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Abstract

Prior to L. Afshari’s fieldwork in Ramhormoz, the known Achaemenid sites from the
plain only amounted to 17 in number. Yet, given factors such as favorable climate and
fertile soil for agriculture, existence of important rivers such as Kupal and Sandali,
proximity to such trade routes as the Susa-Persepolis royal road as well as to the two
major Achaemenid capitals of Susa and Persepolis, we deemed the figure to be rather
underrated, believing that there must be much more concomitant settlements in this
plain. During our investigation, the sites recorded by the previous team were re-visited
and new coeval sites were also identified. The survey of 2020, directed by one of the
authors (L. Afshari), did not encompass the entire Ramhormoz plain. Covering only its
middle part straddling the Ala River with a total area of about 53000 hectares (530 sq.
k), the survey recorded 36 Achaemenid settlements. Identification of the relevant sites
was based on Khuzestan’s local pottery of the Achaemenid period reported from Tape
Daroughe. In this study, the impact of geographical factors such as the presence of large
rivers and fertile lands on the genesis and prosperity of settlements was evaluated. The
surface architectural finds are suggestive of interactions between rural and nomadic
communities. Results of the surveys indicated the proximity to ancient royal roads and
access to water sources and pastures to be the determining factors in the distribution
pattern of Achaemenid settlements over the Ramhormoz plain. This survey program
aimed to identify and locate the Achaemenid sites in the Ramhormoz plain, to examine
their interrelations, to record their characteristics through sampling and observing
pottery pieces, to establish a relative chronology for them based on the typology of
surface pottery collections, and final to draw cross-regional typological comparisons
with major sites in other parts of Iran, South Mesopotamia, and East Anatolia.
Keywords: Southwest Iran, Khuzestan, Ramhormoz Plain, Settlements, Achaemenid
Period.
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Introduction

The vast region of Ramhormoz stretches up to the mountain belt of Khuzestan to the
north. Sitting in the eastern Khuzestan plain at an elevation above sea level of 120 m, the
plain of Ramhormoz encompasses a total area of 620 sq. km. All across southwestern
Iran, Ramhormoz is the region with the least archaeological investigation. Despite
this paucity of work, recent studies have demonstrated the regional settlements (in
both mountains and plains) to be integral to any understanding of the culture of the
Achaemenid period. Geographic location of the region, the nature of settlements in the
transition zone between plains and mountains, and their continuity and cultural ties with
each other also furnish a pattern for grasping the Achaemenid world’s settlement policy.
In addition, given its strategic location during the concerned period, the plain assumed
a central role in the interactions between Iran, Mesopotamia and Anatolia. It is of great
importance also because of its location on the Royal Road from Susa to Persepolis.

The southwestern region of Iran played an important role in establishing cultural,
economic, and political interactions with surrounding areas such as Mesopotamia
and Anatolia throughout the 1st millennium BC. The number of archaeological
studies conducted in the Ramhormoz area has been quite limited. Despite the lack
of archaeological information, the studies carried out in recent years have shown the
significant role the cultures in the region (both the mountain and plain settlers) played
in understanding the Achaemenid Culture.

The significance of the region was further revealed with the surface surveys carried
out by Donald Mc Cown in the region and the excavations he conducted at Tol-e Geser
(McCown, 1949, 1954). Surveys conducted by Wright and Carter in 1969 also pointed
to connections between the region’s lowland and mountainous parts of southwestern
Iran (Wright and Carter, 2003). Although the dimensions are different, it has been
observed that the settlements share some common features with the mountainous
parts of Persian geography. As a result of contemporary archaeological resources and
the survey conducted under my supervision, the characteristics of the Achaemenid
settlements in the Ramhormoz plain in Southwest Iran were reanalyzed. The influence
of geographical factors such as the presence of large rivers and fertile lands on the
formation and prosperity of the settlements and the relations between sedentary, rural,
and nomadic communities were Studied. Also, the transformations in the settlement
system, distribution, and population differences during the Achaemenid period were

revealed and subsequently / mapped.

Discussion

This survey program aimed to identify and locate the Achaemenid sites in the
Ramhormoz plain, to examine their interrelations, to record their characteristics through
sampling and observing pottery pieces, to establish a relative chronology for them

based on the typology of surface pottery collections, and final to draw cross-regional
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typological comparisons with major sites in other parts of Iran, South Mesopotamia, and
East Anatolia. The realization of the latter aim will have important implications for the
Achaemenid archeology of southwestern Iran, altering the existing views. In light of our
findings, it is possible to propose a distribution pattern for the settlements in the middle
of the Ramhormoz plain as being clustered in two regions, viz. northwest and southeast,
on both banks of the Ala River. The finds of primary importance from the settlements
of the plain are pottery assemblages. To explore the Achaemenid pottery, they were first
classified by shape, which consisted of the five groups of carinated bowls, bowls with
a spherical body and a simple rim, necked jars, short-necked jars, and storage jars. This
was followed by comparative studies for dating the pottery. Our observations show that
the Achaemenid pottery traditions continued well into the subsequent period after the
demise of the empire.

Thus, it is notable here that the materials and settlements discussed in this paper can
potentially extend in date to as late as a century after the Achaemenid period. In terms
of technical characteristics, the pottery splits into five groups: common, light green-
slipped, red-slipped, eggshell, and painted wares.

Drawing on historical sources and archeological findings as well as the conducted
studies, the villages across the plain tend to be clustered around or be related to the Susa-
Persepolis trade route. The rich geography of the plain has informed the dynamics of
its settlements over time. Notwithstanding the severe disturbances induced by modern
settlements and agricultural and industrial activities, the identified settlement centers
reveal direct or indirect link with the commercial or military routes of the Achaemenid
times. In other words, their formation along the commercial routes was primarily meant
to facilitate intra- and cross-regional contacts. The proximity of settlements to the royal
road between Susa and Persepolis evinces the integral role the road played in the cultural
interactions of the Achaemenid period. Therefore, archaeological studies directed by
Esmail Yaghmai are important in detecting the remains of settlements along the royal

road linking Susa to Persepolis as they reveal the characteristics of the settlement policy.

