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EDITOR’S NOTE

The Eighth European Conference on Iranian Studies, organized by the Societas 
Iranologica Europaea, took place in Saint Petersburg, Russia, September 14th – 19th 2015. 
It was hosted by the State Hermitage Museum and by the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts 
of the Russian Academy of Sciences. At the closing session of the conference, the plans for 
the publication of the proceedings were announced, and many participants submitted their 
papers for publication.

As has been customary for previous European Conferences on Iranian Studies which 
took place in various research centers of Europe once in four years, the proceedings are 
divided into two volumes, the first on the Iranian peoples of the pre-Islamic period and 
the second on the Islamic period. We followed this tradition with little modification: three 
articles technically from the later period are included in the first volume. The two papers on 
historical linguistics of modern Iranian languages – Kurdish (Sebastian Heine) and Pashto 
(Matteo De Chiara) – are included in the first volume because the editors’ experience sug-
gests that subjects on historical linguistics are of greater interest for the scholars working on 
Old or Middle Iranian philology rather than those specializing in Persian literature. Camilla 
Insom’s investigation of sacred places in Kurdistan, although focusing on the very recent 
period, is also included in the first volume since the underlying research was conducted in 
the framework of the Italian archeological mission to Iraqi Kurdistan, and the main results 
of that mission are presented here by Julian Bogdani and Luca Colliva, naturally in the first 
volume.

The wide range of the volume, in chronology, geography and variety of subjects 
reflects the state of the art in Iranian studies in various centers today. It is important to note 
that, amid the contributions of senior active scholars, we see the first papers of younger 
researchers who will form the landscape of Iranian studies in future decades.

Some technical notes are in order. The papers are organized alphabetically by au-
thor. We attempted to make a uniform system of notes and references. We did not pursue 
the goal of making uniform transcriptions or transliterations of Persian, Avestan, Russian or 
other languages. The different aims of research often dictate different system of rendering 
of foreign languages. 



We are grateful to Doug Hitch (Whitehorse) for his correction of the English gram-
mar and style of the papers as well as for many valuable suggestions on the subjects of 
many articles on linguistics, to Aleksandr Stadnik (the Hermitage publishers) for careful 
layout of the volume, to Julia Redkina and Daria Gaskevich for much advice on the final 
shape of the book as well to the Hermitage publishers in general for accepting for pub-
lication the volumes of the proceedings of the Eighth European Conference on Iranian 
Studies.



271

Jafar Mehr Kian and Vito Messina
Iranian Center for Archaeological Research; 
University of Torino – Centro Scavi di Torino

THE SANCTUARY AND CEMETERY OF SHAMI 
RESEARCH OF THE IRANIAN-ITALIAN JOINT EXPEDITION  

IN KHUZISTAN AT KAL-E CHENDAR

Summary
At Kal-e Chendar, in the valley of Shami (Iranian Khuzestan), traces of one of the most impor-
tant sanctuaries of Hellenistic and Parthian Elymais were accidentally discovered at the begin-
ning of the 19th century. The site was investigated for few days in 1936 by the famous explorer 
Aurel Stein, who wasfortuitouslyinformed of the discovery of a well-preserved and now well-
known bronze statue, portraying a nobleman in Parthian dress, kept in the Iran Bastan Museum 
(Tehran). Stein brought to light the remains of a rectangular building of unclear purpose, but 
despite the importance of these findings, no further research was systematically carried out.

The Iranian-Italian Joint Expedition in Khuzestan started fieldwork at Kal-e Chendar 
in 2012, after having examined Stein’s unpublished documents, and having identified 
the area investigated in 1936, which was only roughly sketched and published.

Survey and excavation conducted there up to November 2014 allowed us to recog-
nize at least three monumental terraces, built in undressed stones, and a very important and 
big cemetery extending over about 50 hectares in which monumental family tombs appear 
to have been grouped in complexes accessed by corridors and stairs. At Kal-e Chendar, 
religious and funerary functions appear to have been strictly interconnected, at least in 
the Parthian period, on this evidence.

This paper presents the preliminary results of the research conducted by the Iranian-
Italian Joint Expedition in Khuzistan at Kal-e Chendar, a village located in the northernmost 
part of the valley of Shami, in modern Khuzistan (ancient Elymais). This appears to have been 
one of the most important sanctuaries of the region in the Hellenistic and Parthian periods, 
and is the place where outstanding statues were found in the first decades of the past century.

