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Abstract
An archaeological survey was conducted in 2004-2005 in the middle of Mianab Shushtar in 
Khuzestan, followed by an excavation there in 2005-2006, which led to the discovery of a Sasa-
nian palace as well as valuable stuccoes at two other locations, namely the JilJilak Tepe and be-
hind a Gas Station on the Shushtar-Ahwaz Road. In this article, the discovered stuccoes have 
been examined, which indicates that the Jiljilak stuccoes can be divided into three categories 
based on their features and application: a) geometric patterns, b) plant patterns, and c) ani-
mal patterns. Comparing these stuccoes with those found elsewhere such as Kuh-e Khwaja, 
Bīshāpūr, and Bandian in Dargaz shows that they can be attributed to the Parthian-Sasanian 
period. 
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Introduction
A substance called stuccoes has been 
used in Iranian architecture since at least 
the 6th millennium BC (Kaboli, 2016: 
39 and Masuda, 1975: 63). However, it is 
during the Parthians that stuccoes be-
came widespread. Many stuccoes have 
been found in Iran from the Parthian 
and Sasanian periods. The remains of 
Parthian stuccoes in Iran have been dis-
covered in places such as Kuh-e Khwaja, 
Ghaleh Zahhak (Zahhak Castle), Ghaleh 
Yazdgerd (Yazdgerd Castle), Khorheh 
Mahallat, and others. Also, many schol-
ars have conducted research on these 
stuccoes (See Keall et al., 1980; Rostami 
and Aryamanesh, 2020; Mousavi Haji et 
al., 2019). During this period, the use of 
stucco was limited, but gradually it be-
came so popular that it was not only used 
in palaces, fire temples, and aristocratic 
homes during the Sasanians but also the 
average people of that time were inclined 
to use this art in their homes. The artists 
of the Parthian period, who were pio-
neers in the invention of stucco art, not 
only used it in sculpture and relief but 
also had remarkable success in using this 
art in architecture. A look at the capitals 
of the Ghaleh Yazdgerd depicts the ar-
tistic value of the Parthian artists’ work 
appropriately. In these capitals, besides 
plant motifs, human motifs were also 
used in an admirable way. In one of these 
capitals, a person is depicted holding two 
dolphins with twisted tails. The skillful 
execution of the dolphins, especially 
their spiral tails, depicts the Ionic cap-
ital’s snail-like forms (Keall et al., 1980). 

The stuccoes of the Ghaleh Zahhak 
from the Parthian period are also import-
ant. Some stucco there are formed with 
plant motifs and spirals, and the space 
between the spirals depicting the im-
age of a young half-naked woman with 
hanging tresses (Ghandgar, 2004). Given 

the spirals used in this capital, it can be 
considered an adaptation of the Greek 
Corinthian capital (Charbonneaux, 1969: 
56: Fig. 51). Although the Greek models 
should be considered headway for Irani-
an artists in their approach to stuccoes 
instead of stone, later, the Greeks and 
Romans used this Iranian invention, and 
brought this art to their own country 
(see Schippmann, 1990). It is natural that 
from the beginning of their work, some 
of the motifs that Greek artists used, such 
as grape clusters, Maeander or Swastika, 
Astragalus, Nike, Pegasus, and acanthus 
motifs that did not have a history in Iran 
until the Seleucids, made their way into 
the Iranian art from Greece.

Investigating Plaster Casts of Dastowā 
(Mianab Shushtar)
In 2004 and 2005, field training for the 
students of archeology at the Islamic 
Azad University in Shushtar was con-
ducted under the supervision of the 
author in the midddle of Mianab of 
Shushtar. The first season was devoted to 
an archeological survey, and the second 
season to excavation, in which stuccoes 
were found at three different locations: 
a Sasanian palace (Rahbar, 2013: 217) and 
two other locations (JilJilak area and be-
hind a gas station on the Shushtar-Ahwaz 
road), which until that time, apart from 
a few small pieces of stuccoes obtained 
from Shoush, had not been reported from 
Khuzestan province (Kroger, 2017: 92.2).  

