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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Typology of Gravestones in the Islamic Cemetery of
Shahsavar, Izeh, Iran

Hossein Feyzi'(®), Seyyed Rasool Mousavi Haji’

Abstract

The Islamic era tombstones of Shahsavar Cemetery in Izeh, southwestern Iran, reflect a rich
tapestry of religious, cultural, and socio-economic values embedded in local Bakhtiari tra-
ditions. This study explores the typology and semiotics of 632 gravestones dating from the
Zand, Qajar, and Pahlavi periods to the contemporary era. These gravestones, which range
from simple slabs to sculpted lion figures and tiered, crenellated forms, serve as commemo-
rative markers and visual expressions of identity, status, and belief. Utilizing a dual-method
approach —historical document analysis and ethnoarchaeological fieldwork— this research
categorizes the gravestones into five primary types: simple, tiered-crenellated, stone lion
(bardshir), arched (mihrab-shaped), and anthropomorphic. The study reveals that the selec-
tion and design of tombstones were highly codified within the Bakhtiari tribal hierarchy, gov-
erned by symbolic traditions and cultural legitimacy. These forms also encode valor, piety, and
transcendence, linking the deceased with tribal memory and spiritual continuity. The findings
contribute to the broader understanding of funerary art in post-Islamic Iran.

Keywords: Tombstone Typology; Islamic Cemetery; Shahsavar, Izeh; Bakhtiari Tribe; Ethnoar-
chaeology; Funerary Symbolism.
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Introduction

Gravestones in Islamic cemeteries are
not only commemorative objects but
also rich visual and symbolic texts that
encapsulate the spiritual, social, and
cultural worldviews of the communities
that created them. In Iran, particular-
ly among tribal populations such as the
Bakhtiari people in the Zagros region,
funerary stones serve as enduring records
of identity, belief, and status. The Islamic
Cemetery of Shahsavar, located in Izeh
(north of Khuzestan Province), pres-
ents a remarkable concentration of such
gravestones, offering a unique opportu-
nity to study the typology and symbolic
language of Islamic-era tombstones in a
tribal context.

This cemetery, which contains 632
documented tombstones dating from
the Zand dynasty through the Qajar and
Pahlavi periods up to the present day, en-
capsulates centuries of material culture
shaped by religious doctrine, tribal au-
thority, and localized artistic expression.
The gravestones vary widely in form, in-
cluding simple horizontal slabs, tiered
structures with crenellations, sculptural
stone lions (bardshir), arched forms rem-
iniscent of mosque mihrabs, and even
anthropomorphic shapes. These designs,
far from being decorative alone, are in-
fused with meanings derived from Islam-
ic theology, ancient Persian symbology,
and tribal traditions.

Despite these gravestones’ artistic and
anthropological significance, the Shahsa-
var Cemetery has remained understud-
ied in both Iranian and international
scholarship. This research addresses this
gap by conducting a systematic typolog-

ical and semiotic study of all the ceme-
tery’s tombstones using a combination
of historical and ethnoarchaeological
methods. Doing so aims to reconstruct
the funerary logic of the Bakhtiari com-
munity and shed light on how cultural
memory, social hierarchy, and religious
identity are inscribed in stone. This study
thus contributes to the broader discourse
on Islamic funerary art and material re-
ligion in Iran, particularly within tribal
societies.

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative histor-
ical and ethnoarchaeological methodolo-
gy to investigate Islamic-era tombstones’
typological and symbolic dimensions in
Shahsavar Cemetery, Izeh. Data was col-
lected through two complementary ap-
proaches: (1) archival research, including
the review of written documents, region-
al reports, and previous academic stud-
ies; and (2) extensive fieldwork involving
in-situ documentation of all 632 tomb-
stones across the cemetery. Each grave-
stone was geo-tagged, photographed,
and cataloged using a standardized data
sheet and a 3D schematic reconstruction
of selected specimens using graphic soft-
ware. Ethnographic interviews were also
conducted with local stonemasons and
tribal elders to contextualize symbolic
motifs and sociocultural practices. The
study applied the historical approach
(to interpret the archaeological silence
through documented records) and the
ethnoarchaeological approach (to de-
code the meanings embedded in forms
and motifs based on indigenous oral tra-
ditions and current memory practices).
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Discussion

The gravestones of Shahsavar Cemetery
in Izeh provide an exceptional corpus for
understanding the interplay between ma-
terial culture and tribal identity among
the Bakhtiari people in the late Islamic
period. A key finding of this study is the
highly codified nature of tombstone de-
sign, which reflected the deceased’s so-
cial hierarchy, economic status, gender,
and, in some cases, heroic legacy.

