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Abstract
Building on the success of  the Godin Tepe project in the Kangavar plain, L.D. Levine of  the Royal Ontar-
io Museum initiated a survey project in 1975 in the Mahidasht region, consisting of  four contiguous plains 
around the city of  Kermanshah. These plains were naturally connected with the Kangavar region via the Great 
Khorasan Road and formed the western part of  this route in the central Zagros Mountains. The Mahidasht 
Survey Project conducted two full seasons of  survey in 1975 and 1978, documenting 944 archaeological sites in 
ca. 40% of  the region, spanning the complete history of  human occupation from the late Paleolithic to recent 
history. As such, this project collected the largest, most detailed archaeological dataset in the Zagros Mountains 
with the goal to reconstruct the long durée development of  its peoples and polities.

Following the Revolution in 1978-79, the fieldwork project came to an end, leaving the data unpublished. 
While the field documentation was brought to the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto, the archaeological 
material remained stored at the National Museum of  Iran in Tehran. Now, 40 years later, digital technology 
provides the tools necessary to process this large dataset and to virtually reconnect the archaeological material 
with the field records. This paper serves as an initial report on a new initiative at the National Museum of  
Iran to catalogue the Mahidasht archaeological materials in order to allow for comprehensive studies of  this 
important dataset in conjunction with field records from the archive at the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto. 
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چکیده
بعد از انجام پروژه تپه گودین در کنگاور، لویی لوین از موزه سلطنتی اونتاریو در سال 1975 میالدی در ماهیدشت بررسی کرد. محدوده بررسی 
انجام شده چهار دشت متصل به هم در اطراف شهر کرمانشاه بود. این دشت ها که در قسمت های غربی زاگرس مرکزی قرار دارند از طریق جاده 
خراسان بزرگ به کنگاور در شرق زاگرس مرکزی متصل می شوند. در طول پروژه ماهیدشت که در دو فصل و در سال های 1975 و 1978 
میالدی انجام شد، 944 محوطه از دوره پارینه سنگی تا دوره های اخیر شناسایی شد. این پروژه تا به حال بزرگترین پروژه بررسی باستان شناسی 
کوهستان های زاگرس بوده که با هدف بازسازی دقیق گذشته انسان ها در این قسمت از غرب ایران انجام شده است. با شروع انقالب اسالمی در 
فاصله سال های 79-1978 میالدی، فعالیت های میدانی پروژه ماهیدشت به اتمام رسید و داده ها منتشر نشده باقی ماند. این در حالی است که 
اطالعات میدانی پروژه به موزه سلطنتی اونتاریو در کانادا منتقل شد اما داده های حاصل از بررسی در ایران باقی ماند و در حال حاضر در موزه 
ملی ایران نگهداری می شوند. بعد از گذشت چهل سال، تکنولوژی دیجیتال این امکان را فراهم کرده که داده های این پروژه عظیم مورد مطالعه 
مجدد قرار گرفته و ارتباط بین داده های باستان شناسی این پروژه در ایران با گزارش های میدانی در کانادا فراهم شده است. مقاله حاضر گزارشی 
مقدماتی و اولیه از تالش جدید برای از سرگیری مطالعات پروژه ماهیدشت از طریق مطالعه داده های موجود در موزه ملی ایران و تلفیق آن با 

اطالعات میدانی پروژه است که هم اکنون در موزه سلطنتی اونتاریو در تورنتوی کانادا نگهداری می شوند.

واژگان کلیدی: ماهیدشت، موزه ملی ایران، سفال های بررسی، مس و سنگ، دوره مفرغ قدیم.
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Introduction
Between 1975 and 1978, a Canadian team of  
the Royal Ontario Museum led by L. Levine 
surveyed a vast area in Kermanshah Province 
in the western central Zagros. The survey par-
tially covered plains stretching from Bisitun 
and Harsin in the east to Islamabad in the west, 
in short labeled as the Mahidasht region after 
one of  the centrally located places. Previous 
work in the area in 1959-60 by R. Braidwood’s 
Iranian Prehistoric Project had observed the 

potential of  these plains for archaeological in-
vestigation (Braidwood 1960; 1961; Braidwood 
& Braidwood 1999; Braidwood et al. 1961; see 
also Manhoubi 2012 for a full overview of  ar-
chaeological exploration in the region and Ga-
ravand et al. 2013 for a recent revisiting of  site 
Md75-140, Tepe Musa’i). During two seasons 
of  intensive surface survey, which relied on the 
identification of  sites from aerial photography, 
local informants, and on-the-ground obser-
vations, the Mahidasht Survey Project docu-

