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Nowadays, Archaeologists use spatial analysis of environmental data and
archaeological field findings to clarify the patterns relating to the scattering of
ancient settlements and their relation to their natural environments. Settlement
pattern analysis is one of the topics in archeology that, rather than focusing on
a specific ancient place, probes the region. The interpretation of past human
behavior in relation to its dependence on components of the natural and
ecological environment is at the center of this type of thought. The results of
these analyses will identify factors that influence the choice of the ancestors'
places of residence, such as: easy access to agricultural land, water, marine
resources and exploitation of extractable mineral resources. The protection
that the geographical location provides is another important and well-known
factor in the context that it has a great influence on the shape of the
deployment of human groups in an area. According to this method and by
analyzing the results of the field survey in the west of Urmia Lake, the
geographical variables affecting the settlements of the Parthian period in this
area were investigated. In the field survey of the western plain of Urmia Lake,
14 sites of the Parthian period had been identified, which was drawn by
analyzing the results of this survey and environmental data available,
therefore, the pattern of settlement regions based on GIS maps was drawn.
These patterns lie in the western plain of the Urmia Lake and have variables
such as: sea level height, proximity to rivers, climate type, soil fertility, land
use, vicinity to today's settlements, and salt extraction and trade. All the
patterns from the west coast of Urmia Lake, have been measured; and the
results of these field studies are presented in the upcoming article.

Western Plain of Urmia Lake, Field Survey, Parthian Period, Settlement
Pattern, Geographic Information System (GIS).
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1. Introduction

Identification of Parthian settlements was among the main goals of the field survey in the
western Urmia Lake’s plain in order to fill the gap with this period in the local cultural
sequence. Besides, we wanted to know whether this gap was due to some historical implications
or simply the result of scarce fieldwork. Previously, the lack of any Parthian record and the
strong regionalization of Parthian ceramics had hampered any studies regarding this period in
the studied area. Although the mountainous areas to the west of Urmia County were
investigated in 2008, no Parthian site was mentioned in the chronological sequence presented
(Khan-Mohammadi & Kharrazi, 2012: 7-9, Fig 1). Therefore, at the time of our fieldwork, there was
no dated type site for drawing comparisons. Despite this, out of the 39 archaeological localities
recorded in our fieldwork, 14 Parthian sites were identified based on the ceramic’s stylistics (Fig
3 & Fig 5).

Based on the field survey and the GIS analysis results, the local Parthian settlement patterns
were examined, and an attempt was made to reconstruct the cultural-environmental landscape of
the area during the mentioned period (Mirzaie, 2019). The results of this study indicated the
importance of environmental variables such as abundant water supplies, fertile soil of alluvial
fans for agriculture, and proximity to mountains with rich pastures in the formation of
settlements. Besides, it seems the settlements were following a linear pattern along the coastal
strip, emphasizing the fertile plain of Urmia and the desire to be close to the rivers. Plus,
gaining access to the salt sources of the lake was also among the reasons for the formation of
the sites.

The analysis implies that the region’s dominant economy during the Parthian Period was
based on irrigation cultivation, animal husbandry, and salt extraction from Urmia Lake. The
proximity of the Urmia plain to the Silk Road, which enjoyed great prosperity during the
Parthian Period and was one of the main reasons for Iran's commercial prosperity during
historical periods, bears implications for the placement of our sites in relation to the salt trade.
The trade route that connected Hamedan to Urmia and Khoy was most probably passed through
the western plain of Urmia Lake (the area currently under investigation).

Another finding in our field survey was identifying an area known as Rashakan Castle
(SWUL 03) (Mirzaie, 2019). This area has a circular enclosure wall with numerous watchtowers,
and unlike most castles which are usually built on higher grounds, Rashakan was constructed in
the middle of the plain. Thus, this fact, plus the very short distance of the castle to the shores of
the lake -less than 1 km- strengthens the possibility of a connection with salt extraction. In other
words, this fortified structure’s placement suggests a monitoring and security role related to salt
operations. The critical point is that the Parthians did not benefit from this strategic gift (the salt
of Urmia Lake) before the conquest of Atropaten. But after claiming this region, they decided to
make the most of this wealth. However, as history testifies, the inhabitants of the conquered
lands usually resisted and sometimes even launched counter-attacks against the occupier forces.
The location of Rashakan fortification in the middle of the plain, plus its affinities to the
Parthian architectural styles (similarity to the sub-circular camps of the Central Asian nomads -
the origin place of the Parthians-), could suggest the need of the dominant Parthians for a
protective structure to ensure the safety of workers and soldiers against such local attacks.
Therefore, environmental factors directly impact the formation of human societies by dictating
appropriate locations for specific purposes. War or peace each imposes conditions on the target
society in terms of architectural organization, such as extensive defenseless settlements or
limited-space fortified settlements in peace or war, respectively. Most of the Parthian sites in the
studied area are small settlements, which could imply unstable conditions and a shaky foothold
of Parthians in the region.