The most prevalent type identified
was the tiered-crenellated tombstone (lo-
cally known as Ro-dell), accounting for
over 70% of all tombstones. Character-
ized by a step-like or tower-shaped struc-
ture topped with crenellated projections
often resembling mosque mihrabs, this
design symbolized spiritual ascension
and the soul’s passage from the earthly
to the divine realm. Its popularity among
middle-class individuals of all genders
suggests it became a unifying funerary
symbol accessible across societal strata,
albeit customized in decorative detail.

On the other hand, the stone lion
gravestones (bardshir) were deeply em-
blematic. Associated exclusively with
elite male members—such as tribal lead-
ers, warriors, or skilled hunters—these
zoomorphic monuments evoked valor,
masculinity, and tribal pride. The lions
were frequently adorned with motifs like
swords, guns, or horses, reinforcing the
deceased’s prowess and social standing.
Ethnoarchaeological interviews
firmed that placing such a figure on the
grave required wealth and social legit-
imacy, overseen by tribal elders. Unau-
thorized use often led to social backlash,
including the destruction of the stone.

con-

The arched or mihrab-shaped tomb-
stones were the second most common,
symbolizing the connection between
the deceased and the sacred space of
the mosque. These gravestones, often
simpler and more affordable to produce,
were chosen mainly by lower economic
groups but maintained deep spiritual
symbolism. The use of the arched motif
echoed the Islamic concept of the mihr-
ab as a portal between this world and the
afterlife, representing divine presence
and the soul’s return to its origin.

Alesser-known category is the anthro-
pomorphic gravestone, shaped abstractly
to resemble a human figure. These were
limited in number and seemed to reflect
influences from Turkish cultural tradi-
tions rather than local Bakhtiari norms.
Their rarity suggests limited integration
into regional funerary customs.

Importantly, the presence of symbol-
ic motifs such as animals (horses, goats,
lions), tools (swords, shields, rifles), and
plants across different tombstone types
offers further insight into the deceased’s
life, occupation, and spiritual beliefs.
These motifs serve as mnemonic devices,
connecting the viewer to the departed’s
lived history and metaphysical aspira-
tions.

This study highlights the unique ma-
terial expressions of death and memory
among the Bakhtiari, where funerary
art is not merely decorative but an en-
coded narrative of social values, beliefs,
and cosmological perspectives. The ty-
pological rigidity seen in the cemetery
suggests a strong tribal consensus on
how memory and honor should be ma-
terialized, reflecting a collective world-
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view on mortality, virtue, and spiritual
transition.

Conclusion

The typological analysis of the tomb-
stones in Shahsavar Cemetery in Izeh
underscores the intricate relationship
between material culture, tribal values,
and religious symbolism in late Islamic
funerary traditions. The five main cate-
gories—simple, tiered-crenellated, stone
lion, arched, and anthropomorphic—
each reveal layers of cultural expression
shaped by the social and spiritual beliefs
of the Bakhtiari people. Notably, the
tiered-crenellated and stone lion types
emerged as indigenous forms, reflecting
mythological and religious narratives
tied to the Zagros Mountain communi-
ties.

The findings demonstrate that the
design and selection of gravestones
were neither arbitrary nor purely aes-
thetic but closely aligned with social
codes, religious teachings, and collec-
tive memory. The preference for certain
types over others and the embedded
symbolic motifs speak to the deep-root-
ed connection between funerary prac-
tices and identity construction in tribal
Iranian societies.

In a broader context, this research
contributes to Iranian funerary archae-
ology by documenting a unique typolog-
ical system grounded in ethno-histori-
cal data. It calls for further comparative
studies across other tribal regions to un-
derstand better how localized traditions
contribute to the diverse landscape of
Islamic art and memorialization.
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Fig. 1. Location of the Shahsavar Islamic Cemetery in relation to the sites of Kul-i Farah, Eshkaft-e Salman, and
Taq-i Tavileh (Ayapir Cultural Heritage Archive, 2022)
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Fig. 2. Aerial photograph of the Shahsavar Islamic Cemetery site in Izeh (Ayapir Cultural Heritage Archive, 2022)
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Fig. 5. Examples of Later Period Stone Lion Tombstones (Qajar and Pahlavi Periods)