Excavation of JilJilak Tepe
This site is located on the western bank 
of the Gargar River and Band-e Mahi Ba-
zan or Fishing Dam (Fig. 1). The old road 
from Shushtar to Ahvaz probably passed 
through this area, which is why its sur-
face is firm and compact. Also, it is higher 
in altitude compared to the lands to the 
west and slopes, and this part has risen 
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about 15-20 meters compared to the sur-
face of the Gargar River. Based on the ar-
chaeological survey in 2004 when pieces 
of stuccoes were found there, it was de-
cided to excavate this site. The trenches 
were selected in a north-south direction 

and along the road. Accordingly, three 
10x10 meter trenches were dug in the 
east-west direction, and 10x10 meter 12 
trenches were dug in the north-south di-
rection. In Trench C2, pieces of stuccoes 
were observed, which apparently had 

Fig. 1. Excavation Area



Ancient Iranian Studies58

accumulated in this way over the years 
due to sun and rain exposure. At a depth 
of 60 centimeters, we reached a piece of 
stucco. The excavation continued with 
great care, and as a result, we reached a 
mass of irregularly stacked stuccoes at 
a depth between 60 centimeters to 150 

centimeters. This mass stuccoes had a 
width of about 1.5 x 2.5 meters (Fig. 2). 

On the eastern part of this mass of 
stuccoes, a wall was discovered in the 
northeast-southwest direction made of 
mud but had been plastered with stuc-
coes on two surfaces. It became clear 

Fig. 2. Mass of Stuccoes
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that these pieces of stuccoes had been 
moved from another location to this site 
and the above wall had no connection 
to the discovered stuccoes. At a depth of 
115 centimeters in Trench D2, pieces of 
stuccoes were also found, which were a 
continuation of the C2 stuccoes. Addi-
tionally, in this trench, we encountered a 
piece of stucco that had a reddish color. 
Therefore, it can be assumed that at least 
some of the stuccoes had colors. From 
this same trench, a piece of stucco was 
obtained that displayed an image of a 
muscular man in red color. 

Motifs of Stuccoes at Jiljilk Tepe
Dastowā stuccoes can be divided into 
several groups in terms of their applica-
tion and role. A) Group of geometric pat-
terns; B) Group of plant motifs; and, C) 

Group of animal motifs. 
Several pieces of decorative stuccoes 

with a diameter between 12 and 15 cen-
timeters were obtained during the ex-
cavation of Dastowā. Given their small 
size, they can be considered to have been 
used solely alongside doorways and lin-
tels. The discovered stuccoes from JilJilak 
lacked plant motifs. Their decorative el-
ements included overlapping petals or 
left-right petals, meanders, and finally, 
fish-shaped scales (Fig. 3). 

Maeander
Maeander comes from Greek Maiandros, 
an old name for a winding river in Asia 
Minor that is now known as the Mende-
res. Ancient Greeks compared it to deco-
rative borders and patterns. Apparently, 
this pattern, like some other motifs, en-

Fig. 3. Some of Stuccoes of Jiljilk
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tered Iranian art during the Seleucid era. 
We see this decorative element, for the 
first time, in the stuccoes of Kuh-e Khwa-
ja and then in Qal’a-ye Yazdgerd as well 
as some other places. After that, it was 
widely used in an array of stuccoes during 
the Sasanian period. This motif has been 
used in Bandiyan Dargaz (Rahbar, 1997), 
Bīshāpūr (see Ghirshman, 1956), Qela 
Gury-e Ramavand (Hasanpour, 2015: 27), 
Hajiabad Fars (Azarnoush, 1994), Tepe 
Hissar of Damghan (Scmitdh, 1937: 327, 
330-331, 333-336). The Maeander motif 
has almost always been used as a frame 
for decorations and sidelines in stuccoes 
(Fig. 4). 

