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From Sang-e Siah to Dehqgaed: The Archaeological Legacy
of Esmail Yaghmaei in the Borazjan Plain
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Abstract

The province of Bushehr includes ten distinct counties, the largest of which is Dashtestan.
This county itself consists of several subdivisions that have long been the site of habitation
and settlement for various populations. The Borazjan Plain (approximately 6o kilometers
northeast of Bushehr city) in Dashtestan County is the main subject of this article. The most
striking geographical features of the Borazjan Plain are, first, its location at the terminus of
the Zagros Mountains in the east; second, the presence of three rivers (Dalaki, Shapur, and
Helleh); and finally, its connection to the hinterlands of the Persian Gulf. From a strategic
perspective, Borazjan holds significant importance due to its position along the main route
connecting the highlands of Fars to the shores of the Persian Gulf.
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Introduction
The archaeological landscape of the Bo-
razjan Plain encompasses settlements
from the Chalcolithic, Elamite, and par-
ticularly from the Achaemenid, Sassan-
id, and Islamic periods. The population
surge during the Achaemenid and Sas-
sanid periods in this plain confirms that
the monarchs of these two empires were
well aware of its strategic importance.
It seems that Ahmad Eghtedari was the
first to survey the Borazjan Plain. In 1989,
a marble statue in the Greek style was
discovered on one of the mounds of the
Dehqaed site, which drew attention to
this region. The statue depicts the god
Pan. Based on stylistic comparisons with
the Alexander Sarcophagus in the Istan-
bul Museum, Mehdi Rahbar suggested
a date contemporary with the Seleucid
period. However, later, Pierfrancesco Cal-
lieri proposed a date in the first century
CE based on the use of a drill in carving
the statue and even considered a later
chronology around the third century CE
plausible. Additionally, by comparing the
goat's hair on the statue, it is more confi-
dently attributed to the third century CE.

Since the 1970s, Esmail Yaghmaei has
conducted archaeological activities fo-
cusing on the Borazjan Plain in Bushehr
Province. These efforts led to the exca-
vation of two significant Achaemenid
structures (Sang-e Siah and Bardak-e
Siah) and several architectural features
on three mounds in the ancient city of
Dehqaed. This article examines and pres-
ents newer perspectives regarding these
structures, especially Dehqaed.

The Achaemenid structure of Sang-e
Siah, previously identified by Sarfaraz
based on local reports, was excavated by

Esmail Yaghmaei in 1977. This excavation
lasted for three months, and its results
have been published in a book and a few
articles. Sang-e Siah, the largest Achae-
menid royal structure in the Borazjan
Plain, is located in the northern bend of
the Dalaki River. The nearest village to
this structure is Jatut. Sang-e Siah spans
an area of 1,558 square meters, with a
central hall and four porticoes. The cen-
tral hall and the northern, southern, and
western porticoes were supported by 16
columns, while the eastern portico was
supported by 28 columns.

In 1978, based on reports from locals
in the village of Doroudgah, Yaghmaei
became aware of column bases at the
Bardak-e Siah site (10 kilometers west of
Sang-e Siah) and spent five months exca-
vating this structure. The second season
of excavation at Bardak-e Siah occurred
in the winter of 2004 and spring of 200s5.
During two excavation seasons at Bar-
dak-e Siah, Yaghmaei uncovered the
central hall (with 24 columns) and the
southern portico of this structure. Nota-
ble finds from this site included a lime-
stone bas-relief, likely depicting an Ach-
aemenid king under a fringed parasol.
Such a fringed parasol has so far been ob-
served only in Borazjan, as depictions of
parasols in Persepolis, although frequent,
lack such fringe rows. Additionally, three
inscription fragments were recovered
from this site, providing limited informa-
tion about the name of the Achaemenid
king or other details.

The Achaemenid structures in the
Borazjan Plain are closely comparable
in plan to those at Pasargadae and other
early Achaemenid structures from the
reign of Cyrus II. However, examining
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additional details suggests the possibili-
ty of additions, modifications, or repairs
during the reign of Darius.

Dehqaed is the ancient name of a vil-
lage north of Borazjan. The ancient city
of Dehqaed is a large site consisting of
35 mounds located close to each other.
This extensive site covers an area of 7
square kilometers. While Dehqaed was
an important settlement from multiple
perspectives, it has received little to no
attention in studies of the historical peri-
od. The significance of the ancient city of
Dehqaed is primarily due to its strategic
location; it lies on the ancient route con-
necting Bishapur to Bushehr, which also
extended northward to the Marvdasht
Plain and Persepolis. Furthermore, Deh-
qaed was situated where the three Ach-
aemenid structures of Charkhab, Sang-e
Siah, and Bardak-e Siah surrounded it.