Fig. 6. Different Angles of a Stone Lion Tombstone
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Fig. 7. Separated Components of the Crenellated Stone Lion Type
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Fig. 8. Types of Tiered Tombstones wi
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Fig. 9. Tiered, Single-crested, an
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Fig. 10. Tiered, Double-crested Tombstone
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Fig. 11. Mihrab-shaped Tombstones

ol LT S 03 36 o es w5 Ll
Sl o Obe s g Gree pealds 5 Slas doa

(Com,0lsl) S ol 58
oSy JKEGl b &S
sl 058 L as SalS SUIS s 5 iy g
ShIs ($3508 Dy gupts 455 55 A el S
SR ol syl Kan Cl sdl glss
#5751 S8 S0 0 Ol S eSSl
Ll 5o 3l 4355 ol iz Sl 3 30
‘_;9):.4 u,d}r-i!)‘ 6;[)«03 EMJL)UQ Q‘ﬁsd" b
s el (§3kwe Sy b glwlesl Loubls

25300 0k 5 b S @asme 5 o
3 M (e Lslis G Sl ) S5
e )3 T Ll HL‘ 4 s VJL‘ Slesliss
Sy Gl 5 Sl Slelie 5 4 Js5
8 oo ol e b Coley 53 5 IS S
Al Sy Gy a s doe sll elis
g gm a1 L(VE iy gie5e) (lll ]
o B ($35x0 a LTV DYAA (o3len)
plie 5 el oL @ sy SESL @ o)l
V0F 10,3) (srly 4Bl 5 Al cCons
K 53 Clymen (S5 5 o 3l oo
Syda Slae (s sbar 55 Ol (gmas
S5 ol 2l 5 42305 Lo Ol
3O AT Glam s Gl Kaw IS 55 Ol s
3 Olege oy 5 S (5L 31 IS ol
55 SlylaSin IS 3 ol ol s
5 S ns by K55 B S



£4

SINUS PERSICUS | u“}'{'r‘zﬁu"ﬁ?‘*‘

(oAb o 0 d Ll 5 )l_saji;fj oslw 100 93 4
5 o QAL slaosgr 55d sy Gl
QLT 3l & . 65,5 e eslizul J el >l
Coolgd st NIy plie (55 0les
AL e 4035 (el 0¥ 6 )
OLRANS ilys Dlre 2 b Oloe cpl ek
s ol o 0l 0 5 S ) 0l S
Gog¥s (eld 3l 3g (glalis a5 W S e
250 Sl by Gokes gl Sy s
e
288 o8 S el 3l
ety (Sl Qed g S
O 5 Genh OleS 5 5 el 55 caod
el 6T 5 S S 25 S
s g i i 5 iy Sy
5l il slaanillas AL
e S e i 3 335 45 2,050
PESTINERN I E AR RV o
S5 2 s 5 50 4 gl b apl S
2 S b a4 S oY s
Lo abold 3,5 o0 pltdl 55 Bsme Sl 31 5
S s ol B 0 45 Jell Ko
S BS pyiam Kkl e axlse S lie
(ol Ol e Bl 6 a b S
oo opd Saliny 5 (0¥ slailis 5ol S 55
Conl dsd= (gloy 90 Q_Ua sled (g 9039 Ols e
35 Sy 3 o S5 4 )8l Wl e 355 &S
}:J)osuaquﬂﬂﬂfut}f VAT
OB 4 g ol v_isbﬁ 3ol of )\.»J.<:S
PCORE I NI N B
2 el BB 5wl 3l ST o 0
B (S oAbl o3 55k ) kL
BUVEIEYN
e Ko 855 0 53,28 130,58 3
0dul Jl pans Ol 555 5 3w g3 Jlacds dilato

Lol 5 axsls &5 Lasad jo 1y (g5 6,bls 50k
@ axmgl LRI e 0k sy Ogzed
O 03 O s Soge Sl el Syl
IS 0 Ll s el oS L e S
i JSa 3l sl Ol by S
A5 ol 53 K 6,8 ol LCails s
5 0L Bl slagl b Ol 5 a5 034 Jgems
S aws b cplply X e (’U (a5 elsy
))‘J QLSJS ] &Ajﬁ B 4\.:“.:“) U&)‘Jﬂ&w

205 (agsslese) ol >

Oy 55 (Sl Ko (sl Jobons 5 oy

e g
Bl el slagln) S 4 Jlrl 5 S
laylreSin 51 o155 (lpl ilises bl
odalive ((63508) osliws) 5 (B oduly>
055U s 5 655 cp b (il L a5 555 00
S o 3w ) I s
gble plil Hls 4 LheSin sbaasS
Az Sglie KuG Loglpl il
S i dleds 53 ol lsmgd gl sS
Syl (ol Gl o8 O ke
Oleedd oS Coul o3ls (gl 345 j3 1) oste
e BV adl) el J>L’.o Olhss «
PYY 53 0 plosil (Sla st ooy oo (ool
O 51 Sl iy ol 53 3550l e K
03,0 gla 3 by gl ol ol S 550
eslw )‘J.ﬂt.<~ul :)‘J'A&.w IRy o BIEYeS
(S Sl e S ¢ S5l e oS
S oK 5 20,808 oo e S
e Sl T 31 S o o5 153,5 o olicd
WJas ola b calie 5 wals |y 55 o>
Sl e st elar) S e 5 oSl
S S a5 3 ok plie lod s



