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Abstract

The northeastern region of Iran, characterized by a diverse and expansive landscape, has
been a significant area for cultural and commercial exchanges throughout history. The
geographical features, including parallel mountain ranges, natural valleys, and basins,
have facilitated interactions between the peripheral desert plains, the eastern Alborz
Mountain, and the Iranian Plateau with Central Asian regions. The Tepe Pahlavan,
located in the northern-southern valley of Jajarm in North Khorasan Province, serves as
a valuable example for studying inter-regional cultural trends during the Late Neolithic
and Transitional Chalcolithic periods. The present research used a descriptive-analytical
methodology to investigate the pottery assemblage retrieved from Tepe Pahlavan in
Northeastern Iran during the Neolithic and Transitional Chalcolithic periods. The study
aims to classify and analyze the pottery within both the local and regional contexts
to comprehend the pottery traditions prevalent during the aforementioned periods.
The pottery assemblage of the site indicates its association with the Eastern Sange
Chakhmagq and other Neolithic sites from the Shahrud Plain. Furthermore, the presence
of the cultural tradition of Cheshmeh-Ali in the settlement sequence of sites during
the Transitional Chalcolithic period demonstrates regional and inter-regional cultural
interactions. The pottery of this period at Tepe Pahlavan shares common technical
features with the pottery assemblages of the Central Iranian Plateau and exhibits less
diversity in form and decoration. In summary, the Pahlavan site reflects regional cultural
interactions during the Neolithic period and inter-regional interactions during the early
phase of the Transitional Chalcolithic period in northeastern Iran with the Central
Plateau and the northern regions of the Kopet Dag.
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Introduction

The northeastern region of Iran boasts a diverse range of ecosystems, from desert and
semi-desert mountains to foothill plains and the Caspian Sea coastline. The Jajarm
Plain is a strategically located natural corridor, serving as a vital passageway between
the Aladagh Mountains, the Atrek Valley, and the northern edge of the Dasht-e Kavir.
Geographically, it is divided into two distinct regions - mountainous and desert - and
experiences semi-arid conditions with a dry climate. Tepe Pahlavan is a multi-period
archaeological site with deposits from the Neolithic, Transitional Chalcolithic, and
Islamic Middle Ages. Although previous surveys and documentation by Spooner,
Masuda, and Vahdati had been conducted, our 2017 excavation marked the first
excavation of the site. Pottery, as a human-made artifact, offers valuable insights into
cultural interactions, socio-economic changes, and cultural changes in ancient human
societies. Taking a descriptive-analytical approach, our goal is to classify, typologize,
and compare the pottery assemblage from Tepe Pahlavan. This study will provide
us with a better understanding of the typological and stylistic characteristics of the
pottery assemblage, as well as its cultural significance in the Neolithic and Transitional
Chalcolithic periods in northeastern Iran.

Refined Research Questions and Hypotheses: 1. What cultural influences have
shaped the pottery tradition of Tepe Pahlavan? 2. How does the pottery collection of
this site fit into the regional archaeological framework? 3. In what ways has the pottery
tradition of Tepe Pahlavan changed over time in response to regional and supra-regional
trends?

After examining the ceramic evidence from Tepe Pahlavan during the Neolithic
period, it appears that the pottery tradition might have been influenced by the pottery
traditions of the Jeitun-chakhmaq and silk I cultures. Additionally, pottery fragments
discovered at sites like Cheshmeh Ali, Silk II, Ghaf Khaneh, and Anu similar
characteristics to those found at Tepe Pahlavan, suggesting that they could belong to the

Transitional Chalcolithic period.

Discussion

During the Tepe Pahlavan excavation, over 2000 pottery sherds were unearthed and
meticulously recorded. These fragments can be broadly classified into two distinct
chronological groups: late Neolithic and Transitional Chalcolithic, comprising roughly
45% and 55% of the entire assemblage, respectively. These pottery sherds exhibit a
range of sizes and unique features.

The archaeological analysis of the pottery discovered at Tepe Pahlavan during the
late Neolithic period has revealed significant technical and visual similarities with the
late Neolithic pottery of the Shahrud region. These similarities are observed in the
forms, paste color, clay quality, surface coating, baking, and motifs. However, there
are some minor differences in some of these aspects. One of the notable differences is

the tempering agents used in the two regions. The Tepe Pahlavan group mostly used
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very small pieces of sand and plant inclusions as temper, while in the Shahrud plain,
finely crushed plant materials were primarily used. This difference in tempering agents
may have been associated with differences in the availability of raw materials or the
preferences of the potters. This characteristic makes the pottery of Tepe Pahlavan more
similar to the late Jeitun pottery. The surfaces of the pottery at Tepe Pahlavan have been
well-executed, but unlike the pottery of the eastern Tepe Chakhmaq and Deh-Kheir,
they do not exhibit glossy or burnished surfaces.

