Payam-e Bastanshenas, 15(29), 99-114

Islamic Azad University, Abhar Branch, Iran

Payam-e Bastanshenas
Archaeologist's Message

Journal homepage: https://peb.abhar.iau.ir/

Print ISSN: 2008-4285

Online ISSN: 2980-9886

Findings of the Sassanid Period from the Excavations of the Eastern
Side of the Urmia Grand Mosque

Haamid Norasi 1, Samer Nazari 1, Leila Gargary 2, Behnam Ghanbari 2, Abbas Bavarsaei 2

1 Ph.D. Student in Archaeology, Department of Archaeology, Faculty of Literature and Humanities, University of Tehran,
Tehran, Iran. Corresponding author: hamidnorasi@yahoo.com

2 M.A. in Archaeology, Department of Archaeology, Islamic Azad University, Abhar Branch, Abhar, Iran.

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Article history:

Received 06 November 2023
Revised 18 November 2023
Accepted 06 December 2023
Published 21 January 2024

Keywords:

Urmia Grand Mosque
Archaeological excavation
Sassanid period

Urmia City, the capital of West Azerbaijan Province in northwestern
Iran, holds a rich historical background with numerous Islamic era
structures. Despite this, the historical-cultural evidence in Urmia has
been less studied due to its location beneath urban and residential
buildings. In 2017, due to the digging operation for the restoration
and organization of the eastern side of the Urmia Grand Mosque,
evidence of evidence of architectural structures and cultural artifacts
was obtained. However, disputes led to the suspension of the
restoration operation. Subsequently, in 2019, archaeological
excavations were initiated to identify architectural remnants and
understand the site's cultural layers. Aligning with the excavation's
objectives and the General Department of Cultural Heritage's goal to
establish a museum site, two trenches were excavated. Notably,
evidence of cultural materials from the Sassanid period beneath
Islamic-era structures was uncovered. This paper, while studying and
relative chronology of cultural findings of the Urmia Grand Mosque,
compares them with findings of Sassanid sites in western Iran. The
data of this research has been collected by documentary and field
methods, and this study has been carried out by descriptive-
analytical approach.
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Introduction

The Urmia Grand Mosque holds great
significance as one of the oldest Islamic
buildings in Urmia, Iran. It has undergone
various expansions and restoration projects
throughout history. The initial construction of
the mosque is believed to date back to the Seljuk
period during the 4th and 5th centuries AH
(10th - 11th centuries AD). In 2017, digging in the
eastern part of the Urmia Grand Mosque led to
the destruction of layers and cultural artifacts
from different eras. To better understand the
architecture and cultural materials of the
Islamic era, in 2019, two trenches were
excavated each measuring 5 x 5 m. During these
excavations, artifacts from various periods
were uncovered. Cultural materials discovered
belonging to the Ilkhanid and Seljuk periods,
provide valuable insight into the historical and
architectural contexts of these periods.
Additionally, a layer associated with the
Sassanid period was identified, along with
cultural findings such as pottery and glass
pieces. The Sassanid cultural artifacts are
comparable to similar examples found in
contemporary sites in western Iran. This
discovery sheds light on the historical and
cultural connections between Urmia and other
regions during the Sassanid era. The
archaeological excavations at the Urmia Grand
Mosque allow researchers to delve further into
the rich history of the site and gain a better
understanding of the Islamic era, as well as the
Sassanid period. These findings contribute to
the preservation and documentation of Urmia's
cultural heritage and its significance within the
wider Islamic architectural and historical
landscape. The research seeks to answer these
questions: (1) What periods do the findings
from the excavations of the eastern side of the
Urmia Grand Mosque belong to? (2) The
cultural findings of this site are comparable
with the findings of which sites?

Methodology

The information for this study was gathered
using both documentary and field methods,
employing a descriptive-analytical approach

for the overall research process. Initially, the
findings were collected by the field method,
then  documented, photographed, and
technically designed. In the following, they
were compared with other prominent and
neighboring sites belonging to the Sassanid
period, through documentary investigations.