Decorative Arches
One of the elements in Sasanian stuccoes 

is decorative arches. In fact, it is mostly 
used to decorate the arches of doorways 
and entrances (Fig. 5). Examples of this 
decoration can be seen in Bīshāpūr and 
Seymareh (Lakpour, 2009: 29), Qela Gu-
ry-e Ramavand (Hasanpour, 2015: 27), 
and JilJilak from Dastowā. Several pieces 
of this motif were obtained from JilJilak, 
which had been used to decorate cornic-
es. 

Lotus Motifs
Another motif in the stuccoes of JilJilak 
in Dastowā is a row of Lotus. These flow-
ers, arranged in a row with a particular 
order, are connected to each other by 
two curved branches of this plant. At 
the end of the flower, these two stems 
are tied together with a band. There-

Fig. 4. Maeander Motif
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fore, it can be imagined that they were 
located in front of an arch (Fig. 6). The 
Lotus stuccoes pieces in JilJilak are an 
exact copy of the lotus on the scabbard 
of the Achaemenid era. Similar motifs 
can be seen in Chāl Ţarkhān, Kish (Wat-
clin, 1938), and al-Ma’aridh sites (Kröger, 
2017: 93, 87, 36) and in Qela Gury-e Ra-
mavand (Hasanpour, 2015: 268). We see 
a copy of the lotus in the stucco discov-
ered from Qal’a-ye Gur-e Rumon and in 
private hands, which is exactly copied 
from the protruding relief of Darius in 
the Hundred Column Hall at Persepolis 
(see Ghirshman, 1963). 

Rosette Motifs 
Rosette motifs can be seen in the stuc-
coes of JilJilak Tepe. This flower, with 

several petals, sometimes fills the emp-
ty space between the motifs individual-
ly, and in some cases, the four-cornered 
design is decorated with the four-petal 
rosette. Also, in the center of each side 
of a frame, four half-rosettes are depict-
ed (Fig. 7). This flower can be seen in 
the Achaemenid glazed brick decora-
tion, as well as in the stuccoes of Nizam-
abad, Chāl Ţarkhān, Kish (Watclin, 1938), 
and al-Ma’aridh in the Sasanian period 
(Kröger, 2017: 93, 87, 36).

Acanthus Motifs
This motif is predominant in JilJilak Tepe 
and is combined with other roles, like 
frames trapped in a lion’s head. In fact, 
they are stems of the Acanthus that are 
tied together with a band in the corners 

Fig. 5. Decorative Arches
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of the frames, and finally, several Acan-
thuses decorate the frames. In some cas-
es, Acanthus leaves have been used in 
a row next to each other, probably dec-
orating the border (Fig. 8). This design 
has also been used in Bandiyan Darag-
az, but only for decorative frames. It has 

also been used in Tepe Mil of Varamin, 
Chāl Ţarkhān, Bīshāpūr, Tepe Hissar of 
Damghan, Kish, and Nizmabad (Rahbar, 
1998: 38-245). 

Grape Clusters Motifs 
This passage discusses the limited use of 

Fig. 6. Lotus Motifs
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Fig. 7. Rosette and Acanthus Motifs

Fig. 7. Rosette and Acanthus Motifs
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hair curls and grape clusters in the art of 
the Parthian period. In the ceramic sar-
cophagi of Gelālak of Shushtar, we can 
see depictions of grape clusters (Rahbar, 
1984: 178-179). Only a few pieces of art fea-

turing these motifs have been found from 
the JilJilak, but they are slightly removed 
from the nature. It appears that the art-
ist took great care in creating the grape 
cluster motif, unlike other motifs in the 

Fig. 8. Acanthus Motifs

Fig. 9. Grape Clusters Motifs
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collection (Fig. 9). These motifs can be 
seen in Palmyra, Tepe Mil, Chāl Ţarkhān, 
and Ctesiphon (Kröger, 2017: 103.3, 96.4, 
94.6, 103.4). Another motif depicts a tree 
with round fruits in the JilJilak stuccoes, 
which may possibly represent pomegran-
ates or apples. 

