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Article Info Abstract

The study of architecture and architectural decorations is one of the
most basic archaeological tools for the recognition of ancient cultures
and societies. However, despite its importance as the prologue of Iranian
architecture in the historical period (i.e., Median and Persian
architecture), Iranian Iron Age architecture has been studied less than it
deserves. Painted bricks and tiles— which are found across different
regions of Iran, e.g., the Northwest, Luristan, and the Central Plateau at
Article history:  ancient sites such as Hasanlu, Qalaichi, Rabat, Baba Jan, Qoli Darvish,

Sialk, Shamshirgah, and Gholam Tape—are among the most significant
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regions, they are indigenous and have been made by native artisans. It
seems that the painted bricks of the Iranian Iron Age are mostly used in
religious buildings and temples of this time.
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1. Introduction

Investigating architecture and related decorations is one of the basic tools of archaeologists to
understand ancient societies and cultures. Despite its importance as a precursor to the
architecture of the historical period (i.e., the Median and Achaemenid eras), the architecture of
the Iranian lron Age has received less attention than it deserves. Among the architectural
elements of the Iron Age, about which our knowledge has increased significantly in the last few
decades, are the carved bricks that come from the northwestern regions, Lorestan, and the
central Iranian plateau and various areas such as Hasanlu, Rabat, Qalaichi, Babajan, Sialk, Qoli
Darvish, Shamshirgah and Gholam Tape Jafarabad have been obtained.

In the current article, we present the classification and typology of these bricks and discuss
their differences and commonalities in different places, as well as determine the use of the
spaces that were decorated with these bricks.

According to previous studies, the bricks of the northwestern region of Iran are glazed (Fig
1,2), while the bricks of Lorestan (Babajan) are unglazed and only red and brown patterns are
depicted on the bricks(Fig 5). The bricks of the Central Plateau are not glazed but painted, and
flat negative molds are used to decorate them in relief(Fig 3,4). This difference in the type of
motifs is also significant, as the Lorestan bricks only contain geometric motifs(Fig 5), while the
northwest bricks and the Central Plateau styles are decorated with a variety of geometric, plant,
animal, human, and mythological motifs. Although these bricks have thematically similar
patterns, the artistic styles used were completely different. Northwestern bricks are strongly
influenced by the art of neighboring regions such as Assyria and Urartu. The geometric motifs
of these bricks, especially the woven circles and concentric circles, rosettes, lotuses, animals,
and winged humans, and their mythological motifs have been repeatedly reported in glazed
bricks and wall paintings of temples and palaces of Assyrian kings. Despite the fact that the
bricks are considered to be entirely Assyrian, it should be added that their style should be
considered a local version of Assyrian art performed by Manai natives. However, the bricks of
the Central Plateau have a separate story and have a completely indigenous style. Although
these bricks have common and typical artistic motifs of the Ancient Near East, the way of
executing the motifs and their artistic style is completely different from the artistic style of the
neighboring nations. It should also be said that the motifs of these bricks are exactly the same as
the terracotta motifs of Sialk Cemetery B (Sialk 6), Qolam Tepe (Malekzadeh and Naseri 2022)
and belong to the central desert regions of Qom and Kashan. Babajan bricks also have a local
style and their motifs are similar to the geometric motifs of Lorestan-style pottery.

It is interesting to note that this tripartite division is completely consistent with the political
history and historical geography of Iran during the first half of the first millennium BCE.
Mesopotamian and Urartian texts, as well as archeological works and evidence, show that three
small kingdoms were formed at this time on the lIranian plateau, which had a specific
geographical area under their control. The "Kingdom of Manna" in the region south of Lake
Urmia (Molazadeh 2010: 49-51), the "Elipi Kingdom™ in Lorestan (Molazadeh and Goudarzi
2016,), and "The Median Kingdom" in the Neo-Assyrian period in the foothills of the Alvand
and Zagros to the foothills of Alborz and Damavand had spread (Saidian and Firouzmandi
2016: 71-89). Therefore, the bricks of Qalaichi, Rabat, and even Hasanlu can be considered as
belonging to the Mannea cultural domain, while the Babajan bricks belong to the cultural
domain of the Elipi kingdom. Also, the carved bricks of the Central Plateau have been found
around Qom and Kashan, which have been introduced as the eastern regions of Media. In fact,
these bricks are a kind of complement to historical texts and represent the influence of
governments and political units on the architecture and art of the societies of the first
millennium BC in Iran.

