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CrossMark

The Sarfiruzabad region is located to the east and southeast of Mahidasht and south of
the city of Kermanshah. From an archaeological and historical perspective, it is
considered one of the most pristine and least explored areas of Kermanshah Province.
Owing to several factors, including its peripheral location, the difficult accessibility of
roads leading to the area, and the presence of a mobile nomadic population, this region
has received limited scholarly attention. Among the most significant cultural remains
of Sarfiruzabad is a large number of cemeteries, of which 36 sites are currently
identifiable. The historical background of these cemeteries dates to various periods of
the Islamic era, although the majority belong to the contemporary period. Gharibeh
Cemetery, locally known as “Khariveh,” is one such site. Based on local accounts and
the existence of a grave attributed to an individual named Salar Khan, dated 1107 AH
(1695-1696 CE), the cemetery can be traced back to the late Safavid period and
continues to be used today. The present study aims to examine the images engraved on
the gravestones of Gharibeh Cemetery as its research population and to decode the
meanings embedded within these visual representations. Accordingly, raw data were
collected from a total of 204 samples through purposive sampling. Content analysis
was employed to examine and interpret the data. By classifying the motifs into
categories of human, animal, plant, inanimate, and geometric symbols, the findings
reveal that the gravestone images served not merely aesthetic or decorative purposes;
rather, they constitute reliable and primary historical documents that reflect the
religious, cultural, and social characteristics of the region. Through the analysis of
these images, it is possible to gain insights into the social and religious structure of the
inhabitants, their subsistence patterns and livelihoods, and even their interests and
recreational activities.

Keywords: Kermanshah, Sarfiruzabad, Kalleh Jub, Gharibeh Cemetery, Gravestone
Motifs.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The present study examines the carved motifs on the gravestones of the Gharibeh cemetery, locally
known as Khariweh, in the Sar Firuzabad region of Kermanshah. The cemetery is located near Kalleh Jub
village in a historically significant but relatively understudied area south and southeast of Mahidasht and
south of Kermanshah. From an archaeological perspective, Sar Firuzabad is one of the least explored yet
culturally rich regions of Kermanshah Province, partly because of its peripheral position, difficult access
routes, and the presence of mobile pastoral communities. The broader region contains numerous
archaeological remains, including 36 identifiable cemeteries among 332 documented sites ranging from
the Paleolithic period to the late Islamic era (Niknami & et al., 2013). Within this context, Gharibeh
cemetery is especially important because its gravestones preserve visual, epigraphic, and symbolic
evidence of the social, religious, and economic life of local communities, particularly the Osmanvand
tribal population. Although the cemetery is mainly datable to the Qajar and Pahlavi periods, the existence
of a grave attributed to Salar Khan, dated 1107 AH, suggests that burial activity at the site began as early
as the late Safavid period. The study proceeds from the premise that gravestones are not merely
commemorative markers but also visual texts through which communities encode beliefs about death,
identity, gender, occupation, status, livelihood, and collective memory.

The theoretical foundation of the study rests on the long historical relationship between burial
customs, concepts of immortality, and material culture in Iran. Human societies have always responded
to death through ritualized practices shaped by metaphysical beliefs, social organization, and cultural
memory. In ancient Iran, burial practices varied considerably: during the Iron Age in the central Iranian
plateau, bodies were sometimes placed in jars according to specific funerary rites (Ghadyani, 2008), while
in the Achaemenid and Sasanian periods the dead were treated with distinct ceremonial respect and placed
in mountains, rock-cut spaces, or related funerary environments. With the advent of Islam, burial in soil
became the dominant and simpler funerary form; however, over time, Iranian artistic traditions
transformed this simplicity into a distinctive Iranian-Islamic funerary art through the placement of
gravestones and the carving of inscriptions and images upon them. Although the earliest development of
gravestones in Iran remains uncertain, Shi‘i concerns with burial, memory, and identification may have
contributed to the emergence of this practice (Tanavoli, 2009). In this sense, gravestones became an
expressive medium through which beliefs, social distinctions, livelihood patterns, and artistic conventions
were transmitted to later generations.

