In contrast, permanent and central
settlements are primarily concentrated in the
northwest, west, and south (far from
communication routes and near water springs
rather than rivers).

The concentration of some sites in the foothills
rather than alluvial plains may be due to the need
for security against natural and human threats or
due to difficulties in identifying all buried
settlements in the alluvial plains. The southern
and western parts of the county, in addition to
their nomadic structure and seasonal migration
along rivers and oases, also feature sedentary
agricultural settlements. These areas, with a large
volume of irrigated and rainfed land, continue
the nomadic lifestyle and choose locations on flat,
elevated hills rather than the surrounding
alluvial and marshy plains.

Nomads spent their winters in the plains and
forests, even in the fertile alluvial and southern
regions of the county. In summer, they migrated
through river routes to the higher pastures in the
northeastern and eastern parts and even to the
southeastern pastures and the Caspian coast. The
connection of these temporary sites with larger,
permanent central settlements was facilitated
through intermediate and smaller settlements.
The exchange of goods, provision of services, and
security were maintained by living in close
proximity to one another, often in a clustered or
chain-like formation.
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