Regarding the dating of the painted bricks, we should note that although they all belong to
the Iron Age, they do not reflect the same time horizon. In the northwestern area, the Hasanlu
bricks are older and all of them were obtained from the burnt building number 2 and period 1Vb,
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which according to the latest dating of Hasanlu goes back to 1050-800 BCE (Danti 2013a: 329-
331). However, according to the relative and absolute dates, the glazed bricks of Qalaichi and
the related ones have been dated to the 9" to 7™ centuries BCE (Bahrul-Uloomi and Azimi
2017: 172-172). Babajan's inscribed bricks have also been dated to the late Iron Il and early Iron
I11 periods (Goff 1968: 125). Also, the painted bricks of the central Iranian plateau, which were
obtained from the four sites of Qoli Darvish, Shamshirgah, Gholam Tape, and Sialk, show the
continuity of a place from north to south and the time from old to new.

It is a little more difficult to discuss the usage of the spaces that these bricks decorated. It
seems that the glazed bricks of all three northwestern areas were used to decorate religious
buildings. Hasanlu's excavators have raised the possibility of religious use for all the burnt
buildings around the southern courtyard, but if we consider only one of the buildings as a
temple, burnt building 2 will undoubtedly be the most likely option. Interestingly, Hasanlu's
painted bricks were discovered from inside the same building (Dyson 1977: 550). Qalaichi was
also suggested, paying attention to the objects found in the area of the religious function and
calling the pillared hall a temple (Kargar 2004: 233-234). This case was also applied to the
Rabat area, and the excavator considers the glazed bricks with the Rabat motifs as the
decoration of a religious structure. Apart from the hints of the excavators of these areas, the
motifs used on the bricks, which include mostly mythological and religious themes, confirm the
ritual use of the buildings mentioned in the context of Hasanlu and Qalaichi. Michael Roaf
believes that the Babajan buildings were probably originally temples and were later used as
residences (Roaf 1998: 150). In the Central Plateau area, the bricks of Shamshirgah and Gholam
Tape were obtained from the surface survey and it is not clear what structures they belong to.
Ghirshman, the first Sialk excavator, reported that the painted bricks are connected to the large
adobe structure (Girshman, 2009, Fazeli Nashli et al 2023). However, due to the destruction of
the structures on the large adobe platform of Sialk, it is not possible to comment on its use. The
samples found in Qoli Darvish show the unquestionable connection of this decorative
architectural element with the texture of the clay platform, and the explorer has considered the
use of the clay platform as both governmental, social, and religious (Sarlak 2010: 396).
Therefore, according to the architectural evidence obtained from Hasanlu, Rabat, Qalaichi,
Babajan, and Qoli Darvish sites, it can be said that these Iron Age painted bricks were mostly
used to decorate religious buildings and temples of this period as well as used ceremonially on
monuments.
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Hojabri & Afifi 2009: Fig. 7) L, a5 VF JIA o)les 51 o0l 4 2017: Fig. 5;10;23;34;54;77;105
(Heidari 2010: PI. L1 Kargar & Binandeh 2009: PI. 6a; 8; 10 Heydari 2018: Fig. 4

Fig 2. Glazed bricks with motifs of Qalachi and Rabat; The top is from numbers 1 to 7 of
Qalaichi (Hassanzadeh & Piran 2017: Fig. 5;10;23;34;54;77;105) and the bottom is from
numbers 8 to 14 of Tepe Rabat (Hojabri & Afifi 2009: Fig. 7; Heydari 2018). : Fig. 4; Kargar &
Binandeh 2009: PI. 6a; 8; 10; Heidari 2010: PI. L1)
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Fig 3: Samples of patterned bricks from the Central Plateau area obtained from Gholi Darvish
(Sarlak 2010: 281; Malekzadeh & Naseri 2013: Fig. 4), Silk (Girshman 2010: 21; Naseri 2011;
Malekzadeh & Naseri 2013: Fig. 3) and Shamshirgah (Malekzadeh & Naseri 2013: Fig. 3).
(Naseri 2013: Fig. 5

Golmohammadi et al. ) ase)e 5 (Girshman 2010: Pl. 99) Slew sgiie g ool 5,51 slaclB ¥ pgas
(2013: Fig. 10

Fig 4: Samples bricks of sialk (Girshman 2010: PI. 99) and Gholam Tepe (Golmohammadi et al.
2013: Fig. 10

(GOoff 1977: Pl 17 & 18) ;b igiie slo,>T diges 0 yguas
Fig.5: An example of Babajan's painted bricks (Goff 1977: PIl. 17 & 18)
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