Methodologically, the study uses content analysis, typology, and frequency measurement. From
nearly 1,000 old gravestones in Gharibeh cemetery, 204 samples were selected through purposive
sampling. The motifs were coded and classified into five major symbolic categories: human, animal,
vegetal, inanimate/object-based, and geometric or abstract motifs. The distribution of gravestone forms
also proved meaningful: simple stone-lined graves, horizontal gravestones, vertical gravestones or kil, and
combined horizontal-vertical gravestones appeared with different frequencies. The cemetery’s typology
corresponds in several respects to observations made among nomadic cemeteries in western lIran
(Mortensen, 1998). The analysis shows that combined horizontal-vertical gravestones form the largest
group, followed by vertical kil stones, horizontal stones, and simple graves. The kil stones, locally
understood as markers of socially prominent men, are especially rich in inscriptions, hunting scenes,
animal motifs, tribal identifiers, dates, and titles. This visual density indicates that the more elaborate
gravestones functioned as status markers, not only as burial signs. The study also draws on the view that



grave motifs represent the survivors’ mental image of the deceased and operate as a visual language of
memory (Farzin, 2005).

The findings show that animal motifs constitute the most frequent category, followed by human,
inanimate, geometric, and vegetal motifs. This pattern strongly suggests that the cemetery reflects a
society whose identity was deeply connected with pastoralism, hunting, tribal mobility, and symbolic
relations with animals. Human figures are predominantly male and appear as horsemen, hunters, soldiers,
armed men, or socially distinguished figures, while female imagery is extremely rare. The horseman, the
armed hunter, and the protected chief accompanied by attendants or soldiers point to the social importance
of masculinity, martial prestige, leadership, and tribal hierarchy. Animal motifs include ibex, deer, wolf,
lion, dog, and horse. These animals appear either independently or in narrative compositions such as
hunting scenes, combat scenes, predation scenes, and scenes of animal control. The lion carries
connotations of courage, masculinity, guardianship, and solar symbolism (Hall, 2001; Pouyan & Khalili,
2010); the deer suggests nobility, fertility, and abundance; the ibex recalls mountain life, fertility, rainfall,
and the ecological world of western Iran; the horse signifies mobility, victory, wealth, and social prestige;
and the dog or hound appears as a loyal hunting companion. Together, these motifs indicate that animal
imagery is not decorative but documentary, preserving traces of livelihood, social power, leisure, and
symbolic cosmology.

The inanimate and geometric motifs further reveal religious, occupational, gendered, and practical
aspects of local identity. Objects such as scissors, combs, seals, rosaries, ewers and basins, signs, and
emblems appear frequently, especially on horizontal gravestones. Scissors may refer to tailoring,
grooming, gendered associations, or the symbolic cutting of the thread of life (Pouyan & Khalili, 2010).
Combs may help distinguish gendered graves, depending on their form, while seals and rosaries indicate
piety, devotion, and religious identity. Ewers and basins, often appearing beside rosaries and seals, are
interpreted as signs of ritual purity and, in several cases, masculine identification. Such object motifs may
have helped illiterate viewers recognize the deceased’s gender, occupation, status, or personal qualities
(Safikhani & et al., 2014). Geometric signs such as circles, squares, and triangles also carry symbolic
meanings. The circle is associated with perfection, time, creation, and possibly the mirror (Pouyan &
Khalili, 2010); the square may refer to the four elements or the four cardinal directions; and the triangle
may suggest divinity, harmony, proportion, or earth, although in some examples it likely served a
decorative function. Vegetal motifs, by contrast, are rare, suggesting that plant imagery had a marginal
role in this cemetery compared with human-animal narrative scenes and religious-object motifs.

In conclusion, the carved gravestones of Gharibeh cemetery constitute a first-hand visual archive
of the social, religious, cultural, and economic history of Sar Firuzabad. Their motifs demonstrate that the
cemetery’s imagery was never merely ornamental; rather, it encoded the worldview of a community
negotiating between tribal-pastoral traditions, hunting culture, Islamic beliefs, gender norms, social
hierarchy, and changing patterns of settlement. The Qajar-period stones, particularly the vertical kil stones,
preserve a world of mounted men, hunting scenes, animals, weapons, tribal prestige, and pastoral mobility,
while many Pahlavi-period horizontal stones emphasize religious objects and devotional signs, indicating
a gradual shift from tribal and livelihood-centered symbolism toward more explicitly religious and belief-
oriented representation.
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