Fig. 1. Surveyed areas in the Mahidasht region in 1975 with location of  identified archaeological sites (from Mahidasht 
Survey Project archive at the Royal Ontario Museum)
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mented up to 944 archaeological sites ranging 
from small surface scatters to large, multi-pe-
riod mounds, spanning the early Neolithic to 
modern history (Fig. 1). In addition, in 1978, 
the team excavated a series of  small soundings 
into five sites – Tepe Sarab (Neolithic), Tepe 
Siahbid (Late Neolithic and Chalcolithic), Cho-
gha Maran (Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age), 
Gakieh Tepe (Middle Bronze Age), Jameh Shu-
ran (Iron Age to Parthian) – while I. Brookes 
conducted a detailed geomorphological study 
(Brookes 1989). Analysis of  this material during 
fieldwork focused on the late Neolithic, Chalco-
lithic, and Iron Age. A series of  small reports of-
fered preliminary observations on the long his-
tory of  occupation in the region (Levine 1975; 
1976a; 1976b), while a few more detailed stud-
ies of  Chalcolithic pottery from the soundings 
were summarily published in articles that re-
main foundational to this day (Henrickson 1985; 
1989; 1994; Levine & McDonald 1977; Levine 
& Young 1987). However, detailed reports were 
never published as fieldwork was forced to halt 
in 1978 and team members moved on to dif-
ferent projects. As a result, this dataset, the im-
portance of  which cannot be underestimated, 
has been largely inaccessible to researchers of  
ancient western Iran.

While most of  the collected materials, such 
as pottery, clay sealings, and small finds remain 
stored at the National Museum of  Iran, the pa-
per archive of  fieldnotes are kept at the Royal 
Ontario Museum in Toronto together with a 
selection of  pottery from the 1975 survey sea-
son as a study collection. In order to begin the 
process of  reconnecting the archaeological ma-
terials with their information that is recorded 
in the fieldnotes, the authors have initiated a 
collaboration based on sharing of  information 
and digital data. Currently, this initiative is fo-
cusing on two subsets of  data: 1/ the Neolithic 
to Chalcolithic transition, and 2/ the Late Chal-
colithic and Bronze Age. In its first phase, this 
project is focusing its efforts on cataloguing 

the material at the National Museum of  Iran, 
producing new drawings and photographs of  
the pottery, and updating the old survey maps 
into a GIS platform. Targeted studies of  spe-
cific material, such as Late Neolithic painted 
sherds, will conduct laboratory analysis, such 
as petrographic study, in order to obtain an ad-
ditional level of  detail that will demonstrate the 
potential of  the Mahidasht collection.

In this short paper, we present initial ob-
servations of  the dataset and future goals of  
this collaborative endeavor. As work has only 
begun in recent years, no final results can be 
presented at this time.  However, with this pa-
per we aim to encourage interested scholars 
for additional collaborations within this over-
arching project to make a major legacy dataset 
at the museum widely available. As most of  
the data consists of  pot sherds collected from 
the surface of  archaeological sites, this report 
maintains a focus on ceramics.

Mahidasht archaeological materials at the 
National Museum in Iran – initial observa-
tions of  the prehistoric periods
The surface collection of  ceramic sherds of  
the Mahidasht Survey Project is stored at the 
National Museum of  Iran (Fig. 2-3), although 
a study collection was exported to the Royal 
Ontario Museum in Toronto, Canada, in 1975. 
Cataloguing this pottery collection, overseen 
by N. Ghafoori, is ongoing and now aided 
by an understanding of  the numerical codes 
recorded on the sherds based on the field re-
cords. Our initial assessment of  the ceramic 
collection confirmed that the material repre-
sents the entire history of  human occupation 
from the Neolithic to the 20th century. While 
our knowledge of  the local material culture re-
mains limited due to the small number of  de-
tailed archaeological excavations in the central 
Zagros, a few characteristic wares stand out 
that provide anchor points to assess surface 
assemblages. The Neolithic period is charac-
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Fig. 2 . Mahidasht surface pottery stored at the National Museum of  Iran 
(photo: S. Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2020)

Fig. 3. Selection of  sherds from the Mahidasht Survey Project, stored at the National Museum of  Iran 
(photo: S. Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2020)
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Fig. 4. Late Neolithic pottery (Sarab ware) from the excavations at Tepe Siahbid in 1978, now stored at the National 
Museum of  Iran (1-Sarab heavily chaff-tempered ware; 2,3,4-Sarab red-slipped ware; 5-Sarab geometric painted ware; 