In 1936, the famous explorer Marc Aurel Stein decided to spend few days at Kal-e 
Chendar after having been informed of the discovery of ancient bronze and marble stat-
ues, broken into fragments, and of a  well preserved bronze statue portraying a  noble-
man in Parthian dress (Fig. 1), larger than life size, and now preserved in the Iran Bastan 
Museum, Tehran (Kawami 1987. No 8; Mathiesen 1992. P. 166–167). These were acci-
dentally recovered not long before his coming, during the  foundation works of modern 
houses, and temporarily kept in the nearby city of Izeh (ancient Mal-e Mir). The place 
where the statues were discovered, marked by a narrow trench, was shown to Stein, who 
recognized in the  surrounding area the  remains of ancient decayed walls in undressed 
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stones. During his brief stay, Stein opened a  trench in 
the  area where the  statues (dated from the  Hellenis-
tic to the  Parthian period) were found and brought to 
light the  remains of a  rectangular enclosure (Fig.  2), 
built on stone foundations, a  rectangular baked brick 
platform, and several stone bases, which appeared to 
be the supports of ancient statues now lost (Stein 1940. 
P. 141–159). Both the  structures and findings, particu-
larly the statues, seemed to be what remained of an an-
cient sanctuary, built in a  suggestive landscape, while 
the high quality of the sculpture fragments indicate that 
this must have been one of the most reputed religious 
places of ancient Elymais.

In this region, a number of ancient rock carvings, 
dated from the Old-Elamite to the Parthian period, have 
been progressively recognized (Vanden Berghe 1983; 
Vanden Berghe, Schippmann 1985), and the presence of 
very important and reputed sanctuaries of the  past has 
been reported by ancient Greek and Roman authors. 
One of the most famous reports is that concerning the tem-
ple of Bel, at which Antiochus III met his death in 187 BC 
attempting to plunder its treasure (Strabo 16.1.18), while 
a further temple, that of Artemis-Nanaia, is said to have 
been endangered by his successor, Antiochus IV (Polybius 
31.9). Also mentioned by some authors (Justin 41.6.8) is 
a temple of Artemis, called ‘Azara’ by Strabo (16.1.18), 
which was plundered by a Parthian sovereign, Mithradates 
I, after his conquest of Susa, according to some schol-
ars (for instance Nodelman 1960. P. 87; Hansman 1978. 
P. 154; Harmatta 1981. P.  207; but see contra Nöldeke 
1874. P.  192; Potts 1999. P.  394–395). Important sanc-

tuaries characterized by monumental cult terraces were indeed located on the ground and 
excavated at Masjid-e Sulayman and Bard-e Nechandeh (Ghirshman 1976).

Elymais was also the region where important capitals, not yet located on the ground, 
like Seleucia on the Edyphon (see in particular Hansman 1978), were founded, and, for 
all these reasons, it is one of the areas in which the first explorations started since the first 
half of the 19th century (Layard 1846). The ruins of ancient monumental structures, inter-
preted – and, in some cases, even identified in subsequent times – as sanctuaries, remained 
well visible in the mountains that are still the homeland of the Bakhtiari people.

Stein was the first modern explorer who conducted excavation there, as far as we 
know. He could survey the  site only in a  very preliminary way. Several ancient ruined 

Fig. 1. Kal-e Chendar.  
Bronze statue of a Parthian nobleman  
(elaborated after Messina ed. 2007. 

P. 159, fig. 4)

JAFAR MEHR KIAN AND VITO MESSINA
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Fig. 2. Kal-e Chendar. Rectangular building excavated by A. Stein (Stein 1940. P.145)

structures and a number of graves were found but not precisely recorded and placed on 
his map. In any case, the religious character of the area can be considered as certain and in 
spite of already being extensively disturbed by quarrying and treasure-hunting excavations, 
the building unearthed by Stein provided interesting information about the latest phase of 
occupation of the area.

