Journal of Archaeological Studies

Online ISSN: 2676-4288

University of Tehran Prees

https://jares.ut.ac.ir/

Southern Lake Urmia in the Iron Age 111 Period: New Evidence from Mahabad
Vahed Joolaee™ !, Reza Rezaloo’ (%, Karim Hajizadeh Bastani® (", Behrouz Afkhami*

1.Department of Archaeology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, Iran. Email:
vahedjoolaee@gmail.com
2.Department of Archaeology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, Iran.
Corresponding Author Email: r_rezaloo@uma.ac.ir
3.Department of Archaeology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, Iran.
Email: k_hajizadeh@uma.ac.ir
4.Department of archaeology, Faculty of Social Sciences, University of Mohaghegh Ardabili, Ardabil, Iran. Email:
bafkhami@uma.ac.ir

Article Info

Abstract

Avrticle type:
Research Article

Avrticle history:

Received:
13, May, 2019

In Revised Form:
5, July, 2019

Accepted:
25, January, 2020

Published online:

20, June, 2023

Keywords:

According to historical evidence, during the Iron Age 11 period the southern
shores of Lake Urmia were a place where many tribes lived, politically
divided among small kingdoms whose political boundaries changed with the
conflicts over the region between the regional powers of Assyria and Urartu.
The Mahabad area, which despite its importance in archeological studies of
Iron Age Ill, has been under-investigated. In April 2016, during the
investigation of the central part of Mahabad city, a total of 24 areas dating to
this period were identified. The most important questions of this study are:
(1) What is the structure and extent of the Iron Ill settlements in the
Mahabad plain, and (2) What kind of cultural exchanges and interactions
took place between the different areas of the Mahabad plain with
neighboring areas during this period? The results of these investigations
show that these areas take three primary forms: a) areas with stone
architecture, b) cemeteries, and c) settlement mounds. The typology of the
ceramics recovered from this fieldwork suggests that the Mahabad plain had
extra-regional cultural relations during this period, in addition to connections
with the western regions of Iran.
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Introduction
The Iron Age in Iran has special significance and importance, due to extensive changes

in cultural and linguistic traditions. During Iron 111 (ca. 800 to 550 BCE), the
northwestern region of Iran, especially the southern shores of Lake Urmia, which was
one of the important centers of this period, was involved in numerous political conflicts.
Local states were caught in the middle of the broader imperial competition between
Urartu and Assyria for control of this area, resulting in frequent changes to political
borders. Despite previous archaeological studies on the Iron Age Il period in
northwestern Iran, the Mahabad plain in the south of Lake Urmia has been relatively
neglected.

The Iron 111 period commences ca. 800 BCE with the sack of Hasanlu and other major
sites in northwestern Iran by the Urartians (Matthews & Fazeli Nashli, 2022: 410). But
the presence of Urartians in the western and southern Urmia basin does not seem to
have been very strong due to the Assyrians and local powers residing in nearby
Kurdistan (Levine 1974a) (Matthews & Fazeli Nashli, 2022: 414). One of the powerful
local powers with a presence in the Mahabad region during that time was the Manneans,
whose principal territory was located in this basin during the first millennium BCE
(Mollazadeh, 2014: 369). In other words, northwestern Iran, which today is called
Azerbaijan and Kurdistan, was ethnically diverse and politically divided among small
kingdoms organized aligned into alliances with neighboring great powers during the
Iron 11l period (Danti, 2013: 363). The most important written sources for
reconstructing the political landscape of this period and identifying the peoples living in
this region are Assyrian (836 to 652 BCE), Urartian, Babylonian (616 to 550 BCE),
Hebrew, Greek (especially Herodotus). It is the Achaemenid stone inscriptions that have
provided the most valuable information, however (Mollazadeh, 2004: 54). According to
these sources, the southwestern and the northern end of the Lake Urmia basin were
under the control of the Urartians until about 800 BCE, and until the emergence of the
Medes, the same situation has prevailed. The extant sources have also pointed to the
kingdom of Mana as ruling the southern reaches of the Urmia basin and Iranian
Kurdistan (Levin, 2002: 451). Between 610 to 590 BCE, the Median kingdom
vanqguished Assyria, and the kingdom of Mana added Scythia and Urartu to its territory
(Diakonov, 2008: 290). Therefore, the south of Lake Urmia became an imperial
battleground during the Iron Ill period, and their political borders were repeatedly
changing. As a result, the Mahabad plain is of great importance to the comprehensive
study of the cultural transformations and changes that occurred in northwestern Iran
during the Iron Age Il1, and until more field investigations and explorations are carried
out in this area, uncertainties will remain.

The first archaeological studies in this area were carried out in 2006 with the aim of
registering historical and cultural sites in Mahabad county under the supervision of Reza
Heydari, during which 80 historical sites were identified (Heydari, 2006). The
archaeological finds from these investigations raised many questions, including two
main concerns: What was the structure and extent of Iron Age Il settlements in the
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Mahabad Plain, and, what kind of cultural exchanges, regional and extra-regional
interactions did the Mahabad Plain have with the neighboring regions during this
period? In order to answer these questions, a survey was conducted by the authors in the
central district of Mahabad county in March 2017 to study the Iron Age IlI settlements
in the Mahabad plain. The field study was conducted using an intensive surface survey
method; based on the surface collection results, 24 Iron Age Il sites were identified
(Figures 1 & 3). The names of the studied sites are listed in Table 1.

Studies have shown that Iron Age Il sites in the Mahabad plain can be classified into
three types: (a) sites with rock-cut architecture (Figures 4-9), (b) cemetery sites (Figures
10-12), and (c) settlement mounds (Figure 13). The majority of settlements belong to
the third category, many of which were inhabited in different periods, ranging in size
from roughly half a hectare to four hectares. Based on this fieldwork, the settlements of
the Bronze Age have larger areas compared to the Iron Age settlements. However,
despite this, the number of settlements during the Iron Age significantly increased
compared to the previous periods, and this is especially evident during the Iron Age Il1I
period. In general, it seems that the fertile Mahabad plain, with its high environmental
potential, was a highly suitable area for settlement during Iron Ill. Most of the studied
settlements have a tendency towards lower elevations due to the high geographical
latitude of the Mahabad region, and the altitude of the region has had a significant
influence on population distribution (Figure 14). The spatial arrangement of the
settlements is such that most of them are located in the flat and foothill areas of the
Mahabad plain, which provide suitable natural conditions for settlement. Furthermore,
the mountain passes around the Mahabad plain have made for easier interactions with
neighboring regions.

The ceramics documented in this survey indicate that Iron Age Il pottery in the
Mahabad plain consists of four types: light yellow, yellow with cream color, brown and
gray. Based on the typological study, Iron Age Il pottery in the Mahabad plain is
comparable to the typical sites in northwestern and western Iran (Figures 16-18).
Considering the most similarities of pottery, it can be said that Mahabad plain had
regional cultural connections with Mannean sites such as Qalaichi, Ziviyeh, Kol Tarikeh
and Qaleh-ye Bardineh. It also had transregional cultural connections with a number of
sites in the western region of Iran, including Noushijan Tepe and Sorkh Dom Laki.
According to the pottery findings, the culture of the Iron Age Il period in the Mahabad
plain was similar to that of neighboring regions. Most of the findings are comparable to
the typical sites of this period, especially the settlements attributed to the Manneans.
However, Urartian pottery was not found in any of the Mahabad plain sites, and given
that Urartian culture has not been reported in previous studies, it is likely that Urartian
culture was not present in the Mahabad region during this period.
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Figure 18. Sample of Iron Age 3 pottery of Mahabad Plain
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