Moqrans Decorations
Some pieces of stuccoes are arranged as ad-
jacent squares among a collection of plas-
ter pieces called JilJilak. Inside each square, 
from the edges towards the center, there is 
a slight depression that creates a Moqrans 
with diagonals of each square. The place-
ment and purpose of these decorative ele-
ments are unknown to us (Fig. 10). 

The Rhombuses Motif 
The rhombuses motif enclosed in circles 
are from the JilJilak motifs. Some of these 
decorative elements show that they have 
been patterned one after another under 
a prominent strip, with additional motifs 
like acanthus, and so on above this strip 
(Fig. 11).

Oval Stucco 
Among the stuccoes decorations in this 
area, a relatively large number of oval-
shaped stuccoes were obtained, each 
measuring approximately 23 centimeters 
in length, 12 centimeters in width, and 9 
centimeters in thickness. Their inner sur-
face is slightly concave, with some hav-
ing a leaf-like pattern inside while others 
lacking the pattern. It seems that these 
plaster pieces were used individually in 
the decorations (Fig. 12). 

Lion’s Head Motifs
Of the discovered stuccoes pieces from 
JilJilak, 16 are dedicated to lion’s head. 
Some of the plaster pieces do not have 
heads, but evidence such as a part of 
sunflower and half of rose flower and leaf 
in the frame are indications that we can 
be sure these natural elements are part 
of the lion’s head inside the frame. The 
artist has used short parallel lines around 
the lion’s neck to show its body hair, but 
has depicted the animal’s high mane in 
the form of a sunflower. The lions in this 
collection with a high mane represent 

Fig. 10. Moqrans Decorations

https://kalamejou.com/words/pmxt/indication
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male lions. In the Iranian art, almost al-
ways, the head of a male lion has been 
used as a symbol of superiority and pow-
er in the designs (Fig. 13). 

In some Sasanian areas such as Haji-
abad in Fars (Azarnoush, 1994), the head 
of a lion is depicted on a circular plaque 
that is installed on the wall like a picture 
frame. In the stuccoes decorations of Jil-
Jilak, the lion head motif is executed in 
two ways: either appears within a square 
frame (Fig. 14) or inside a circle decorated 
with several simple bands (Fig. 15). The 
lion heads are located within the square 
frames are adorned with leaf and berry. 

In each of the four corners of this 
frame, there is a heart-shaped element. 

The number of petals around the lion 
head in the circular frame is about 16, 
while the number of petals around the 
lion head in the square frame is about 
30. The remnants of a smooth and un-
decorated surface on the outer edge of 
the circular frame may suggest that the 
lion head was installed at a specific and 
unique distance on the wall of a hall.

Excavation behind Shushtar Gas Sta-
tion Site
During the archaeological survey of Das-
towā in 2004, pieces of bricks along with 
stuccoes were observed in a limited area 
on the right side of the Shushtar-Ahwaz 
Road and behind the Gas Station. Since 

Fig. 10. Moqrans Decorations
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the presence of brick and stuccoes is a 
sign of a relatively important structure 
in Khuzestan, an estimated dimension 
of 2x5 square meters was marked. With 
about 15 centimeters of excavation from 
the surface level, we encountered with a 
layout of bricks whose mortar was made 
of stuccoes. The smooth and uniform sur-
face was constructed with upright rect-
angular bricks (Fig. 16). The arrangement 
of the bricks is upright, which we see in 
some cases during the Parthian period. 
As excavation continued and the estimat-
ed area expanded, it became clear that 
our interpretation of the brick wall was 
incorrect and the wall had completely 
collapsed along its length due to lack of 
a strong foundation. With the expansion 
of the excavation area, a mass of stuccoes 

