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historical monuments, its archaeological significance remains largely
unexplored. Darmian, a county in South Khorasan province, stands
out as a region with relatively lesser archaeological activities
compared to other counties in the province. This county is situated in
Archaeological surveys the easterr"l part of the provi‘nce, bordering Afg}}anis’fa.n. An
Darmian County archaeological survey conducted in 2014 at the County identified 213
South Khorasan Province historical sites. These findings include historical sites, mosques,
Historical Period castles, towers, baths, tombs, mills, Windmill, reservoirs, cemeteries,
historical caves, and petroglyphs, dating back from prehistoric times
(third millennium BC) to the late Islamic period (Pahlavi era). The
majority of these sites belong to the Islamic era, with the oldest being
the Shah Vali site dating back to the third millennium BC. As many
historical monuments in this county were identified for the first time,
independent research was needed to investigate and analyze them.
The primary aim of this research is to examine and analyze the
historical monuments identified in the county of Darmian. The
research methodology employed is descriptive and analytical, with
data gathered through field investigations and library studies. The
findings of this research reveal that the historical monuments in this
county are relatively younger compared to some neighboring areas,
yet they exhibit strong connections with the cultural regions of
Northeast and southeast of Iran. Furthermore, it was uncovered that
Darmian flourished significantly during the Parthian period and the
middle Islamic centuries, enjoying prominence and prosperity within
the region during those times.

Keywords:

Citation: Dana, M., Mahmoudi Nasab, A. A,, Sedighian, H., & Nikzad, M. (2024). The Archaeological Survey of
Darmian County, South Khorasan Province. Payam-e Bistanshends, 15(29), 127-145. (In Persian)
https://doi.org/10.30495/ peb.2023.1993390.1025

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Payam-e Bastanshenas


https://peb.abhar.iau.ir/
https://doi.org/10.30495/peb.2023.1993390.1025

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

Introduction

Despite its significant size, South Khorasan
province remains one of the lesser-known
regions in Iranian archaeology. The number of
excavated sites in the area can be counted on one
hand, the
recognized for its Ismaili castles.” In Iranian

and region is predominantly
archaeology, the only pre-Islamic historical
knowledge about this region pertains to the
Parthian and Sasanian Pahlavi petroglyphs and
inscriptions found in Kal-e Jangal Khusf (Rezaei
& Kia, 1941; Bashash, 2000, 2003; Frye, 1966;
Altheim, 1958) and Lakh Mazar Birjand (Labaf
Khaniki & Bashash, 1994; Bashash, 2014; Livshits,
2002). The lack of

stratification has

site exploration and
in the
materials and characteristics of each period in the
region remaining largely unknown. While
conducting archaeological surveys can aid in
recognizing key sites for further exploration, a
significant challenge in South Khorasan relates to
the absence of precise knowledge about the

period.
to using

resulted cultural

cultural  materials from each
Consequently,
general terms like “historical period” without the
ability to differentiate between sub-periods such
as Achaemenid, Parthian, etc., when studying
sites in the region. Darmian County is situated in
the eastern part of South Khorasan province,

bordering Afghanistan. Archaeological

researchers resort

investigations were conducted in this county
over two seasons in 2014. By the end of these
total of 213 historical
identified, ranging from
ancient sites and hills to various structures such
as Imamzadehs, holy tombs, mosques, baths,
castles, windmills, mills,

investigations, a
monuments were

reservoirs, towers,
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residential houses, and a number of stone
inscriptions. The oldest of these sites date back to
the Bronze Age, while the most recent ones trace
back to the early Pahlavi period. The article is
structured in a descriptive-analytical format,
with data collected through archaeological field
studies. The archaeological study of Darmian
County was conducted over two seasons in 2014.
The investigation and identification of historical
monuments in Medan city were carried out
village by village, utilizing surveys in some
instances due to the unique
geographical location and low population
density. In certain remote areas with scarce
residential villages, local shepherds were
employed to help identify tangible artifacts.

region’s

Following the identification and registration of
sites, surface findings were relatively dated
based on comparisons with neighboring regions.
The article aims to address the following
questions: 1- What are the discernible cultural
periods identified through the survey in the city?
2- During which period did the region
experience growth and prosperity? Geography
of Darmian County.