6,7-Sarab tadpole painted ware; 8-Sarab linear painted ware) (photo: S.Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2020)

terized mainly by typical Sarab style pottery, 
consisting of  Sarab tadpole ware, Sarab linear 
painted ware, and heavily chaff-tempered plain 
or red-slipped ware (Fig. 4). The Late Neo-
lithic to Early Chalcolithic can be defined by 
so-called J ware (Fig. 5-8), which has close af-
finities with late Halaf  pottery from Mesopo-
tamia.  As part of  his dissertation research, S. 
Mohammadi Ghasrian has identified at least 70 
sites with J ware sherds within the Mahidasht 
survey data, which reveals a remarkably dense 
landscape with numerous small villages distrib-
uted throughout the plains (Fig. 9).

The Early Chalcolithic (ca. 5000-4600 
BCE) of  the central Zagros is generally de-
fined by the widespread Dalma cultural tradi-
tion. However, in the Mahidasht region, Dal-
ma wares are surprisingly rare and only Dalma 
Impressed sherds have so far been identified in 
the collection. Other Dalma wares, especially 
the distinctive Dalma Painted ware, appear to 
be almost completely absent in the Mahidasht. 
Instead, the Early Chalcolithic of  the western 
central Zagros is characterized by a Black-on-
Buff  (BOB) painted style that shows general 
similarities to the Mesopotamian ’Ubaid tradi-

tion, but is clearly distinct from it. This BOB 
is called Siahbid style after the site where it has 
been found in context during excavations (see 
Henrickson 1985 and Levine & Young 1987 
for a more detailed discussion of  the Chalco-
lithic pottery traditions of  the Mahidasht).

The Late Chalcolithic of  the Mahidasht re-
mains a complicated issue to resolve (Renette & 
Mohammadi Ghasrian 2020). During the earlier 
part of  the Late Chalcolithic (i.e., the second 
half  of  the fifth millennium BCE, LC1-2), so-
called Red, White, and Black ware (RWB; Fig. 
10) was produced in the Mahidasht, as was pri-
marily documented at the site of  Chogha Maran 
in 1978 (for a detailed discussion, see Renette et 
al. 2021). However, this ware is still poorly un-
derstood and cannot yet be easily identified in 
the survey records. This ware has stylistic par-
allels with the better understood, technological-
ly distinct Seh Gabi and Pisdeli painted wares 
of  the central and northern Zagros, which 
are however absent in the Mahidasht. For the 
fourth millennium BCE, typical Godin VII-VI 
chaff-tempered ware can be recognized among 
the survey collection, but their characteristics 
and distribution remains to be analyzed and 

0 5 cm
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Fig. 6.  painted J ware from the Mahidasht survey in 1975 
(drawings and photographs by S. Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2021)

Fig. 5 . burnished/slipped J ware from the Mahidasht survey in 1975 
(drawings and photographs by S. Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2021)



49The Mahidasht Survey Project (1975-78) Revisited.../ Renette, Mohammadi Ghasrian and Ghafoori

Fig. 7.  polychrome painted J ware from the Mahidasht survey in 1975 
(drawings and photographs by S. Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2021)

Fig. 8.  additional painted painted J ware from the Mahidsht survey in 1975 
(drawings and photographs by S. Mohammadi Ghasrian, 2021)
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Fig. 9.  Google Earth map with location of  surveyed sites where “J ware” sherds were found

at least the drawings show connections with 
southwestern Iran and Mesopotamia during 
the LC3-4 (Fig. 11). Some Godin VI:1 (pre-
viously V) pottery can also be seen, but again 
more detailed analysis is necessary to assess 
its prevalence in the Mahidasht (Henrickson 
1994). Within the pottery recording system of  
the Mahidasht Survey Project, Godin VII-VI 
chaff-tempered wares were not assigned their 
own ware code. As a result, it has proven dif-
ficult to identify this material in the survey re-
cords and no new map with sites of  this period 
can at present be compiled. The new catalogu-
ing initiative at the National Museum of  Iran is 
particularly promising for the Late Chalcolithic 
because it will allow the identification of  Go-
din VII-VI sherds and their corresponding site 
number so that hopefully in the coming years 
we can present new information regarding the 
fourth millennium BCE in this region.

