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Abstract: Every region and period have its own characteristics when it comes to burial, which is consi-
dered a part of spiritual and material culture. Since burial practices are influenced by society's thoughts,
beliefs, and culture, studying them can help reconstruct the evolution of ancient culture. Large parts
of Iran were considered the territory of the Elamite civilisation from about 2700 BCE until the beginning
of the Achaemenid empire. While various studies have been conducted on the cultural materials of this
period, burial methods, especially in the old Elamite period, remain unknown. The evidence of cremation
is one of a unique range of features that can be observed among burying ritual in a society. Based on
the findings, this article describes the evidence for cremation in the Old Elamite period in south of Iran.
In Hirbodan, a corpse was buried in a crouching position and burned with wood sticks. It can be conclu-
ded from the burn marks on the skeleton and the soil beneath the body, that the body had been burned
inside the grave before being covered in soil. This burial is associated with the old Elamite civilization
and with the reign of the Sukkalmah dynasty based on the analysis of pottery and C14 results.
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Introduction

Throughout history, people have buried the dead according to their ideas and
beliefs. The practice of burial was and continues to be one of the most tangible human
activity associated with facing the inevitable phenomena of death.' Studies of cemete-
ries and archaeology of death contribute significantly to our understanding of past
societies’ beliefs. In the last two centuries, when archaeology has gained a place in hu-
man knowledge, it is perhaps the study of cemeteries that has been the most common
method by which scholars have attempted to understand the structure and social cha-
racteristics of past societies.” Research in archaeology shows that various methods of
burial have been used in different periods of history, among them cremation; this
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research is referred to as archaeology of cremation. Different parts of the world
practice crema-tion, and archaeologists have always dealt with it.?

Cremation is a term used to describe a variety of rituals involving fire in which
the dead are mourned, transformed, and commemorated. In prehistory and history, cre-
mation practices have appeared in very different prehistoric and historical societies,
operating in environments with very different cultural, religious, political, economic,
and environmental conditions. Therefore, cremation plays an important role in human
history as a means of living and dying.* The earliest recorded evidence of ceremonial
burning is found in Australia and dates to c. 24000 BCE.? From around c. 8000 BCE,
cremation appears to have become a major mortuary ritual.® A transition between
the mourners, the soul, and the body occurs in many cultures’ and has ontological,
social, and cosmological dimensions.® During excavations at Sialk, the oldest evidence
of cremation was found in Iran. Roman Ghirshman’ reported several Neolithic burials
at Tape Sialk and noted, with caution, some evidence of human cremation. Cremation
evidence was found at Hirbodan site during recent excavations.'” However, since
the old Elamite period, there has been no evidence of cremation in Iran. During
the author’s excavation in Hirbodan, 70 human burials were excavated, and one of
them showed evidence of cremation. Since several stages of the cremation process can
be documented using archaeological evidence, including the preparation of the body,
the building of the pyre, the burning of the body, the sorting, selection, and treatment
of the ashes, burial of the cremated remains, and raising of monuments to the dead,"
the cremation in Hirbodan followed the first step of this method and simply involved
burning the body inside the grave. In this article, the importance of cremation is
emphasized by introducing new evidence of it dating back to the 2nd millennium BCE,
which corresponds to the Elamite period.

Darab county
Darab is located in Fars province and is a valley in the south of Zagros

mountains. This county includes two main plains, namely Darab plain and Forg plain.
The first archaeological studies in this region were conducted by Stein in 1933,'* after
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him Miroshed;ji investigated the prehistoric settlements of Darab and Fasa between
1971-1972." Alamdari and Shirvani also investigated Rostaq district."* After these stu-
dies, as the first season in 2019, a comprehensive systematic survey was conducted
in this plain by Khanipour, as a result of which about 400 ancient sites were identified
in a small area of this county.” Hirbodan site was identified in this season and was
excavated in 2021 by author.'

Hirbodan

The Hirbodan site is located 1100 meters northwest of Hirbodan village, and
2 kilometres south of Darabgerd [Fig. 1]. In total, the site consists of three parts,
the central part of which reaches a height of about 2 meters from the surface of
the plain, has dimensions of 210 by 200 meters, and has an area of 33400 square
meters. This part named Tol-e Hirbodan. The southern part of the site, southern Hirbo-
dan, is not very high, and its surface has been destroyed by agriculture in recent years.
Today cultural materials are scattered there over a 150%300-meter area. Hirbodan’s
western part is about half a meter higher than the surrounding land and measures
33x30 meters [Fig. 2]. There are cultural materials scattered between these three parts,
and on the east and northeast sides of the Tol-e Hirbodan, a large spread of cultural
materials can be seen up to about 400 meters.