Despite the importance of the site and findings, no further research was carried out after 
Stein’s fieldwork terminated. In the intervening years a small village, named Kal-e Chendar as 
well, was built in the area and both surveys and excavations have been hindered by the pres-
ence of modern houses. Furthermore, the useful information provided by the research of Stein 
is far from being exhaustive, and many questions remain unanswered on the archaeological 
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context of this cult place, concerning its extension and chronology.The building unearthed 
by Stein seems undersized if related to the number and quality of the sculptures discovered, 
while, considering that it lay immediately under the surface, the presence of more ancient 
structures beneath its foundations cannot be completely ruled out.

Given the high interest in the site, the Iranian-Italian Joint Expedition in Khuzistan 
planned and carried out a survey and excavations at Kal-e Chendar in 2012, after having 
examined the unpublished documents of Aurel Stein now preserved in the British Library, 
London, and Bodleian Library, Oxford. We could identify the area investigated in 1936, 
which was preliminarily sketched and published by Stein himself, through a ground survey 
and through comparison between Stein’s map and satellite imagery (Messina, Mehr Kian 
2014a. P. 65–77).

The expedition, co-directed by the present authors, conducts archaeological research 
on ancient Elymais and operates within a Memorandum of Understanding signed by the Cen-
tro Ricerche Archeologiche e Scavi di Torino per il Medio Oriente e l’Asia (or Centro Scavi 
Torino) and the Research Center of the Iranian Cultural Heritage and Tourism Organization 
and the Iranian Center for Archaeological Research (ICAR). The first four campaigns were 
conducted at Hung-e Azhdar (Messina ed. 2015), the fifth was dedicated to the survey of Kal-e 

Fig.3. Map of Iran and the area of Izeh in contemporary Khuzistan  
(elaborated after Messina, Mehr Kian 2014. fig. 1)
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Fig. 4. Kal-e Chendar. Plan and geo-referenced 
satellite imageWW2 2012  

© GeoEye. In red: ancient structures; in green: 
modern houses; in blue: two qalas (elaborated by 
C. Bonfanti © Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR) 

 (see colour image on Plate XIII)

Chendar, the  sixth and seventh to the  first 
two excavation seasons there. The  project 
is supported by the Centro Scavi Torino and 
Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

The valley of Shami extends about 
30 km north of the modern city of Izeh, in 
Khuzistan (Fig.  3). The  area investigated 
by Stein can be recognized only by the pic-
tures he took while excavating, given that 
his map  – detailed as it is  – was not geo-
referenced. Fortunately, the valley landscape 
is characterized by hills, peaks and slopes 
that are easy to recognize when they appear 
on the  background of excavation pictures, 
as the comparison between the 1936 photo-
graphs and the photographs taken during our 
first visit in the valley, in November 2009, 
clearly reveals (Messina, Mehr Kian 2014a. P. 67–70, fig. 3). The correct identification of 
the site is also confirmed by the comparison between Stein’s map and satellite imagery of 
the area, which was acquired since local coordinates were determined by GPS.

Once the area was securely identified, the following preliminary activities were car-
ried out for opening trial trenches and beginning more extensive excavations:

•	 conducting remote sensing analysis of satellite imagery to detect hyperspectral 
anomalies and, possibly, identify buried structures;

•	 surveying the area and recognizing ancient structures and materials;
•	 geo-referencing the site and accurately recording the positions of buildings;
•	 deriving topography by satellite images and field survey.

Remote sensing analysis focused on non-linear anomaly detection for hyper-spec-
tral imagery. This produced a series of RGB and panchromatic frames of the acquired 
scene, which evidenced the same regular alignments. In particular, two wide areas, or 
large structures, having a polygonal perimeter, became visible to the north of the modern 
village and west of a modern road running north-south. The survey was conducted using 
non-differential GPS locators.

The site recognized by our survey extends, at least, for about 50 hectares, on the west 
slope of a narrow valley, having the shape of a  triangle (it is a debrise fan), delimited on 
the north, south and east by the beds of two streams and a river now dried up (the latter is 
known as Rud-e Shami). To the south, a hillock supports the remains of a very small fortress 
or qala, supposedly of the Islamic period but probably older, while a bigger qala on a low 
crest, of which only few ruins remain, even guarded the access to the site further to the south’.

