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In 2014, the contractor company operating the Damghan-Neka gas
transmission line demolished and exposed two Parthian burial mounds in the
village of Vestemin. Vestemin is located 80 km south of Sari. The historic site

of Vestemin includes the east cemetery, the west cemetery, the settlement site,
the castle and the Islamic cemetery. Vestemin is the first Parthian site in
Mazandaran that has been excavated. What distinguishes this cemetery from
other Parthian cemeteries discovered in the Parthian cultural sphere is that its
western cemetery contains family burial mounds, which are unique in terms of
architecture. The burial mounds of Vestemin Cemetery have three sections: 1)
rectangular spaces or corridors, 2) entrances or gates between the corridor and
the crypt, and 3) the crypt room. All of the burials are mass graves. The
number of people buried in the tombs varies from one to five, and the method
of burial is mostly squat. Seals and ring seals with human, animal, bird, plant,
geometric, rider and fireplace motifs are among the motifs found in the
western burial mound cemetery. In using the seals as a gift, the gender of the
deceased was does not seem to have been a determining factor. This collection
of Parthian seals is unique in terms of the number and variety of seal designs.

Parthian, Seal, Ring Seal, Pattern, Westmin.
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1. Introduction

In 2014, the agents of a contractor company working on the gas line of Damghan-Neka, partly
demolished, but ultimately revealed, two Parthian catacomb-tomb complexes in Vestemin
Village. Following the incident, the project was stopped and due to the necessity of continuing
the national gas transmission project, the Iranian Gas Engineering and Development Company
provided the funds for rescue excavations at the cemetery. The Parthian cemetery of Vestemin is

located 80 km south of Sari in the Chahar Dangeh district (Map No. 1 and Image No. 1). The
Vestemin archaeological site includes the eastern cemetery, the western cemetery, the
residential area, the castle and the Islamic cemetery. Vestemin is the first site from the Parthian
era that has undergone scientific archeological exploration in Mazandaran Province. What
distinguishes this cemetery from other Parthian cemeteries discovered in the Parthian cultural
sphere is the western cemetery, which contains family catacombs that are architecturally unique.
The catacombs of Vestemin cemetery have three architectural sections: 1) rectangular spaces, or

corridors, 2) an entrance or gate between the corridor and the crypt room, and 3) the crypt room
Image No. 2). There are mass burials inside the catacombs. The number of people buried inside
the graves varies from one to five.

Seals and ring seals are among the most common artifacts found in western burial
mounds. Most of the cross-sections of the engraved Vestemin seals have an oval cross-section.

In one case (burial mound No. 2 of trench H.35) a seal with a rectangular cross section was
found with a 40-year-old woman. There does not, however, appear to be gender restrictions
overall; indeed, seals were found in the burials of both men and women. In terms of material,
the Vestemin seals can be divided into two categories: stone seals and metal seals. The only

example of stone seal, made of red agate, depicts two goats sitting next to each other (Figure 3).
The metal seals can be divided into three types: 1) iron seals, 2) silver seals, and 3) bronze seals.
These iron seals have suffered the most damage due to their location in the calcareous clay
texture of the soil compared to other types of seals. A total of 16 silver rings were found. Of

these, 3 are simple rings and 5 are rings with a spiral pattern on the stirrup (Figure 4) and 8 are
ring seals. In the ring seal type, the pattern is always engraved on the glass jewel (Figure 5). The

bronze seals are the most well-preserved and the most numerous types of seals recovered from
Vestemin. Most of bronze seal rings have no jewels and the pattern is created directly on the
stirrup of the ring. Apart from the type of seal, there is a great variety of designs. Patterns on

Vestemin seals include: 1) anthropomorphic, 2) zoomorphic, 3) vegetal, 4) geometric, 5)

fireplace, 6) avian, and 7) rider-and-horse. Only one seal with a human face was found on a
stirrup of a bronze ring (Figure 6).

Among Vestemin seals, the most important pattern is zoomorphic, which are depicted
either sitting or standing. The pattern of animals include bezoar and goat, deer, ram, scorpion,
mythical animals and cattle (Figure 7). The only example of vegetal motifs shows the pattern of
a cypress tree with a ram sitting in front of it. This pattern is engraved on a bronze glass jewel
(Figure 8). Geometric patterns are embossed or crossed lines on the stirrup of the ring (Figure
9). There seem to be two types of fireplaces depicted (Figures 9 and 10). The avian motifs
include a flying duck, seen engraved on stirrup of a bronze ring (Figure 11). The other seal

