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Extended Abstract

For a long time, archaeologists are studying contemporary societies based on some
theories as direct historical approach. They reconstruct old societies with ethnographic
and archaeological data included in the popular culture as a part of their research.
According to beliefs of people living in Bakhtiari region, Iran, some archaeological
remains as ossuaries belonged to nomads and were placed there by ancient people during
immigration. This article will discuss at first the geographic environment of the region as
the study field and then with an anthropological view, Bakhtiari people and their customs.
Furthermore, via an archaeological approach and analyzing new archaeological data,
studies show that it came from the lake of public awareness and the lake of knowledge
about the existing works.
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INTRODUCTION

Archaeological evidence and ethnographic studies are some ways of rebuilding past
societies. A large number of man-made caves crawling through rocks are located in
the southwestern region of Iran, which are referred to the "catacombs". Local people
call these caves "Pirdalu” and "Khereft-khaneh".

Today, we know the main motive behind the creation of these spaces. They were
known as ossuary and used to put the bones of the dead of believers in Zoroastrian
religion. Many authors have acknowledged that these sites have had a new
application in recent centuries. Local nomads put enough food and clothes for
several months in these places for old men and or women, during the war or
seasonal displacement when migration was cumbersome or impossible. These
writers have discussed about Bakhtiari nomads. This issue is considered in this
article.

METHODOLOGY

This research is conducted by inductive analysis, library and field studies, and will
discuss a large number of ossuaries in the geographic region. Its geographical field
of research and its topography, along with geological structure in southwest Iran, is
especially important.

DISCUSSION

Khuzestan Province geographically consists of mountainous and plain regions. The
combination of mountains, eroded and depleted hills and sedimentary plains seems
to be an environment of particular interest to predators and settlers (Mortensen,
1975, 190). There are also very fertile pastures in this area, which have led to the
livelihoods for the first-time villages (Hool, 1973, 53). Taken together, the extreme
heat on the one hand and the lack of water on the other hand in this area, makes life
difficult, which is why the nomads stop here for a period of a year (Rahnamaei,
1991, 154-155).

Bakhtiari population have transformed into three urban, rural (peasant) and
nomadic communities (M. Bakhtiari, 2003, 56). In such a cultural context, some
features such as funeral rituals have a special mechanism.

Considering the importance of burial and burial practices among the Bakhtiari
nomads and with a slight adjustment, we can compare their traditions, materials
and the funerals with the past rituals.

The catacombs are open structures, usually located above the mountains with a
higher level of land. Ossuary means a place, which is used for keeping the bone. The



exterior facades of these ossuaries are niche-shaped and their interiors are
rectangular (Hof 2001, 50 and Drakhashi, Arab and Karimivand, 2007, Jafari; 2007).
There are several reasons that show Shushtar and Gotvand ossuaries belong to the
Sassanid period.

ANALYSIS AND CONCLUSION

According to the evidence obtained and the chronology of these crypts in the
Shushtar and Gotvand areas of the Sassanid period and based on the existing
research, they also had a secondary usage, but this secondary usage was the same as
the former, that is, only for burial.

Given a secondary usage by nomads for these ossuaries, there are problems such
as access problem for older people to some ossuaries and the risk of wildlife attacks
on others. Some of these ossuaries have a very small space (Figures 1 and 2)
(Derakhshi, 2007, 94) so that no one can imagine that a person, even old can stay in
it even for a day or night. Crypts on the floor of these ossuaries have been carved to
put the bones. Its similarity with Fars, Bushehr and Kerman regions (Jafari, 2007)
and Siraf (Whitehouse, 1974) and the royal monarchy of the Achaemenid kings
(Koch, 2006, 338) as Nagsh-e-Rostam and Persepolis would approve it.

According to the archaeological and other presented data, it is highly unlikely
that the Bakhtiari nomads, in spite of their rich culture and deep tribal and kinship
roots, abandon their elders in their places, and the reason for this thought was only
the lack of awareness of the residents of the region of the exact use of the ossuaries.
Forgetting the original name of this work can prove the reason.

Figure 2. Bone evidence inside one of the Figure 1. A view of several ossuaries in Gotvand
ossuaries and pits inside the ossuary (Photo by (Derakhshi with others; 2007)
the author)
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Mortensen, P. (1972). Seasonal camps and early villages in the Zagros. In P. Ucko, R.
Tringham, & G. W. Dimbeleby, (Eds.), Man, Settlement and Urbanism (pp. 293-
297), London: Duckworth.
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