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Abstract

From the archaeological point of view, pottery contains valuable information about
living conditions and economic, social and cultural interactions between peoples who
live in a region or beyond in past. Identifying the pottery characteristics and its common
styles in the region are the first steps for extracting and analyzing this information.
Parthian-Sassanian pottery in the east of Iran consists of prominent features that show
transregional interactions along with the persistence of local traditions. The collection of
pottery sherds newly found in the Neh plain and the Chaharfarsakh Valley of the
Nehbandan county provide indicative properties of the traditional pottery styles in
eastern Iran during the Parthian and Sassanian periods. Comparative study of the
diagnostic Parthian-Sasanian potteries of Sisatn and southern Khorasan demonstrates a
close relationship between the pottery traditions of these two regions. Accordingly, the
materials wich used as temper and the style of decorations bear an equal resemblance.
This resemblance can be detected also in the form of the ceramics from Nehbandan with
those from the historical sites of Sistan. Moreover, almost all of the potteries were
manufactured using the wheel and only the sherds belonged to the handles, lids, or
spouts are handmade. The study of potteries from the Nehbandan county shows that the
historical processes in the Parthian and Sassanian periods and passing important roads
such as the ancient Khorasan-Sistan route through the region have had a profound
impact on the making and processing methods in the manufacturing of the potteries.
This study shows that some styles in the Nehbandan region have indigenous and local
traits, following the common pottery patterns in the east of Iran. A considerable number
of studied cases are influenced by the prevalent designs in Iran which are comparable to
the Parthian-Sassanian cultural centres. This is understandable in the context of
historical events and cultural trends during the Parthian—Sassanian period.
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1. Introduction

The cultural sphere of eastern Iran covering the southern parts of the Greater Khorasan
and northern Sistan has played a decisive role throughout history as the cradle of many
important events which were affected by the location of this region on the main road of
Khorasan-Sistan on one hand, and the special environmental conditions, on the other.
The geographical situation of this region consisting of the valleys surrounded by high
mountains caused the people to insist on their old traditions and follow the ancient
behaviours in their cultural creations. Arsacids who rose from eastern Iran played a
significant role in exporting the eastern traditions to the other regions of the Iranian
plateau. It, however, is expected that the cultural materials of the Parthian period which
were produced in eastern Iran reflect both local and regional styles. Despite the
Parthian-Sasanian pottery of the western, northern, and southern Iranian plateau, the
eastern region's productions have not been taken into consideration as it ought to be. In
fact, due to the lack of enough archaeological excavations in this region, we encounter a
paucity in the comprehensive publications about the eastern Iran pottery. Nevertheless,
few studies about the Parthian-Sasanian pottery of eastern Iran has been published
rather than comprehensive research including all aspects of the matter. The present
paper with referring to the previous research examines the common styles of the eastern
Iranian pottery of the Parthian-Sasanian period and explores the characteristics of the
potteries based on the formal and structural specifications of those that have been
obtained from the two important regions the Nih plain and the Chaharfarsakh valley of
Nehbandan (Figure 1).

In 1983 the first research focused on the Parthian ceramic by Ernie Haerinck was
published (Hearinck, 1997). Haerinck established his work based on two factors:
geographical distribution and typology of the Parthian potteries from different regions
of Iran. The only site in southern Khorasan that has been mentioned by Haerinck was
Marak that is located 20 kilometres north-east of Birjand (lbid.: 238). Ulrich Halier has
explored the historical sites of Nih in 1974 and discussed the architectural specifications
of Qal'e Shadizh in Nehbandan, but nothing about the potteries (Hallier, 1974). In recent
years, Mohammad Farjami produced a paper on the Londo wares which was published
in the proceedings of the First Congress on the Iranian Archaeology. He compared the
Londo wares from the Gabri site with those from neighbouring settlements (Farjami,
2013). Some pottery types were also investigated during the archaeological survey of the
central district of the Nehbandan county carried out by Heidari in 2013 (Heidari, 2013).
Moreover, some comparative studies have been performed by Heidari (2012), Dana
(2016), Anani (2016), and Seddigian (2014) during the surveys in and excavations at
Birjand, Tape Takhcharabad, Nimbolouk, and Khusf respectively.

The most comprehensive investigation about the historical potteries of southern
Khorasan is a dissertation that has been written by Leila Behdad (2012) which was
partially published through the proceedings of the First Congress on the Iranian
Archaeology in 2013 (Behdad et al., 2013).

The majority of the sherds that have been examined in this paper have been identified
during the archaeological surveys conducted by the authors (Figures 2-12). The typology
of ceramics has been established based on the apparent specifications including form,
colour, fabrique, and decorations. The conclusion has been done from a comparative
study concentrated on the Parthian-Sasanian sites of southern Khorasan and northern
Sistan.

Comparative study of the diagnostic Parthian-Sasanian potteries of Sisatn and southern
Khorasan demonstrates a close relationship between the pottery traditions of these two
regions (Table 1). Accordingly, the materials which used as temper and the style of
decorations bear an equal resemblance. This resemblance can be detected also in the
form of the ceramics from Nehbandan with those from the historical sites of Sistan (e.g.
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Roustaei, 2012: pls. 39, 238; Fairservis, 1961: 50, fig. 17, Dales, 1977: pl. 21). Moreover,

almost all of the potteries were manufactured using the wheel and only the sherds

belonged to the handles, lids, or spouts are handmade.

Considering the common specifications of the potteries from the historical sites of the

Nih plain and Chaharfarsakh valley, the Parthian pottery of this region can be

considered as an aspect of the pottery tradition of eastern Iran. According to the close

similarities between our collection with the identified samples from Sistan, one can
surmise that the pottery tradition of Nehbandan has been affected more by the Sistani
traditions rather than those of central and northern Khorasan.

The similarity between the material culture of different settlements is the result of

economic, social, and cultural interactions between the peoples who have been living in

interaction with each other. These interactions have been reflected in the form and
structure of the potteries as the most common materials which could be found on the
surface of the ancient settlements. Since the potteries from historical sites of southern

Khorasan presented a close resemblance with those from neighbouring regions

particularly Sistan, one can surmise the close interactions between these regions during

the late antiquity. The common specifications of the potteries represent a regional styles
defining the frequent specifications of the eastern lIran's Parthian-Sasanian pottery.

Although the discussed region is located at the crossroad of different cultural spheres,

the local traditions continued to survive throughout the centuries. Due to this adaption

process, the local styles like as Namord and Londo types were produced beside some
worldwide types of pottery for example those with s-carinated shapes.
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Figure 1- Location of the surveyed area in eastern Iran and the distribution of the identified sitesacross the

Nehbandan plain; 1- ChahGaz, 2- Anjirek, 3- Koregeh, 4- Chahar Farsakh, 5- Aliabad, 6- Kalateh Shahpouri,
7- Ab-e-jou, 8- Giveh Rud, 9- Narges Tappeh, 10- Arab Poshteh, 11- Qaleh Neh (base map after Google)
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Figure 9: Pottery sherds from the historical site of Giveh Rud
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Figure 10 : Pottery sherds from the historical site of Narges Tappeh
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Figure 11: Pottery sherds from the historical site of Arab Poshteh
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Figure 12: Pottery sherds from the historical site of Qaleh Neh castle
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