The pottery of the Cheshmeh-Ali culture in the central plateau and the northeast
region corresponds with the pottery of the Kopet-Dagh region in terms of forms and
motifs. The multiplicity and intricacy of motifs in the pottery of the Cheshmeh-Ali
horizons in the central plateau are more significant than those in the northeast region.
In the northeast region, such as Tepe Pahlavan, Qaleh-Khan, and Ag-Tepe, unlike the
central plateau of Iran, examples of pedestal vessels, basket-shaped vessels, and very
large jars are absent. Although the motifs in this type mostly consist of geometric, floral,
animal, and a few human motifs like central plateau pottery, these are much simpler
and less numerous than those found in the central plateau pottery. The motifs in the
early Transitional Chalcolithic horizons of Kopet-Dagh are limited to a few geometric
designs, such as oblique ladder-like rows, wide bands below the rim, ray-like bands to
the vessel base, vertical frames of zigzag bands, and hatched shapes.

The discovery of diverse pottery at Tepe Pahlavan provides valuable information
about pottery making in this region during the late Neolithic and Transitional Chalcolithic
periods. The observed similarities and differences in the pottery of Tepe Pahlavan with
other regions contribute to a better understanding of the cultural relationships and

developments during this period.

Conclusion

The pottery assemblage at Tepe Pahlavan is characterized by two distinct chronological
periods. Specifically, the assemblage comprises artifacts from the Late Neolithic period,
encompassing Eastern Sang-e Chakhmagq, as well as the Cheshmeh Ali culture which
represents the Transitional Chalcolithic period. The findings from this excavation provide
invaluable insights into the cultural evolution of the region during these periods. The
pottery discovered from the Late Neolithic era within this area exhibits a resemblance
to the pottery tradition of the Jeitun/Chakhmaq culture, as well as settlements from
the latter part of this culture in the Shahroud and Bastam regions. In addition to the
similarities, there are minor differences in certain aspects of pottery-making, such as
temper and surface treatment, which indicate local characteristics in the pottery-making
tradition of the Late Neolithic at Tepe Pahlavan. These local and regional similarities
and distinctions continue into the Transitional Chalcolithic period. Despite the strong
resemblance between the pottery of this period and the pottery-making tradition of the
Cheshmeh Ali culture in the Central Plateau, there are noticeable local characteristics,

such as a reduction in the diversity of patterns and vessel forms.
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The available dating samples from Tepe Pahlavan provide evidence of multiple
settlements within the time frame of 5800-4800 BCE in the surrounding area. The
cultural materials and settlement sequence of this area correspond with the Late
Neolithic in northeastern Iran, specifically in Strata 3 to 1 of Eastern Sang-e Chakhmaq
within the time frame of 5800-5300 BCE, and the early phase of the Transitional
Chalcolithic within the time range of 5200-4800 BCE. This serves as strong evidence
of regional similarities between the pottery of Tepe Pahlavan and the surrounding areas
and sites of the Central Plateau. There is strong evidence of a correlation between the
pottery tradition of this site and the Shahrud region. The cultural materials found at
Tepe Pahlavan, along with absolute dating, reveal the emergence and replacement
of the Cheshmeh Ali horizon following the Jeitun/Chakhmaq horizon. While Tepe
Pahlavan samples have been primarily dated to the 6™ and early 5" millennium BCE,
there remains uncertainty regarding the replacement of the Cheshmeh Ali culture by the
cultural practices of the Transitional Chalcolithic period at a local and regional level.
This is largely due to the scarcity of well-preserved layers from the Late Neolithic and

early Transitional Chalcolithic periods in the cultural stratigraphy of the area.
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Tab. 1: The Distribution of Pottery Types by Trenches and Contexts (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 1: Elevational And 3D Model of Tappeh Pahlavan with Location of Trenches (Azizi Kharanghi, 2016).
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Tab. 1: A Selection of Various Types of Pottery From the Neolithic (Authors, 2021).
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Fig. g: The Drawing of Late Neolithic Period Pottery Forms (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 2: The Characteristics of the Pottery in Image S (Authors, 2021).
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Fig. 6: The Motifs of the Late Neolithic Pottery Sherds (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 3: The Characteristics of the Pottery in Image 6 (Authors, 2021).
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Fig. 7: Pots and Jars Form from Transitional Chalcolithic Prieod (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 4: The Characteristics of the Pottery in Image 7 (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 5: The Characteristics of the Pottery in Image 8 (Authors, 2021).
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Fig. 9: The Motifs of Transitional Chalcolithic Prieod Pottery Sherds (Authors, 2021).
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Tab. 6: The Characteristics of the Pottery in Image 9 (Authors, 2021).
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