Excavation at Hirbodan site

The first season of excavation at Hirbodan site was done by the author in 2021
with the aim of reconstructing the chronological sequence of this site, and under-
standing the cultural, social and political characteristics of the region during the Elami-
te period. In this season, three soundings (A, B and C) and three trenches (D, E and G)
in the Tol-e Hirbodan were excavated. In the excavation carried out, the context
method was used in excavation, and the Harris diagram was used to show the priorities
and different contexts. Except sounding A, human burials were found in other soun-
dings and trenches. The most complete stratification sequence of Hirbodan site was
obtained from the excavation of operation DG. As a result of the excavation
in this operation, four phases including human burials, kiln structures, architectural
structures, and cultural deposits were identified.
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Fig. 2. Aerial photo of Hirbodan site; Hirbodan village on top;A southern Hirbodan middle; and
Tol-e Hirbodan on bottom (S.J. Yeganeh)
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Trench E

According to the goals of excavation and recognition of the cultural layers
of the northern part of the Tol-e Hirbodan, the trench E with dimensions of 4x5 meters
was created with the west-east direction. Due to the location of two burials, one in
the eastern part of the northern wall, and the other in the western part of the southern
wall, two trenches with dimensions of 2x2 meters were added to the trench E in
the two corners of the northeast and southwest. In the northeast side, after the exca-
vation of the grave, the excavation was stopped, but the excavation in the southwest

section was continued to the virgin soil. During the excavation of this trench,
two heated structures, probably hearth, and 15 human burials were found at different
levels [Fig. 3].
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Fig. 5. Reconstruction of the cremation in Hirbodan (S.J. Yeganéh)
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Cremated burial

Burial E15 was located in the northwest part of trench E and was attached
to the northern and western walls of the trench, the structure of the grave was a simple
pit, so that the soil with dimensions of about 130x120 cm was dug at first, after placing
and cremating the body, the pit was filled with soft soil. The burial direction was
northeast-southwest, and the head was in the northeast and facing the southwest.
The burial was carried out in the crouched position on the left shoulder, the right hand
is bent from the elbow and lie in front of the chest and the left hand is also bent and
the fingers are placed next to the face. The legs are completely folded from the hips
and knees to the stomach and the right foot is on the left. The remarkable thing is that
effects of burning are evident on the bones. According to the effects of burns on
the bones and the grave soil, it seems that after the burial, wooden sticks was placed on
the body and then the body was set on fire [Fig. 4; 5]. This burial is the only evidece of
cremation among the burials obtained from the excavation of Tol-e Hirbodan.
According to the size of the bones and skull, the above skeleton belongs to an adult.
Behind the skull, there were two ceramic vessels along each other [Fig. 6; 7; Tab. 1],
and animal bone were also found next to this burial.

C-532
C-532 RN- 5120
RN- 5117 M-8

M9

Fig. 6. Ceramic vessel number 5117 Fig. 7. Ceramic vessel number 5120
from grave (S.J. Yeganeh) from grave (S.J. Yeganeh)
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Tab. 1. Information of the two vessels in grave E15

Vessel 5117 Vessel 5120
Height 97 mm 86 mm
Rim diameter |81 mm 57 mm
Base diameter 29 mm 23 mm
Rim thickness |{S mm 5 mm
Fire Sufficient Sufficient
Temper Mineral Mineral
Technic 'Wheel made 'Wheel made
Color 2.5Y6/4 light yellowish brown 2.5Y8.2 pale yellow
Surface color [2.5Y6/4 light yellowish brown 2.5Y8.2 pale yellow
Explanation  |Everted rim, carinated body, and button base |Everted rim, carinated body, and button base

Chronology

In general, the pottery obtained from Hirbodan can be divided into three
groups based on the colour, red, buff, and grey, and can be divided into two groups
based on decoration, plain and painted, including geometric motifs, carved motifs and
appliques motifs. In order to classify the pottery, two options of colour and pattern
were used, and according to this, the pottery of this site can be divided into different
groups including: plain buff, painted buff, buff with carved pattern, buff with red slip,
plain red, painted red, red with slip, and grey. Pottery is made by two techniques,
wheel and hand, and although some pottery has insufficient firing, most of
the pottery was fired sufficiently. The surface of some potteries is well polished, and
some are covered with slip [Fig. 8]. Some of the samples of pottery obtained from this
site, especially the painted pottery, are somewhat different from the known pottery of
the Kur River basin, but some of them, like the pottery with red slip, are similar to
those from Tol-e Malyan,17 Tol-e Nokhodi,'® Tol-e Nurabad and Tol-e Spid19 and Tol-e
Gap Kenareh®™ which was obtained from Kaftari period. Also, for absolute chronology,
10 charcoal samples were sent to the Poznan Radiocarbon Laboratory in Poland,
which show that the different settlement phases of this site are related to the first half
of the 2nd millennium BCE.*' A charcoal sample was also analysed from the burnt
burial, which shows the date of around 1687 BCE [Tab. 2].