The surveyed area (Fig. 4) revealed traces of ancient structures made in undressed 
stones, which can be generally identified as monumental terraces following the  natural 

THE SANCTUARY AND CEMETERY OF SHAMI
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valley slope. At least 3 subsequent terraces have been recognized. The upper terrace, which 
we called ‘Stein Terrace’, extends for more than 6,000 m2, having an irregular quadrangu-
lar perimeter and overlooking the south stream (Fig. 5). The comparison between satellite 
imagery and Stein’s map clearly indicates that its central part must be where the structures 
investigated in 1936 were brought to light. Its southeast corner is now occupied by one of 
the eight modern houses that partially overlap the archaeological site.

One of the most impressive ancient retaining walls recognized during our survey is 
the Stein Terrace south wall, which appears to be more than 90 m long and, in some points, 
up to 3 m high. 

It seems that this wall was built to regularize a natural step between the top of the ter-
race and the south stream, and retain the earth filling of the terrace itself: for this reason, its 
façade is easy to recognize, being still exposed by the stream bed.

In this area, squared and rounded ancient column bases have been recognized, to-
gether with other ancient stone blocks of masonry, which have been re-used in the walls of 
the modern houses. The latter findings are particularly important for they attest the fact that 
a monumental building stood at the top of the Stein Terrace, and generally confirm the pre-
liminary results of Aurel Stein’s research.

The possibility that many other ancient elements, re-cut or broken on purpose, were 
used during the building of modern houses and enclosures cannot be ruled out. These are 
indeed surely recognizable when they are in a quite good state of preservation, but become 
almost undistinguishable when they are broken into small pieces or re-cut. It will be not 
surprising to discover that the site, during the ages, was used as an open-air quarry of easy-
access stone materials, and that almost all the houses of the modern village were built using 
ancient blocks of masonry.

Further to the north of the Stein terrace, a smaller squared terrace of about 56 × 60 m 
(Terrace 3) can be clearly seen both from the satellite image of the site and on the ground, 
together with other ancient ruined walls. Remains of other structures of unclear purpose 
have been even recognized in the northernmost part of the valley slope and also east of 
the modern road that crosses the village south to north. It is noteworthy that, as also re-
ported by Stein, a number of tombs of different types have been recognized. These are 
located in the whole area surrounding the terraces, but have been particularly identified east 
of them, grouped in a very big cemetery.

The tombs are underground saddle-roofed chambers built in undressed stones, or are 
simple graves, and generally are found along the gentle slopes of the ground, even if they 
could also have been placed against the rock cliff or near the streams. While chambers are 
easily recognizable in spite of their bad state of preservation, graves can be identified only 
when they have been completely filled in modern times by rubble and stones with the pur-
pose of avoiding accidents during agricultural work or to hide unauthorized excavations. 
Sometimes, the stones that fill the graves can be part of a collapsed roof. During our survey, 
more than 30 tombs have been recognized, but it must be stressed that their number must 
be considerably higher.
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Fig. 5. Kal-e Chendar. The Stein Terrace from the west 
 (© Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)

Two seasons of excavation in se-
lected areas of Kal-e Chendar (in 2013 
and 2014) allowed us to bring to the light 
the  remains of several ancient structures 
(Messina, Mehr Kian 2014b).

On the  Stein Terrace, a  platform 
made of undressed stones extending for 
more than 20 m in length, but likely far 
bigger, was found; it appears to have been 
laid as the foundation structure of a  large 
building. The  ruins of this building prob-
ably emerged from the  ground in recent 
times. Our survey identified blocks of 
masonry, column bases and drums loose 
on the  surface or re-used in the  walls of 
the modern houses (Fig. 6). This shows that 
an  ancient building with an  architectural 

Fig. 6. Kal-e Chendar.  
A column base loose on the surface 
 (© Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)

THE SANCTUARY AND CEMETERY OF SHAMI
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decoration still reminiscent of Hellenistic 
interferences stood on the  terrace, where 
also the statues were found. This building 
can be interpreted as a  temple or part of 
a  religious complex in which the  statues 
were dedicated. Unfortunately, in this and 
other points, archaeological stratigraphy 
is very compressed in favour of the more 
recent phase of occupation, with very few 
materials of different dates incoherently 
mixed in the same disturbed layers (span-
ning for no more than 1.5 m in depth, as 
a  rule). Thus lithic remains of prehistoric 
times, like bullets and bladelettes, which 
often occur also on surface, were found 
in the  same places and strata as Parthian 
potsherds. This stratigraphic compression 
also occurs in other mountainous sites of 
the  same area, as attested by the  excava-
tion conducted by our expedition at Hung-
e Azhdar (Messina ed. 2015. P.  81–83), 
and suggests that, as anticipated, the ruins 
of the  most recent phase of occupation 
(probably dated to the full Parthian period) 
still emerged from the ground, so that their 
blocks of masonry could be re-used in re-
cent times. 