During antiquity, Dehqaed not only
supplied raw materials to the coastal ar-
eas of the central Persian Gulf but also
played a key role in transferring import-
ed goods from the port of Bushehr to
the Fars highlands. Preliminary ceramic
studies indicate that Dehqaed began to
decline shortly after the fall of the Sassa-
nian Empire, around the eighth century
CE. At the same time, Bushehr also en-
tered its period of decline, and prosperity
shifted eastward toward Siraf.

In 1994, Yaghmaei returned to Dasht-
estan and excavated the area around the
site where the aforementioned Greek-
style statue was discovered. This mound,
known as Tol-e Kheshti, is part of the
“ancient city of Dehqaed.” In 2004, Yagh-
maei resumed his work in Dehqaed, con-
ducting a second season of excavations
at Tol-e Kheshti and Gowd Saeedi, both

located in the ancient city of Dehqa-
ed. Tol-e Kheshti, located 1.5 kilometers
north of the present-day village of De-
hqaed, is the largest mound of the Deh-
qaed site. It gained attention for several
reasons. During two excavation seasons
at Tol-e Kheshti, Yaghmaei uncovered
the remains of a chartagi and another
vaulted architectural feature. These two
structures, both on Tol-e Kheshti, were
introduced by Yaghmaei separately as
“Mehrkadehs (Mithraeum) of Moham-
madabad” and “the chartagi of Moham-
madabad.” Additionally, in chartaqi,
Yaghmaei discovered a platform that
likely served as the base for a fire altar.
This platform consists of three ascending
steps, with the top step showing traces of
a circular object, 63 centimeters in diam-
eter. This suggests that the platform once
held a fire altar, further supporting the
identification of the site as a fire temple.
During the first season of excavations at
Tol-e Kheshti in 1994, after a rainy day,
the outlines of architectural elements be-
came visible near the chartaqi. Yaghmaei
followed these outlines and uncovered an
architectural structure consisting of two
parallel vaulted corridors intersecting at
right angles with two perpendicular cor-
ridors which he calls it as “Mehrkadehs of
Mohammadabad”.

During the second season of Dehqa-
ed excavations in 2004, while Yaghmaei
was working at Tol-e Kheshti, he became
interested in the remains of another ar-
chitectural structure on a mound across
the Borazjan-Jatut-Sa'dabad road. This
mound, called Gowd Saeedi, is located
500 meters from the Dalaki River. At this
site, Yaghmaei uncovered a building that
he referred to as the “Kushk (Pavilion)
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of Gowd Saeedi,” which may have had a
central dome and vaulted ceilings. This
building appeared to have three entranc-
es on each of its southern, eastern, and
western sides. Some 20 meters away from
this building, Yaghmaei discovered an-
other vaulted structure similar to the one
found at Tol-e Kheshti, which he called
the “Mithraeum of Gowd Saeedi.” Further
excavations revealed a single corridor at
this site. However, recent observations by
the author of this article, aided by trench-
es dug by looters, uncovered evidence of
a parallel corridor at the same site.

Conclusion

It has previously been suggested that the
vaulted architectural spaces on the two
mounds served as seating areas. How-
ever, the height of these vaults in both
mounds is neither high enough for peo-
ple to stand beneath nor low enough for
seating, nor can they easily be described
as niches, as they are almost at ground
level. Regarding the overall function of
the structures, the excavator proposed
that they were Mithraea. Yaghmaei,
based on the apparent similarity be-
tween the vaulted structures of Dehqaed
and certain Mithraic temples in the West,
proposed this identification. However,
comparisons of these structures with
Mithraic temples, both in the West and
at sites such as Dura-Europos in the East,
reveal only superficial similarities in the
presence of vaults, with fundamental dif-
ferences in details. Moreover, such vault-
ed structures are found not only on the
two mounds of Gowd Saeedi and Tol-e
Kheshti but also on two other mounds in
Dehqaed. This raises the question: what
purpose could such a large number of

“Mithraea” in close proximity within an
ancient city have served? Yaghmaei sug-
gested that these were “family Mithraea,”
but almost no residential structures were
uncovered during limited excavations of
the site to substantiate this hypothesis.
The situation at Tol-e Kheshti is even
more complex. Here, alongside an am-
biguous structure, there is a chartagqi,
which is widely considered a Zoroastrian
fire temple. Is it possible that a fire tem-
ple and a Mithraeum coexisted in the
same place?