Finally, the Bronze Age period in the Ma-
hidasht contains its own idiosyncrasies. This 

period in the Zagros is best known from the 
famous excavations at Godin Tepe. At that site 
in the eastern central Zagros, easily reachable 
from the Mahidasht via Bisitun, the first phase 
of  the Early Bronze Age saw the southward 
intrusion of  the Kura-Araxes material culture 
with distinctive black and red burnished wares. 
By the middle of  the third millennium BCE, a 
local Zagros material culture reasserted itself  
with the introduction of  monochrome painted 
vessels (Godin III; cf. Henrickson 1986). This 
painted tradition continued in use for at least 
1000 years, showing a gradual development 
through the Early, Middle, and Late Bronze 
Age. In the Mahidasht, there is no trace of  
the Kura-Araxes/Early Transcaucasion cul-
ture, which seems to not have expanded west-
ward across the Kuh-i Garin mountain range. 
Instead, excavations at Chogha Maran found 
evidence of  an Early Bronze Age occupation, 
tentatively dated to ca. 2750 BCE, that pro-
duced a local red-slipped, and in smaller num-
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Fig. 10.  Selection of  RWB vessels excavated at Chogha Maran (site 289) in 1978 (photographs of  vessels stored at the 
National Museum of  Iran provided by Y. Hasanzadeh, 2021; drawings based on originals in the Mahidasht archive at 

the Royal Ontario Museum)
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bers grey-slipped, ware, together with small 
carinated cups that are dark grey and heavily 
burnished, but which different completely 
from Kura-Araxes pottery (Fig. 12) (Levine & 
Young 1987: Fig. 27-28; Renette et al. 2021). 
This material so far has no good, documented 
parallels elsewhere. At the time of  excavation 
in 1978, this red-slipped pottery was confused 
with Chalcolithic red-slipped wares, with which 
it has close similarities in appearance and tech-
nological manufacture. However, within the 
same contexts, the Maran Red-Slipped ware 

(MRS) occurred together with small amounts 
of  Godin III monochrome painted ware, Mes-
opotamian Scarlet Ware sherds, and a large cor-
pus of  ca. 160 clay sealings with cylinder seal 
impressions that are now securely dated to the 
early third millennium BCE (Khayani & Ni-
knami 2020a; 2020b; Pittman 2014; Renette et 
al. 2021). During the survey of  1975-78, this 
information was not yet available and Maran 
Red-Slipped ware was wrongfully identified as 
Chalcolithic. As a result, the short survey re-
ports stated that there was no evidence for the 

Fig. 11. Selection of  LC3-4 pottery from the Mahidasht survey (drawings based on originals in the Mahidasht archive 
at the Royal Ontario Museum; figure previously published in Renette & Mohammadi Ghasrian 2020: Fig. 4)
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Early Bronze Age in the Mahidasht. With the 
information from Chogha Maran, the survey 
records can now be reassessed. S. Renette has 
performed an initial analysis of  the survey re-
cords by which he identified at least 54 sites 
with Maran Red-Slipped ware (Fig. 13). In oth-
er words, the Mahidasht region remained occu-
pied throughout the Early Bronze Age with nu-
merous small villages and a few larger centers. 
This contradicts earlier reports that the region 
had become either abandoned or that the cen-
tral Zagros population had become full-time 
pastoral nomads. In light of  this new informa-
tion, such models now need to be reevaluated 
and subjected to academic scrutiny.

By the middle of  the third millennium 
BCE, Godin III monochrome painted ware be-
came prevalent in the Mahidasht and through-
out the entire central Zagros. Godin III paint-
ed sherds were retrieved from at least 93 sites 
(Fig. 14). Unfortunately, few of  these were 

drawn and even of  those that were drawn, it 
is difficult to differentiate between the Godin 
III subperiods based only on surface sherds. 
In other words, these 93 sites represent occu-
pation of  ca. 1000 years, but they surely were 
not all inhabited at the same time. Still, these 
sites include small villages along rivers, a few 
smaller sites, possibly camp sites, in the hills, 
and a few larger centers. Moving forward, anal-
ysis of  site distribution and settlement patterns 
in this Bronze Age dataset will hopefully offer 
insights into the region’s political history, since 
this was the time of  the formation of  moun-
tain polities, such as the Guti.

Future goals of  the collaborative project
Since this entire dataset remains almost com-
pletely unpublished, disseminating data 
through publications is the ultimate goal. Con-
sidering that this dataset is of  immense scien-
tific value as the only data from a large-scale 

Fig. 12 . Selection of  Early Bronze Age pottery excavated at Chogha Maran in 1978 
(drawings based on originals in the Mahidasht archive at the Royal Ontario Museum)
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survey project of  its kind in the central Zagros, 
the authors have agreed to collaborate and 
share information based on their respective ac-
cess to the divided records in Iran and Canada. 
However, in order to achieve this goal, much 
preparatory work is needed and it is impossible 
for a small team, let alone an individual, to un-
dertake a complete study of  this large dataset. 
Therefore, we have decided to set a few smaller 
initial goals and to focus first on two archaeo-
logical periods that reflect our own expertise: 
the Neolithic to Chalcolithic transition, and the 
Bronze Age.