North of the  Stein Terrace, a  baked brick stepped structure was unearthed at 
the north-west limit of Terrace 3. This structure, a  rectangle measuring 2.5 × 1.8 m, is 
oriented to the E and is preceded by a paved baked brick floor measuring 2.5 × >1.8 m 
(Fig. 7). Two types of baked bricks, different in form and size, can be noticed in the wall 
texture. Bricks of type 1 are squares of 35/6 × 35/6 cm (8 cm thick), bricks of type 2 are 
rectangles of 35/6 × 16 cm (8 cm thick). Both types are arranged in what seems to be 
a fixed pattern (rectangular bricks are placed along the perimeter of the structure). Bricks 
are aligned in ten regular rows, now slightly shifted and damaged. A thin filling of clay 
binds the bricks together. The structure has been damaged in modern times by unauthor-
ized excavations and is only partially preserved: many of its baked bricks are broken or 
missing, especially in its upper rows and its centre. From what remains of the walls, it 
can be stressed that they differ in thickness. The courses of bricks alternated in its mason-
ry have been broken for reaching the layers below them. The latter have been cleaned and 
revealed the presence of cut stones incoherently disposed below part of the structure. It is 

Fig. 7. Kal-e Chendar. Baked brick stepped structure 
(© Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)
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Fig. 8. Kal-e Chendar. Baked brick structure discovered by A. Stein (Stein 1940. fig. 53)

still unclear whether the structure was built over this layer of loose stones, or the latter 
were rather thrown in the unauthorized trench and pushed below the bricks in order to fill 
it. In the filling of the trench and disturbed layers on the paved floor, several baked bricks 
fragments have been found, among which five complete baked bricks having the shape 
of a column segment: these are of two sizes, the bigger measuring 34 × 35 × 30 × 8 cm, 
the  smaller 30 × 32 × 29 × 6 cm. The  function of the whole structure needs to be more 
accurately investigated, but it could be supposed that it could have been a kind of plat-
form that supported another structure now lost, likely an altar. Very few potsherds have 
been found in the surface layers covering the paved floor: these are in common ware and 
could be generally dated to the Parthian period. Some damaged bricks have been found 
to the east that can be interpreted as the badly preserved last row of the stepped platform. 
A layer of clay was placed in ancient times under the lowest baked bricks row: this is 
20–25 cm thick and appeared quite compact. Close to the structure, some broken baked 
bricks with signs of fire were found. These could be probably interpreted as the result 
of the destruction of the structure itself in ancient times. This structure clearly recalls 
the brickwork unearthed by Stein on the top of the Stein Terrace, even if the latter was 
broken in the middle and interpreted by him as a base separated from an altar (Fig. 8).

Five tombs were also excavated in different points of the surveyed area. These are 
underground monumental tombs built in undressed stones. All the tombs discovered were 
heavily looted: four of them (T7, T20, T23 and T24) have been excavated at the decision of 