Callieri, by comparing the vaulted
space discovered at Qal'eh Dokhtar in
Firuzabad with ossuaries uncovered
at two Sasanian sites—Palang Gerd in
Kermanshah and Bandiyan in Dargaz—
suggests that the vaulted spaces at Deh-
qaed may have been ossuaries. Further
examination of the details, however,
makes us hesitant to accept this sugges-
tion. Yaghmaei does not address the very
close proximity of these so-called “Meh-
rkadehs” (Mithraeums) to the structures
identified as “Kushk” (pavilion) (on the
Gowd Saeedi mound) and the “char-
taq” (on the Tol-e Kheshti mound). Yet,
this proximity should not only be con-
sidered significant, but it might also in-
dicate a potential connection between
them. The two architectural structures
at Gowd Saeedi were constructed at the
same angle and alignment. Similarly, the
alignment of the so-called “Mehrkadeh”
at Tol-e Kheshti corresponds with the
nearby chartaqi. Such similarities across
both mounds lead us to consider the pos-
sibility that these two vaulted structures
should not be regarded as independent
buildings.
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Fig. 1b. Map of Iran and Geographical Location and Political Division of Bushehr Province and Dashtestan County
(Adapted by Sinus Persicus from a Map from Wikimedia Commons under a Creative Commons Licence CC BY-SA 4.0).
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Fig. 1b. The Location of the Borazjan Plain and the Sites Discussed in the Present Paper (QGIS).
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Fig. 2. The Approximate Extent of the Ancient City of Dehqaed, Located South of the Dalaki River, and the
Achaemenid Structures in the Borazjan plain (Google Earth Pro).

Ly b b (S5 55 pldaslien
25 3525 L v opl 85L55 (9oL DY Lol
i a1 51y e e
ool 2l el ozl 3L iate
ol 031 IS 4w cpl Ol IS PEpLY
3G S Ve 50 Lol ps Ly aw ol
BRI ) FUNLARE VL
G5 R 4 el D)ot L aw ool LT
03 S o Joo Lanw Jold S (S K
3 Sp  Cgr 3l s ST S
Soopo e fhlalbodge 1) LB 4 bl
adls sy adhie S o W oaw Sl o
ale oley dols S ol aw 2 LT S
il s oy b Lol gl S Sbleat
P e A5 Shube oKL
4 Tl 5 00 Ol Sl GlnS 5o (sole
355 e ol 3 O o sly s 4
@ 355 ol K el ods asle [Sos sl

L pads oy oo il GaElS 5 S
s 593 o g ) (Carter et al., 2006:75)
Carter) BH47 ab y>es (5,3 0l a3l oliaises
33l Calas ol S5 5 L (et al., 2006: 74
aols ;3 aS das o plis |y L;,(y Sl as
31313 ol S5 35 S e pkS Y
(salBea Gy aw opl Bl ax S
Sy s bl (Gl 0l aly (oS
A S S plsgmsl i oS Gl s
Clod pd phalies glayl aal )'\J.}\(,.i.a- 3
ohs 4 b aw pl s e b b ol
2 asE 5 OB s ol S gl
0)53) (shalien Uyl oy93 5 S5l glalu b
o bl Az anlie JB (pss )5S
a5 U o Bow o ) Lo Oly > ol
0133 53 Sleati b (GO (Sl L
a2 Sl 485 Sppe Wl 0 0 gl
ol 5 613 B3l b S5 Ly e oyl

Zehbari, 2020 « L 5 LT ) Kal8 5l aw pl 4 by o gladon 3 ol



0,85 ¢ s ) | Zehbari, Zohreh

A

Elyes 1 K8 ) VFAY 535,51 5 gmans 3195000 45 sl Sy 3slS J1 0 s b s ooty feslond ¥ 5

. Z.
Fig. 3. Esmail Yaghmaee Explaining the Process of the Bardak-e Siah Excavation to the Late Masoud Azarnoush,
2004 (Photo: Cultural Heritage Organization of Bushehr Province).
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Fig. 4. Reconstruction of the Bardak-e Siah Relief Depicting the
King and “One” Companion (Zehbari 2020: Fig. 32).
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Fig. 5. Aerial Photograph of Tol-e Kheshti, Dehqaed.
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Fig. 6. The Marble statue Discovered at Tol-e Kheshti, Currently Housed in the Regional Museum of Persian Gulf
in Bushehr.
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Fig. 7. Tol-e Kheshti: The Chartaqi (Above) and the Vaulted Space Known as the “Mehrkadeh of Mohammad-
abad” (Below) (Zehbari et al,, in press: 106, Fig. 5.4).
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Fig. 8. Tol-e Kheshti: The Platform for the Placement of the Fire Altar (Yaghmaee 2023a: Fig. 124).
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Fig. 9. Aerial photographs in 1967: Top: Tol-e Kheshti, Where the Square Plan of the Chartagqi is Visible. Bottom:
Tol-e Khandagh before the Road Passed through its Center (Photos: Iran National Cartographic Center (NCC)).
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Fig. 10. Aerial photo of Gowd Saeedi, the Ancient City of Dehqaed.
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Fig. 11. The Structure Known as the Gowd Saeedi Pavilion (Kushk) in Dehqaed, 2022.
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Fig. 17. An example of the Green-Blue Alkaline Pottery Type (TURQ1) Discovered in Susa, Now Housed in the
Louvre Museum.
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Fig. 18. Aerial Photo of Tol-e Khandagh Dehqaed, Divided into Two Sections by the Road; the Village of Dehqaed
is Visible in the Background.
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Fig. 19. Iraqi Kurdistan: Yasin Teppe, Surrounded by a Moat (Google Earth Pro).
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