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The Iron Age in the mountainous region of Gorgan (south-eastern of the Caspian Sea): new

evidence from the excavations at Mahiyan site, Ali Abad-e Katul

Abstract

The Iron Age remains in the Gorgan region represent one of the least understood archaeological periods.
Most studies have focused on Iron Age Il and Ill, primarily within cemetery contexts. Research has
tended to emphasize both earlier and later periods in the plains, with limited targeted investigation in the
mountainous areas. During the delimitation sounding at the Mahiyan site in Ali Abad-e Katul, Golestan
Province, a funerary structure was uncovered containing two human burials accompanied by grave goods.
This article seeks to present these new findings to advance our understanding of the early Iron Age in this
region, especially in its mountainous area. The study addresses two main questions: What are the cultural
and burial features of the Mahiyan site? And how does its material culture compare to contemporary
cemeteries in neighboring regions? We hypothesize that the Mahiyan cemetery displays cultural and
burial characteristics typical of the Late Bronze Age and early Iron Age in the northern Alborz
Mountains. Moreover, it likely shares cultural affinities with contemporaneous sites in northeastern Iran,
west of the Alborz, and the Central Plateau. Using descriptive-analytical methods, data from the
delimitation sounding were examined. Typological assessment and comparative analysis indicate that
Mahiyan burial practices closely resemble those found in Iron Age cemeteries throughout the Caspian Sea
basin, the Central Plateau of Iran, and the Sumbar Valley in Turkmenistan. In total, seven pottery vessels
and two metal artifacts were recovered. These artifacts correspond closely to finds from the early phases
of the Marlik necropolis, Jamshid Abad and Qeytariyeh cemeteries, as well as Cemetery 1 of Sumbar and
Parkhai 2 in Turkmenistan. All these sites date to the Late Bronze Age through Iron | (circa 1500-1300
BC).

Keywords: Mahiyan site, Gorgan region, Iron Age I, Burial
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Map 1: Location of the Mahiyan/Mayan site and other key archaeological sites in the Gorgan
Region during the Iron Age (Maleka and Nokandeh, 2025)
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Map 2: The location of Mahian and the other contemporary sites discussed in the text (Rokni and
Nokandeh, 2025)
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Map 3: Aerial view of the Mahiyan site, located on the northern slope of the Alborz Mountain,
facing the Caspian Sea (basemap from Google Earth, modified by Rokni and Nokandeh, 2025)
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Map 4: Topographical map of the Mahiyan site and the locations of test trenches (Bayati, Maleka
and Nokandeh, 2012)
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Figure 1: Plan of Test Trench No. 1 with associated burials, Mahiyan site (Drawn by M. Madihi)
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Picture 1: a: General view of Test Trench 1 and grave structure with burials 1 and 2; b: Burial
No. 2 after removal of grave goods; c: Long-spouted gray pottery pot and red jar in situ, burial
No. 2, Mahiyan site (Author)
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Figure 3: Drawing of grave goods from Burial No. 1 (Test Trench 1): A tube spout bowl with an
open mouth, a hole made in the beaneth of the tube spout, grey color; 2- A holemouth jar with

vertical handle, red color; 3- A pitcher with a vertical handle, red color; 4- A bronze tongue

dagger with reveted wire on tongue (drawn by Mohaddesh Mansuri Razi)
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Figure 2: The position of Burial No. 2, Mahiyan site (Drawn by M. Madihi)
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Figure 4: Drawing of grave goods from Burial No. 2 (Test Trench 1): 1- A gray bridgeless
spouted pot; 2- A holemouth jar with a vertical handle, red color; 3- A pitcher with a vertical

handle, grey color; 4- A tube spout bowl with an open mouth, grey color; 5- Bronze awl with

ceramic handle in grey color with burnished design (drawn by Mohaddesh Mansuri Razi)
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Table 1: Detailed description of pottery vessels (Author)
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Picture 3: a: Bronze dagger in situ, grave No. 1 (Author); b: Radiographic image of the bronze

dagger (Marziyeh Moslehi); c: Identification of bronze dagger compounds via X-ray diffraction

analysis (Binalud Spectroscopy Mineral Research Companyand Moslehi)
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Table 2: X-ray fluorescence (XRF) analysis of the bronze dagger from the Mahiyan site (Binalud

Spectroscopy Mineral Research Company and Moslehi)
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