As mentioned before, N. Ghafoori is cur-
rently overseeing the process of  producing a 
comprehensive catalogue of  the survey pottery 
within the National Museum of  Iran’s com-
puter system. This catalogue will now include 
basic site information derived from the survey 
records that are stored at the Royal Ontario 
Museum in Toronto. This cataloguing project 

Fig. 13. Google Earth map with location of  surveyed sites where Early Bronze Age Maran Red- 
and Grey-Slipped ware sherds were found

includes the production of  new photographs 
and line drawings of  the sherds. In addition, S. 
Mohammadi Ghasrian is undertaking a more 
detailed study of  the J ware material, including 
petrographic analysis to reveal aspects of  tech-
nological production. Thanks to the collabora-
tion, this data can be contextualized through 
the integration of  spatial information, such as 
the location of  the archaeological sites in rela-
tion to landscape features, which will result in 
updated distribution maps for this period. At 
the same time, S. Renette is continuing work on 
the Bronze Age material based mainly on the 
field records. Initial results of  this study were 
included in his dissertation (2018) and a series 
of  articles on this material are in progress, such 
as a detailed report of  the excavation results at 
Chogha Maran in 1978 (Renette et al. 2021). 
These studies will benefit greatly from access 
to the pottery stored at the National Museum 
in Iran, which until recently had been largely 
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Fig. 14 . Google Earth map with location of  surveyed sites where Godin III monochrome painted sherds were found

forgotten and was inaccessible. The new initi-
atives at the National Museum in Iran, led by 
J. Nokandeh, are now making such endeavors 
possible and will surely open the doors to a 
wealth of  new research projects.

Moving forward, once the pottery has been 
fully catalogued, we aim to develop additional 
collaborations, especially for those archaeolog-
ical periods that are now not represented. The 
Mahidasht Survey Project also collected large 
amounts of  material from the entire Iron Age 
to Parthian period, as well as from the Sasani-
an, Early Islamic, and Middle Islamic periods. 
The survey also documented the late Islamic 
period, including recently abandoned villages, 
fortresses, and caravanserais. These periods de-
mand their own detailed analysis by specialists.

Through these collaborations, it is our goal 
in the coming years to set up the infrastructure 
that will facilitate the production of  a series of  
publications in the form of  detailed articles 

and synthetic monographs. Finally, as the re-
cords and materials at both the National Muse-
um of  Iran and the Royal Ontario Museum in 
Toronto are now being catalogued in a digital 
format, it is our hope that one day this dataset 
can be virtually rejoined in a linked database. 
In this way, the original aim of  the Mahidasht 
Survey Project of  L.D. Levine would be finally 
fulfilled.

Conclusion
The Mahidasht Survey Project in 1975-78 pro-
duced a large archaeological dataset that docu-
ments human occupation in the western central 
Zagros from the Neolithic to modern history. 
Due to unforeseen circumstances, the results 
of  this ambitious project were never published 
in any detail leaving their impact on the study 
of  the prehistory and history of  western Iran 
underappreciated. While most of  the archaeo-
logical materials remained in Iran and are now 
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stored at the National Museum of  Iran in Teh-
ran, the documentation is kept in the archives 
of  the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto, Can-
ada, together with a study collection of  pottery. 
Recently, thanks to initiatives established by J. 
Nokandeh, the director of  the National Mu-
seum in Tehran, Ghafoori has begun to cata-
logue the pottery from the Mahidasht survey 
in a digital database, together with the produc-
tion of  new photographs and drawings. Mo-
hammadi Ghasrian is now collaborating with 
Ghafoori to conduct a case-study of  the late 
Neolithic to Early Chalcolithic J ware ceramic 

tradition. In parallel, Renette has conducted a 
preliminary analysis of  the survey records at 
the Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto with a 
focus on the Bronze Age period. Recognizing 
the need to combine the archaeological mate-
rials with the field documentation, the authors 
have set up a collaboration to share informa-
tion. The goal of  this collaborative project is 
to catalogue the material and records so that 
they can be studied in detail with the final goal 
of  producing a series of  publications of  this 
important dataset.

Table 1. List of  sites with at least one sherd labeled as “J ware” in the survey records
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