J gy dew ¢ > (5 390 ¢ o ¢ a3 | Feyzi, Hossein; Mousavi Haji, Seyyed Rasool o

JoSS 5 IS5 ol ples o (ol sla
Syt Jlad g £55 53 ol il
Sl i (w8 5 15088 5ias)
P bolS ) S @S 5 e
S QBT ol sl el suSSiL
ol G&LAJ‘J:} U'iJ:("G“’ ol LA
Ifsr 48,5 U3 ol Glajliein 5 4,8
(A ol 5 olae) Sl b iE o
P55 3 et i) Glam (ol VT
Sl b s ol der oS 55 olal ()
58 nl o8 Sl 0352 (633 olazr] Lnd o
Llodds e OUT 5
NS 85 e (bl gl s &5
b ol sy LgLa(aLB)U)LeTLbJ a(Vev)
gl oMl 9l ) S 5> Sls laantllas
£ Ole o 58 ol Sl ol plalils oyl
K Sl st (YLD @ J>
cwalis) 00 4 0TS 3 8 Jdoa ol e
DK das pa sl g5 S bl
033 dgzs 53 5 e Saw &S Juol A
Ll 03,5 o Solom ) s 5 sbaale i
aS s o Gl Sl gengds iy S 53 b g
o3l Ol 5l 5 0350 w35 a Gl a8 -yl
ol aS el edalie (63)lse 53 Ll 0l 0
b S s i et Yl 48
S S (Bh) agrs 12 P35
GNP s S Lol dan )3 88 e
sl 03,8 UI)L<; cddls
garie gLaplule s Oldlas b
Ko 55 o 545205 s 555 0
'K Ao s 5 Sl 039 i 53 s
IS g5 A b 65 ol sl
GaesS 4 T |y O ool &y 38 5 ol

baazsS ol 38 s 15 b S ol zeS Koo

CJ)},@ LQLQ‘U.SLE.A BEN Sl )).@_.:.A ((JJ))))
Jod 5 oSl 2 Lanalr 30 psas sl 48
L) (0I5t 5 0lo,0) (mim 2 b Glaly
LQLA‘UJLE.A )‘ aJwT \:,..MJJ‘U. )LAT ol Ov\cjﬂ@
Ly 3l o s @555 ol s o QLS Jles
SlinssS SlalsacKin JS obe 53 1, (£00)
Sl o3l Jolasl s 4 (FYY) gl
B 43; U’:‘ g):"‘s‘J'.’. )‘J‘).Q.; )L'S B ‘Yb S
Sl gl Jed ddhie slaplieS
dnel= 53 hawgte 03 Hles,e 53 ol o pudo
iy S Jsame SlajlE Ll )l
Slos 1S L3I Lias o JSKES 1y anel 513
QL:; U&w)}: oladls 43; U’il JZ)LM LS\J"
Gk el il ¢l bl @58 pl das e
gl ol 038l 55 5 Juo) N30 KSSS
56 e ool 5 4 S 05 ol
&Jm@; AT (6390 4 gad Spdir J 5 9
130,58 3das CERMEES Y 130,58 53
JUEI 2sln Sk Sl Yoluss & o ks
p2r8 ) 5 ol 555l & Cd (8508
Slye 130 K8 das 55 gl >l plalss s
Lo gy o 52 Ol 5o
Spdre sl Ol BS k s
)‘deils&)ﬁ.ﬁjj)\bbﬁs&)d?b LSL"M‘;J:’.)
gl S ol sy sl ) lsls
oUsS (glarp 3 (i ,in Cowdts WaljeKiw
OIS Caley b G s 353 B o)
Sldss dwslas L il ool 34> 94 ‘_}.Lo‘ fujf
)\Joj.{lf ‘}Ja.c Qb’i‘;o d‘)’.’.‘ R alises
G asS ol oS Gime adhats ol ool
sl baciw jlan S, K b olyen

w‘_; > Lg"fjw\



0

SINUS PERSICUS | s 38t o gt

0u) s oMl a5 lalo Siw (5l sS ST N gt
Table 1. Statistics of Tombstone Types in the Shahsavar Islamic Cemetery, Izeh
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Fig. 13. Distribution Diagram of the Shahsavar Cemetery Tombstones in Izeh based on Field Studies
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