17 Sumner 1972; 1974; 1989; Nickerson, 1983.

18 Goff, 1964: 46-8.
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Fig. 8. Pottery collection from trench E (S.J. Yeganeh)

Tab. 2. C14 burial E15

Hirb-10 | E 532 IV |68.3% probability 1620 BC (68.3%) 1536 BC | charcoal
95.4% probability 1687 BC (95.4%) 1507 BC
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Discussion: burial in Elamite period

Between the middle of the third millennium BCE and before the Achaemenid
empire, the Elam civilisation existed in large areas of south and southwest of Iran,
the beginning of which is not exactly known. The first time, the name of Elam
mentioned is in cuneiform texts from the time of Enmebaragesi, the first ruler of
the first dynasty of Kish. There he mentions that he attacked Elam, but the area he
attacked is not exactly known.?” The Elamite period is divided into three sub-periods:
Old Elamite, Middle Elamite and New Elamite.” There is no consensus among
researchers about the geographical scope of this civilisation. But we know that Anshan
and Susa were the two main states of the Elamite period, so that in some periods
the king called himself the ruler of Anshan and Susa. During the excavations in Susa,**
Choghazanbil,” Haft Tape,”® Arjan,”’ Tape Sanjar,”® Jobaji,”” Balanjan,” Kalantar 4,
Dehno™ various burials from the Elamite period were identified.

The excavations carried out in Khuzestan show that different methods and
structures were used for burial in this region during the Elamite period, including
tombs, crypts, simple pit graves, coffins, and jar burial. Also, the Haft Tape excava-
tions show burial is done in group or individually.”” In Kohgiluyeh and Boyer Ahmad
provinces, burials from the Elamite period were identified from Lama,** Deh Dumen,*
and Taj Amir’® cemeteries. Graves were identified with stone and mudbrick structures.
In Chaharmahal and Bakhtiari, an Elamite tomb was also found from tape Boldaji.”’

The discovery of Elamite inscriptions in Malyan and their decipherment led to
the identification of this site as an important Elamite city of Anshan,*® before that
important inscriptions from Tol-e Pey Tol Bushehr,”” Tol-e Spid of Nurabad,®
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the Kurangun relief*' and the remains of the Elamite relief of Naqsh-e Rostam,** had
also confirmed the expansion of the borders of Elam in Iran.”’ In the Anshan or Fars
cultural area, so far only Elamite burials of simple pit graves have been found during
the excavations of Tol-e Nokhodi,* Tol-e Malyan,45 Tol-e Kamin,* Tol-e Timuran®*’
and Shogha.*”® Hirbodan is also dated to the Elamite period due to its geographical
location and being in the cultural area of Fars and the findings obtained.*’

As mentioned, 70 burials related to this period were excavated from the most
recent phase, the graves of this site, like other known graves of the Elamite period
in Marvdasht plain, are all simple pits where the body is placed in the grave along with
objects. Probably according to the person’s position in society, the number of objects
in the grave varies. In Hirbodan, no tomb was identified similar to that of Haft Tape,”
and only in one grave do we see two children buried together. The most interesting
feature found in this site is therefore the burnt burial, a phenomena which has not been
identified in the old Elamite period before. The burnt burials in other periods of Iran’s
history show that the body was probably burned in one place and then buried in
another place. However, the sample obtained from Hirbodan shows that cremation took
place inside the grave, and that the burnt bones were not moved. Skeleton in crouching
position with signs of fire indicates that the body was fired after being placed in a pit.
It is apparent from the grey colour of the bones that the heat was not high, and that this
practice was done solely for ritual purposes or as a necessary act toward the deceased.

Conclusion

Burials are a sign of the beliefs and thoughts of humans, and one of the sig-
nificant burial methods in the world is burning the body after death, which is known
as cremation. During excavation at Hirbodan site, evidence of cremation was found
in grave E15 of trench E. It seems that the body was initially placed in grave, and two
ceramic vessels were placed on top of his head and then wooden sticks were placed on
top of the body, and the body has been burned. the effects of burns can be seen on
different parts of the skeleton. The traces of burns on the skeleton and the ground show
that the cremation took place in the grave. Relative and absolute dating shows that
this burial is related to the old Elamite period and coincides with the Sukkalmah

4 Vanden Berghe, 1986; Potts, 1999.
2 Khanipour, Kavosh & Naseri, 2017.
3 Potts, 2013.
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dynasty. This cremated burial can be considered the first evidence of cremation in
the old Elamite period. The reasons for the cremation are currently unknown to us.
Further research is needed to explore the historical process leading to the adoption
of cremation, its coexistence alongside other burial methods, and possible religious,
ideological, and socioeconomic processes bringing about the abandonment
of cremation.
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