THE SANCTUARY AND CEMETERY OF SHAMI
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both the co-directors for preventing further unauthorized excavations, which could lead to 
the complete loss of data and information. Tombs T7 and T20 are two small underground 
saddle-roofed chambers built in undressed stones: only T20 (Fig. 9) revealed the presence 
of human bones incoherently mixed(at least 3 individuals). Tombs T23 and T24 are wide, 
articulated funerary complexes having monumental façades. Tomb T23 (Figs. 10–11) can 
be entered by a stepped corridor, flanked by a small niche and another chamber suppos-
edly used for animal sacrifices: t. The main saddle-roofed chamber, more than 2.5 m high, 
has three funerary benches and a niche on the wall opposite to the entrance. It contained 
luxuries and funerary objects, and must have been the tomb of a wealthy and noble family 
of the Parthian period. The very high quality of the objects found in the chamber, glazed 
vessels and small findings that can be dated to the Parthian period, still reveal clear remi-
niscences of the Hellenistic tradition filtered through the Mesopotamian experience, and 
testifies to the fact that these tombs were built for a wealthy plutocracy, well accustomed 
to the international culture of their time. The many glazed vessels found in T23 could have 
been imported from Susiana or Mesopotamia, at least in part, if looking at their typology, 
while the golden mouth coverings found in the same chamber are a marker of funerary tra-
ditions attested over a wide area, spanning from the Mediterranean to the ancient Near East 
since the Iron Age, but particularly diffused in Parthian Mesopotamia and Greece. Other 
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Fig. 9. Kal-e Chendar. Tomb T20 during excavation 
(© Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)
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Fig. 10. Kal-e Chendar. Funerary chamber of Tomb T23 
(© Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)

objects made of gold and bronze, like head-
bands and toilet sticks, were also found that 
can be related to the deposition of female in-
dividuals. The façade of tombT24 (Fig. 12) 
was probably closed by a carved stone-door 
that has been found, displaced from its orig-
inal position, close to the tomb’s east wall.

Both T23 and T24 seem to be part 
of more articulated funerary complexes, 
for they appear to be linked to other monu-
mental tombs. The layout of these tombs is 
characterized, as a rule, by the presence of 
a single funerary chamber, with low bench-
es: the most impressive of them could be ac-
cessed by a stepped corridor, however, and 
have secondary small chambers that appear 
to have been used for funerary rituals.

The presence of tombs gathered in 
complexes over a wide area – a very big 
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Fig. 11. Kal-e Chendar. Stepped corridor of Tomb T23 
(© Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)
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cemetery indeed – is of particular interest when considered in the religious milieu that 
characterizes part of the site, extending for about 50 hectares. It seems that, at least from 
a given moment, the monumental terraces that supported the temples and cult places of 
a very important and reputed sanctuary were surrounded by a kind of necropolis, espe-
cially to the north and east. This leads us to suppose, even if at a preliminary stage yet, 
that in this place religious and funerary functions were strictly interconnected, at least in 
the Parthian period.

Potsherds or almost complete vessels have been found particularly in tombs, having 
been placed there at different times during burying and funerary rituals. Potsherds are very 
rare in archaeological layers, and are mixed with different objects bearing various chro-
nologies. This clearly shows that strata connected with structures made of undressed stones 
are very disturbed. As a rule, potsherds found in strata are in common ware, while those in 
tombs can be in fine and glazed ware. The high quality of some samples indicates the very 
high social status and culture of the people buried at Kal-e Chendar, likely the local Ely-
maean elite. If the comparison with Mesopotamian samples will be confirmed by further 
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Fig. 12. Kal-e Chendar. Aerial image of Tomb T24  
(© Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)
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Fig. 13. Bilevah. Decayed wall in undressed blocks of masonry 
 (© Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)
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studies, the  influence of the Mesopotamian culture on Hellenistic and Parthian Elymais 
could be logically derived.

In this context, it is noteworthy that no traces of settlement are clearly distin-
guishable on, and around, the surveyed site, however. It must be said that mountainous 
sites are very difficult to distinguish through ground surveys, especially if compared to 
the thousands of mounds (or tells) known in the lowlands of Susiana or Mesopotamia, 
but the fact that almost no surface potsherds can be recognized at Kal-e Chendar points 
in this direction.

Thus, an area of 50 hectares appears to have been used only for a sanctuary and 
cemetery. In any case, the fact that the place was of great renown seems confirmed by 
the presence of more than one fortress, even if these structures need to be investigated 
thoroughly for better defining their chronology.

Fortresses were built even on the mountain’s crest that gave – and still give – ac-
cess to the valley from the west, on the way to the  river Karun and the places where 
the sanctuaries of Majid-e Sulayman and Bard-e Nechandeh are located. On a peak over-
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Fig. 4. Kal-e Chendar. Plan and geo-referenced satellite imageWW2 2012 
 © GeoEye. In red: ancient structures; in green: modern houses; in blue: two qalas  

(elaborated by C. Bonfanti © Centro Scavi Torino and ICAR)
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