Discussion

The third season of archaeological excavations
Digging in the eastern side of the Urmia Grand
Mosque led to the discovery of historical
architectural evidence, which necessitated
archaeological excavations. Therefore, two
trenches A and B with dimensions of 5 x 5 m
were excavated in this place. The exploration
aimed to understand more accurately cultural
deposits and architectural structures related to
the main space of the mosque. Most of the
cultural findings belonged to the middle
Islamic era (Seljuq and Ilkhanid periods).
However, the continuation of the excavations in
the trenches revealed the cultural layer of the
Sassanid period (Figs. 1 and 2).

In Trench A, after the last architectural
evidence related to the middle Islamic era, at a
depth of 135 cm relative to the fixed point of
measurement, a test trench was created on the
southern side of the main trench was excavated.
Three contexts including pottery and glass with
a thickness of 135 cm belonging to the Sassanid
period were found. The excavations were
completed at a depth of 270 cm by reaching a
layer without cultural materials (Figs. 3 and 4).

In Trench B, as in Trench A, evidence of
architectural structures related to the middle
Islamic era was obtained, and waterway space
was more important. After the last architectural
evidence, to know the condition of
sedimentation of alluvial layers, a test trench
was excavated at the bottom of the waterway.
After an alluvial layer free of cultural materials,
a sedimentary layer with cultural materials
belonging to the Sassanid period was found.
This layer had an average thickness of 63 cm
and it was documented as a context.
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Location of the archaeological
excavation trenches on the
eastern side of Urmia Mosque

Figure 1: The location of the excavation trenches on the eastern side of the Urmia Grand Mosque (Authors, 2020).
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Figure 2: Excavation trenches plan on the eastern side of the Urmia Grand Mosque (Authors, 2020).



Norasi et al. (2024). Payam-e Bastanshenas, 15(29)

Disturbed layer

Middle Islamic period —

Sassanid period —
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Figure 3: The southern wall of the smaller trench inside Trench A and the contexts (Authors, 2020).
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Figure 4: Design of The southern wall of the smaller trench inside Trench A and the contexts (Authors, 2020).

In the archaeological excavations at the Urmia
Grand Mosque, potsherds were found in the
cultural layer belonging to the Sassanid period.
These pottery pieces were related to ordinary
vessels. They were wheel-made, well baked, and
brown and pale brown, as well as had strong
texture and mineral chamotte. The most
indicative pottery forms include jars with fluted
rims (double rim), similar examples of which
have been reported from excavated sites
belonging to the Sassanid period, including
Yazdgerd, Shian, and Ultan Qalasi fortresses
(Rezvani, 2005: Cxxxv. No. 138, Keall & Keall,
1981: Fig. 10: 10, 13; Alizadeh, 2011: TL154.24). In
addition, these pieces are similar to the examples
reported from Sirm Shah, and Roeh castles.

Furthermore, 7 pieces of glass were found in
contexts belonging to the Sassanid period. Most
examples of glass pieces related to the rim of
glass vessels such as bowls and bottles. The glass
bowls had a green and milky color with a wide
opening and rounded rims inwards and
outwards. Similar examples of these bowls have
been reported from Sassanid sites such as Roeh
in Simre (Niakan, 2019: Plan 2), Tell Malyan
(Rezaei Farimani & Mousavi Kuhpar, 2017: Table
2), and the Weh Ardeshir (Simpson, 2014: Fig.
20.9:5). Another form of glassware included

necked vessels, which were probably glass
bottles. Similar samples of this type have been
discovered from Sassanid sites (Langdon &
Harden, 1933: Fig. 5: 33; Simpson, 2014: Fig.
20.11: 9).

Conclusion

Cultural materials of the Sassanid period were
discovered in the excavations of the eastern side
of the Urmia Grand Mosque. In both trenches A
and B, the pottery and glass finds were culturally
similar to those obtained from other Sassanid
sites in western Iran. In Trench A, the layer
belonging to the Sassanid period was 135 cm
thick. Besides, in Trench B, the Sassanid evidence
was found in a sedimentary layer, at the same
depth as the Sassanid layer of Trench A. Due to
the limited scope of the excavations, not many
cultural materials were obtained. However, the
existence of findings belonging to the Sassanid
period, the date of this site reaches before the
Islamic era. To better understand Sassanid
contexts, it is necessary to carry out more
extensive excavations in the Urmia Grand
Mosque and determine the time range of
settlement or use of this site by performing
absolute dating.
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Location of the archaeological
excavation trenches on the
eastern side of Urmia Mosque
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