In addition to what has been stated, to show the land-use patterns of Parthians in the area and
to examine their settlement pattern in connection with the extraction of salt, a mound known as
Tepe "Tabat" (SWuUL 15) could be considered as a case study (Mirzaie, 2019). Tabat is located at a
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distance of fewer than 500 m to the lake’s western shore. Such a small distance means muddy
and salty grounds and the impossibility of agriculture. As a result of soil infertility and
barrenness as well as being unsuitable even for animal husbandry, and due to the identification
of some supposedly salt extraction basins at a distance of about 1.5 km to the northeast, the
Tepe Tabat was affiliated with salt extraction activities. Additionally, the virtual absence of any
Parthian site in the mountainous areas to the west, the linear pattern of Parthian settlements
parallel to the western shores of the lake, and the close distance of the Silk Road could also
bolster the hypothesis of correlation between Parthian settlement patterns and the extraction and
trade of salt within the area of study. It should be noted that based on previous studies, Parthian
settlements in northwestern Iran were usually formed in high and overlooking areas. Of course,
we must remember that the future reconstruction of Lake Urmia’s water level and its ancient
shorelines could shed more light on this issue, which is beyond the scope of the present study.
Therefore, in a general view, it could be said that several important factors have influenced the
formation of the settlement patterns within this region. The location of water resources in the
plain has been one of the most important factors for the formation of settlements; we see that all
the sites are located at a distance of fewer than 500 m from the permanent and seasonal rivers,
and some of them have formed near the confluence zone of two surface currents. Suitable
environmental potentials such as fertile soil, abundant water, favorable weather, and good
pastures for livestock are amongst the other influential factors in forming Parthian settlements in
the region. Besides, access to the rich resources of the lake’s salt and access to the main
networks of the Silk Road to the north and south of the studied area are other influential factors
for defining the settlement patterns; such a placement facilitated the salt trade, and the Parthians
took advantage of this natural gift in the best possible way.

Due to suitable conditions, in many parts of the world, alluvial fans have provided good
locations for establishing human settlements from prehistoric times onwards. The focus of
human activities on the alluvial fans was in fact due to the positive characteristics of such
landforms (Magsoudi et al. 2012: 2). Some of the Parthian sites in the fertile plain of Urmia were
also established within the alluvial fans, and this indicates the awareness of the people here
about the desirable properties of such landscapes. Although the people of the past were aware of
the fertility of alluvial fans, according to the experiences gained from the past floods and the
dangers of settling in the center of the alluvial fans, usually the villages had not been forming
near the flood channels, a clear example of which in our area of study is the site of Bélestan
(SWUL 01).
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Figure 1. The administrative division of Urmia County. Areas with red dashed line are

surveyed by the author and the ones with grey dashed line were previously investigated by
the archaeologists from the Cultural Heritage Organization of West Azerbaijan Province.
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Figure 2. The location of the survey area in the west of Urmia Lake (dashed-line
areas).
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Figure 3. The location of the previously-known Parthian sites. Note the absence of Parthian
localities in the West of Urmia Lake (Mirzaei, 2016).
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Figure 4. The topography of the area of study with the new-found Parthian sites.
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Figure 5. The Geographical coordinates of the new-found Parthian sites in the west plain of
Urmia Lake.
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Figure 7. The new-found Parthian sites with the unique registration codes and their
elevation above the sea level.
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Figure 11. Soil classification in the West of Urmia Lake and the location of the
new-found Parthian sites.
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Figure 12. Landuse in the West of Urmia Lake and the location of the new-found

Parthian sites.
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