Conclusion

With the completion of the archaeological investigation in the Ramhormoz plain and
the study of the findings and data obtained from this investigation, it seems that a
general understanding of the cultural remains related to the Achaemenid period and
the distribution of the sites of this period can be achieved to some extent. It was thus
revealed that proximity to commercial roads and access to water resources and pasture
were the main determinants in the distribution model of Achaemenid settlements. Rich
pastures for nomads, the potential for irrigated agriculture for settlers, and access to
communication routes provided advantages for both lifestyles. Therefore, the settlement
pattern is more associated with roads. When the location of the settlements and their

distance to each other are examined, it is seen that the frequency of settlements on the
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Susa-Persepolis Royal Road is very high. Settlements are located on the road within
short distances of each other, which shows that the road is a determining factor on
settlements in the region due to its socio-economic advantages.

Ramhormoz plain shows that the Achaemenid settlements in this plain maintained
strong intra- and cross-regional cultural and economic ties. In terms of extent, Tol-e Ishan
Seyyed Shabib or Tol-e Toupi, Tape Mava, Tape Mehr Alnesa and Tape Kheyr Alnesa
appear to be examples of such type of villages. With respect to the location of settlements
and their distance from each other, a concentration of settlements is discernible along the
Royal Rod—they are clustered along this road at close intervals. This fact indicates that
routs played a decisives role in the formation of regional settlements, and that the Royal
Road yielded multiple economic and political advantages. In general, it is possible to
say that most of the settlements in the Ramhormoz plain lie on the riparian areas or
along the Royal Road from Susa to Persepolis, and judging by the pottery collections,
there clearly were close interrelations between these settlements and interactions with
neighboring regions. On this very basis, one may safely surmise that a local and highly
advanced pottery industry prevailed in the plain during the Achaemenid period. Cross-
comparisons of the surface pottery assemblages from the Ramhormoz plain with the
excavated material from sites in southwestern Iran, southern Mesopotamia and eastern
Anatolia indicate the presence of early, mid- and late Achaemenid ceramics, suggesting
that the Achaemenid cultural horizon continued uninterruptedly over the plain between
330-550 BC.
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Map. 2: Distribution of Achaemenid period settlements in the Ramhormoz Plain, (The dispersion of Achaemenid
period settlements can be observed in the two parts of North-West and South-East, the density of the sites is higher
in the southeastern part of Ramhormoz Plain) (Afshari, 2020).
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Tab. 1: Achaemenid period sites in Ramhormoz plain (Afshari, 2021).
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Fig. 1: Satellite photo of Tol-e Mava (www. Google earth.com).
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Fig. 2: Tol-e Mava, view from the south (Afshari, 2021).
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Fig. 3: Satellite photo of Tol-e Gapu Cham (www.Google earth.com).



9 il | s s | 74 Byl dmnfy ity s || PPA ||

OV gyLadl) Gy 510 (v 98 [ 1 yugual
Fig. 4: Tol-e Gapu Cham, view from the west (Afshari, 2021).

v

Ao

(1] Scm

O g ladl) JSo Byg5 sl dwlS Gogrely cubd ol 8yg0 sl sl Jliw 4568 5 slbdiges Y o)
Plate 1: Achaemenid carinated bowls from the Ramhormoz Plain (Afshari, 2021).
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Tab. 2: Technical characteristics of the Achaemenid Carinated bowls from the Ramhormoz Plain (Afshari, 2021).
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Plate 2: Achaemenid short-necked jars from the Ramhormoz Plain (Afshari, 2021).
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Tab. 3: Technical characteristics of Achaemenid short-necked jars from the Ramhormoz Plain (Afshari, 2021).
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Map. 3: The location of the settlements along the main roads (the location of the Achaemenid settlements in the

Ramhormoz plain in relation to the route of the Royal Road from Susa to Persepolis), (Afshari, 2021).
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Map. 4: Location of settlements based on water sources (The most important factor in the formation of ancient
sites was their easy access to water sources). Water has always played a decisive role in human life, and without it,
daily life would be in crisis and the feeling of peace and security would be taken away from the society. Nowadays,
the invention of modern water supply systems has caused human settlements to take shape even at far distances
from water sources. But due to the limited power and possibilities of the past, it can be said that in ancient times,
access to water was the most important factor in the formation of ancient sites (Afshari, 2021).
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Map. 5: The distance of the settlements based on the type of land (in this map, the green color is barren and salty
land, the parts marked with purple color are fertile soils, which is the same as shown in the map, most of the areas
identified from Achaemenid period of Ramhormoz plain are located in this part. The parts marked with cream
color are the alluvial cones (Afshari, 2021).
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Map. 6: The distance of the settlements from the road network (the settlements of the region were connected in
most places exactly through these transportation ways), (Afshari, 2021).
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Map. 7: The distance of the settlements from each other (in this map, it is clear that the density of the areas is
higher in the southeastern part and less dense in the northwestern part. Based on the research, it can be said that
the areas located in both parts have close interactions with each other and with the areas located in the center
(Afshari, 2021).
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Map. 8: The topography and special geographical structure of the survey area is such that it has completely

influenced the distribution of ancient sites (Afshari, 2021).
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Map. 9: The map of the central location of the settlements (the pattern of settlements in the Ramhormoz plain is

clustered in the two regions of the southeast and the northwest on both sides of the Ala River), (Afshari, 2021).
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