Discussion

Geographical Settings

Darmian County is situated between 32 degrees
and 33 minutes to 33 degrees and 21 minutes
north latitude and 59 degrees and 28 minutes to
60 degrees and 44 minutes east longitude. It is
located in the eastern part of South Khorasan
province, bordered by Qaynat city to the north,
Sarbisheh city to the south, Shindand province to
the east, and Birjand city to the west (Fig. 1).

Figure 1: Location of Darmian County in South Khorasan Province.
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The city center, Asadieh, is approximately 95
km from the provincial center. Darmian County
comprises four regions: Asadiyeh, Qohestan,
Tabas Messina and Boreng, subdivided into
Central, Qohestan, Gazik, and Miandasht.
Covering an area of 5797 square kilometers,
Darmian County accounts for 6.08% of the entire
province (Hajipour et al., 2013: 168; Map 1).

The region has a generally hot and dry
climate, with mountainous areas experiencing
colder temperatures and plains characterized by
a semi-desert climate. Moving from west to east,
temperatures tend to rise. Gazik, Central, and
Midandasht regions consist of mountainous and
desert areas, while Qohestan district is
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predominantly mountainous with small mid-
mountain plains. There are no permanent rivers
in the area, and all rivers are seasonal.

Results

The archaeological exploration of Darmian
County uncovered a total of 213 sites (Fig. 2). Of
these, 51 sites were found in Gazik, 80 in the
central part, and 82 in the Qohestan part. The site
were categorized as follows: one site dating back
to the prehistoric period (5%), two site with
materials from both the prehistoric and historical
periods (9%), six sites from the historical period
(3.3%), six sites with materials from both
historical and Islamic periods (2-3%), and 198
sites dating back to the Islamic era (93%).

Figure 2: General Map of explored sites in Darmian County.

Three prehistoric sites were identified in the
archaeological survey of Darmian County (Fig.
3). Based on comparative chronology, these sites
are believed to be nearly contemporaneous,
dating back to the third and 2nd millennia BC.
The “Raze” site, thought to be a large historical

cemetery, has yielded significant artifacts from
the Bronze Age culture of Great Khorasan
(Soroush & Yousefi, 2014). The “Shah Vali” site
spans approximately 75 hectares, with
significant portions damaged by agricultural
activities, making the historical layer of the site
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challenging to access. Surface evidence suggests
the presence of separate industrial components,
with clear signs of metal smelting. Adjacent to
Shah Vali is another historical site known as
“Pal-e Abbas Abad,” likely once part of the larger
Shah Vali site and not considered a separate
historical site.

The site now referred to as “Qal’e Bibi”
reveals evidence of the Bronze Age, albeit
lacking pottery fragments for precise sub-period
dating. Bibi Castle, measuring 20 x 20 meters,
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featured four watchtowers at its corners, with
only the northwestern tower remaining today.
Historical evidence indicates the castle was
oriented in a northeast-southwest direction,
though the entrance gate location remains
unknown. Constructed from rubble and mud
mortar, the interior of the castle exhibits
numerous stone piles. Notably, pottery from the
Bronze Age is found alongside Parthian-era
pottery, suggesting the original structure may
have been Parthian, built atop Bronze Age
remains.

Figure 3: Prehistoric Sites Map in Damian County.

During the historical period of Darmian
County, 14 sites were discovered in the survey
(Fig. 4). The Qal’e Asrar dating back to the late
Iron Age and the Achaemenid period, is the
oldest known structure from this era (Dana ef al.,
2021). A notable artifact found in this area is a
pottery sealed with a cylindrical seal believed to
be from the Achaemenid period (Makvandi ef al.,
2021). No other evidence has been uncovered
from the region until the Parthian period.