was exposed behind this wall at a depth of 
about 30 centimeters (Fig. 17). These stuc-
coes had no diversity and only used a re-
peated decorative element (Fig. 18), which 
is the four-petal rose. Its ovary consists of 
several concentric circles. In each of the 
four directions, there is a stem of a plant 
with five leaves on each. The end leaf of 
each stem creates a four-petal flower with 
the three other leaves whose tips are close 
to each other, forming angular petals. By 
repeating this decorative element, surface 
decoration is created that forms eight-sid-
ed hollow cavities at a certain distance. 
Upon further investigation, it became 
clear that this collection of stuccoes pro-
duced a panel that was probably installed 
on a wall as a window for ventilating a hall 
or a room. 

Fig. 11. Rhombuses Motif
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The collection of stuccoes in this ex-
cavation consisted of 136 pieces, and by 
calculating the pieces without decora-
tion and powdered pieces, the extent of 
this panel or window can be estimated. 
So far, no window with such size has been 
reported from the Parthian and Sasanian 
periods. However, the existence of round 
windows in the form of circular plates 
decorated with leaf motifs and with a 
circular cavity for ventilation in the mid-
dle has been confirmed. The existence of 
round windows has also been reported 
in Ctesiphon, Bīshāpūr, and al-Ma’aridh 
(see Kröger, 2017). According to Oscar 
Reuther, it is believed that these round 
decorative plates with a circular cavity in 
the middle were installed on the stepped 
vaults of shelters (Reuther, 1939: 522-523). 
Following Reuther, Prada identifies the 
plates containing rose flowers and sug-
gests they may have been used around 
the roof of one of the palaces in Qeshm 
(see Porada, 1965). Stucco windows dec-

orated with multi-petal flower patterns 
have been used from the Sasanian period 
to the Safavid and Qajar eras and were 
usually used for lighting and ventilation 
purposes above the entrances or on both 
sides of doorways. 

The Technique of Making JilJilak Stuc-
coes
The techniques used in the stucco deco-
rations of the Parthian and Sasanian pe-
riods were either mold casting or carving. 
In some cases, both techniques were used 
together. By examining various pieces of 
stucco decoration in JilJilak, it was re-
vealed that only the carving technique 
was used in all pieces of stucco there. 
The lack of uniformity in the details of a 
single motif, such as lion heads and acan-
thus motifs, in the repetition of patterns, 
can prove the authenticity of our claim 
that there was no mold casting used in 
JilJilak stucco decorations. On the oth-
er hand, in the mold casting technique, 

Fig. 12. Oval Stucco
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the decorative elements installed next to 
each other in specific dimensions are not 
only the same in general but also have no 
noticeable differences in their details. 

Conclusion 
The stucco decorations in JilJilak were 
not found at their original installation 
site but were transferred from an im-

portant hall, such as a royal one, to this 
location and piled on top of each other. 
Therefore, dating them is problematic. 
Several pieces of pottery and one glazed 
jug from the Parthian period were found 
with the stucco decorations, but they 
cannot be conclusively attributed to the 
stucco pieces. By comparing the patterns 
of the stucco decorations in this area with 

Fig. 13. Lion’s Head Motifs
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those of other areas, it can be attributed 
to the late Parthian and early Sasanina 
periods. In addition to the stuccoes dec-
orations, two pieces of stuccoes with a 
single design were found in JilJilak. The 
design on it depicted a muscular figure in 
red which  is bare and holds something 
heavy over its head. The pose, move-

ments, and nudity of this figure resemble 
one of the Atlas (Greek: Ἄτλας, Átlas). 
Therefore, this figure has a Greek theme 
as we know that elements of Greek art 
entered Iranian art during the Parthian 
period. Perhaps, this stucco decoration 
can be attributed to the late Parthian and 
early Sasanian.

Fig. 15. Pieces of Bricks

Fig. 16. Pieces of Stucco
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Fig. 17. Pieces of Stucco

Fig. 17. Pieces of Stucco
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Fig. 18. Decorations of Stucco
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