shows a bird sitting on the back of an animal, pecking at the point where the spear sank into the
animal's back (Figure 12). Regarding the horse-and-rider motif, a person rides a horse that has

legs hanging and a spear in his hand. It looks like a sack enclosed with a drawstring. This
pattern is engraved on a bronze ring (Figure 13). What is clear is that the seal has a long history
in the history of Iran, from the first examples in the fourth millennium BCE to various examples
with different shapes and purposes that are still used and have had a great impact on human life.
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The art of stamping for administrative, political, and economic purposes has a history in the
pre-Parthian period. The Elamites and the Achaemenids used seals, which had special features
in terms of their artistic style. Achaemenid seals included cylindrical seals, flat seals and ring
seals, which were influenced by the art of Assyrian, Babylonian, Elamite, and even Greek
sealing traditions. Unfortunately, there is little information about the artistic, economic and
administrative achievement from the Parthian period due to the scarcity of the number of
recovered specimens. During the Parthian period, cylindrical seals became obsolete for
unknown reasons, and ring seals became common instead. While studying the designs on the

rings, the question arose as to whether the patterns on these seals were merely for decorative
purpose or whether the patterns had a specific meaning. If the patterns of the seals were
engraved positively, then we could envisage them as being a decorative aspect of the rings, but
they were engraved negatively, thus their function as seals is certain. Most Achaemenid seals

are made of stone, but bronze seals are the most numerous among Vestemin seals. The
abundance and quantity of seals found at Vestemin is evidence of economic prosperity. On the
other hand, the creation of artistic designs with great delicacy on hard stone such as agate and
on metal like bronze, or etched into glass on a very small scale that is difficult to see with the
naked eye shows the high degree of progress of the art of seal making.

Can it be said that the designs of the Vestemin seals not only reflect art and economics but also
show the beliefs of the people to whom they belonged? It is notable, in this regard, that the
motif of the scorpion is a common sign which was used frequently in Mithraism. And often the
ram plays the symbol of the clergy, and the horse appears as the symbol of kings and warriors.
In Mithraism, killing cattle was a symbol of liberation from ego and lust, as if it was done to
unite with the god Mithra (Mehr). Despite several motifs of fireplaces and symbols of Mithraic

beliefs, are we faced with the multiplicity of beliefs and beliefs among the people living at
Vestemin?
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Fig 9. Patterns of seals obtained from Westmin Respectively the role of goat, deer, ram, scorpion, cow,
legendary animal
BLS i Y- Y- A
ane E‘ M .' ).‘ “.‘.i"h—g-id‘ .«.".'. '“i' 69) -d»u-\)‘ . .‘."5?;95 O‘ 65)-35))h>459)~0 &}’)‘) s
(). ).05.»44) Sl 00

TR Gonsy o oy M) ppal
Fig 10. The role of the cypress in front of the ram

b i F- Yo A
ol oads i o xaSSl Ol (g9, p ablite bghas b g oasS slalas & jgon beds 3l gg ol

Fig 11 . Geometric role



AR

Vo) —¥Y ool sy o 6yleis VF 690« oawlic oy liwly Solellae ale

olois T s .b- ¥- A
Db laisT g g5 90 LB (gl G 50 dusy oo S 4

OF pr5a) Cosl 0 iz Sl alas (285 50 a5 (25T alas by lazsl . ¥

AY g OloasT juds VY pgas
Fig 13. The image of the fireplace locsT s Fig 12. The image of the fireplace

oWy s - Y- A
el oddy BB (e SIS OB, 59y p a5 S9die omd Slgn b )0 (plepe B 390 o0

on J& 50 pléye G5V F ppa
Fig 14. The image of a flying duck

g & 035 () 58 e 4 095 I Sl 5 5 s Gl Sy (sl BB (5500 5 0

Olow cly o0y il VO gl
Fig 15. The image of the bird on the back of the animal



P9 bl 32 )l pwleS (radiang (ST (ylinw ;o5 51 a8l g o s goo (B o 9 (Flowie dnlllan o
g i V= Y- A

S yise 5 4 g 0I5 05 (s po 5 Sl gl il 45 955 o0 00 sl g (69,8 9590 S o
ol i yalol «(VF pea) ool S ke yiSl SO (g, &5 LiE cpl ole LS iy o S
CAY £) S8 5100 VAT () ol oty alom Jlo 50 cenl 1 jlges ciieln

il
.,,I °
-
f\&'
.

g
L A (

- (o
L 3 . >
- \\ \\
& -
o 9

! Q.

Slgw & NF pgad
Fig 16. The image of the rider
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1- Comparison table of Westmin seals with other Parthian sites
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