Sites such as Raze, Khargushi, Mobarezin,
Tabas Messina, Qal’e Dehnow, Qal’e Dokhtar
Biadsk, Ismailabad Site, Qal’e Bibi and Arre Furg
all belong to the Parthian period. Arre Furg
located on a natural elevation, also bears traces
of the Sassanid period, with an Islamic-era
building known as the Qal’e Khorshid (Castle of
the Sun) constructed on top. The Tabas Messina
site saw continued use from the 3rd to 7th
centuries A.H. Only one Sassanid site, Qal’e
Dokhtar Gavich, has been identified in this
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region, later rebuilt and used during the Qajar
period. Tabas Masina, Lakh Tappe Ostad, and
Qal’e Dokhtar Bidesk generally exhibit features
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of the historical period and, due to the absence of
pottery evidence, cannot be categorized into
specific sub-periods.

Figure 4: Historic Sites Map in Damian County.

During the Islamic era, a total of 203 sites and
historical monuments were identified in
Darmian County, with approximately 90% of
these sites belonging to the late Islamic centuries
(Fig. 5). One notable characteristic of the South
Khorasan region, particularly Darmian County,
is the presence of ancient castles in the area.
These castles held significant importance during
the Ismaili power peak in the middle Islamic
centuries. For instance, the “Qal’e Mo'men
Abad” or “Kal Hasan Sabbah” in this county held
a position of significance akin to Qal’e Alamut.
Hassan Sabah deemed Qohestan suitable for
Ismai’li activities due to its mountainous terrain
and geographical features, entrusting Hossein
Qaeni with the propagation of the religion in this
region.

Overall, a total of 53 castles were identified in
the survey of Darmian County, with 50 of these
castles containing artifacts from the Islamic era.
The most prominent castle among them is Qal’e
Mo'men Abad. These castles can be categorized
into two main groups: mountain and plain.
Desert castles are characterized by a
predetermined and geometric layout, whereas
mountain castles have an irregular plan due to
their elevated position and use of the terrain. Of
the identified castles, 19 are mountain castles and
31 are plain castles. Eleven of the mountain
castles date back to the middle Islamic (Seljuq)
centuries, indicating their Ismaili heritage, while
the other mountain castles and all plain castles
are from the later Islamic centuries.
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Figure 5: Islamic Sites Map in Damian County.

Another notable aspect of the Islamic era in
Darmian County is the diversity of its historical
buildings, comprising 12 different types such as
reservoirs, windmills, mills, tombs, towers,
cisterns, baths, houses, castles, schools, and
mosques. It is worth noting that only a small
percentage of religious buildings (mosques) and
tombs remain intact, with many having been
destroyed and reconstructed in recent decades.
The mosques in the county typically follow two
different layouts: courtyard and Shabestan,
spanning from the Timurid period to the first
Pahlavi period. Prominent mosques in Darmian
County include the Hinduvalan Mosque,
Dorokhsh Jame Mosque, Dhul-Norin Mosque,
Asiaban Mosque (located in Qohestan city),
Avishk Mosque, Mask Mosque, and Gask
Mosque, most of which are constructed in a
Shabestan style. These mosques feature minimal
decorations such as brickwork and plastering.

Conclusion

Taking into account the lack of archaeological
studies in the eastern region of Iran (specifically
South Khorasan), the initial focus was on

identifying  settlements and  conducting
systematic investigations to comprehend the
settlement patterns across various prehistoric,
historical, and Islamic periods. The
archaeological exploration of Darmian County,
South Khorasan province in 2014 revealed
numerous sites dating back to the Islamic era,
with approximately 70% of them belonging to
the Qajar period. This suggests that the region
may not have been significantly prominent until
the Qajar era. The rise in prosperity during the
Qajar period can be attributed to the influence of
the Alam family and Shaukat-ul-Mulk in
fostering the development of the Birjand region.

The peak prosperity and settlement density in
the central part of the region is linked to the late
Islamic centuries (10-13th century AH). Prior to
the Islamic era, archaeological evidence
primarily consisted of settlement sites and a
limited number of Parthian castles. However, the
Islamic era brought about a significant increase
in diverse and intriguing archaeological
discoveries within the survey findings. The
area’s significance is underscored by the
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presence of numerous Ismaili castles, with the
most renowned being Kal Hasan Sabbah or Qal’e
Mo'men Abad. Qal'e Mo'men Abad in the
Qohestan region during the Islamic period held
significance comparable to Qal'e Alamut in
northern central Iran.
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