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Shell, as the natural shell of some mollusks, has always interested humans.
Some of these species have been part of man's diet since the beginning of

his cultural development. In contrast, others have been used as natural
utensils or as ornaments. Among the people, the characteristics of this shell

group are clarified based on their spatial analysis, which is often placed in
religious contexts such as shrines as special offerings and gifts or grave

gifts with the deceased While in some Far Eastern cultures, they have been
used as money in some cases. The Surkh Lori is one of the key areas of

the second millennium BC. It is located in western Iran's region behind the
mountain (Lorestan). It was first excavated by Erich Schmidt in 1938 and

introduced as a temple. Many of the objects found in this area are votive
offerings made by the area's people for the good of this Temple. Among

these objects, at least 532 sea shells have been found. Their origin is
determined according to their biological typology from the Persian Gulf to
the Sea of Oman. The abundance of shells such as Kowzak or Cowries

indicates that this Temple belonged to a female goddess, probably "Ninlil,"
because of the accompaniment of such shells in the context of the first

millennium BC; It is commonly reported in the graves of women and
children.

Shell, Shell beads, Sorkh Dom Temple, Iron age, Loristan.
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1. Introduction

Sorkh Dom Lori's ancient site is located in the Pish-e Kuh region of Lorestan. It is located in one of
the mountainous plains on the connecting route between Shushan, the central Zagros plains, and the
Central Plateau of Iran(plan 1). This ancient site was subjected to a limited archaeological
exploration by Schmidt in 1938 (Schmidt, 1938). Until now, however, its excavation had not been
continued, and practically with the end of the initial work of Holmes, the archaeological excavations
in this area were never completed and practically remained unfinished at a beginning stage (Van
Loon, 1967). The remains of a large stone architectural structure without finds related to daily life
show that the special function of the complex could be proposed as a place of worship.

Seashells discovered from Sorkh Dom Lori Temple

The presence of large amounts of sea shells, whether in the form of manufactured objects or raw
materials, in many ancient places in Iran and other regions of the world has attracted the attention of
researchers. One of the features of these archaeological data is the possibility of identifying their
place of origin because shells, as part of a living organism can live only in certain areas of the seas.
Furthermore, all these shells have been distributed to areas far from the coast through trade and
commerce (Reese,1989:81). Based on this, archeology emphasizes the importance of these objects
for the people of different periods and their beliefs about these objects, which have been moved over
long distances (Trubit, 2003: 248). Our preliminary investigation shows that the closest point of
access of the Sorkh Dom Lori area to sea urchin is to the northern shores of the Persian Gulf to the
Sea of Oman is between 300 and 450 km in a straight line, as the closest source of some of the
species of shells discovered (Schmidt, 1938).(table 1).

Methodology

In this article we use a contextual method of analysis, with attention to the differences between
quotidian and ritual spaces and the objects one might expect to find therein. We intend to answer to
some extent the reasons for the presence of these imported objects as non-subsistence and prestige
goods among the remains of Sorkh Dom Lori, relying on the descriptive-analytical method and the
basis of the interpretation of the texture and using similar and identical comparative patterns.

The history of shells in the archaeological contexts of Lorestan

The obvious visual difference, along with the special beauty of shells, causes people to pay attention
and focus on them; hence, sea shells have been reported in many settlement places from the Epi-
Paleolithic period to the present-day(Figure 1&2). At the same time, due to the resistant material,
unlike other objects, these organic materials remain unchanged for many years. The two main places
where shells are concentrated in the ancient sites of Iran tend to be ancient graves and temples.
Although we do not know clearly whether the presence of large quantities of shells was only a part
of clothing decoration or perhaps a special gift for the dead, we propose the latter to be more likely
in this case because of the particularity of healthy shells not worked so as to be sewn into clothes is
related to the special function of giving gifts to the dead during burial.

The abundance of this phenomenon in many ancient cemeteries shows that placing shells as gifts
for the deceased was a cultural tradition that can be considered a common phenomenon in its time.
Indeed, in most of the cemeteries explored in western Iran, this cultural tradition is found, at e.g.,
Chia Sabz and Khamtrlan cemeteries (Schmidt and Maurits, 1989: 112-114), Heklan and Parchineh
(Overlaet and Herink, 1996), Kale Nisar cemetery (Overlaet and Herink, 2008:61), Bani Sarme
cemetery (Overlet and Haerink, 2008; Haerink, 2006: xviii), Ilam cemetery (Overlaet and Haerink,
2010), Kan Gonbad cemetery (Kabli, 1989), Khatun Ban cemetery (Overlaet, 2004: 128), Bardebal
cemetery (Overlaet 2005), Shurabeh cemetery (Overlet, 2005: 11), Pai-Kel cemetery of Workbod
(Vanden Berghe, 1968: 187-180), Iron and Posht-e Kuh Daroband, Ketel-Gol-Gol cemeteries,
Darvin B cemetery, Cham-Choghel, Pai-Kel cemeteries (Overlaet, 2003: 205-207), Sorkh Dom Lori
(Schmidt, van Loon & Curvers 1989: 389), Qomish (Schmidt and Maurits, 1989: 382), Workbud
(Vanden Berghe, 1968: 120), and Babajilan (Hasanpur et all, 2015: 184; Vanden Berghe: 1968).
Chronology and dating of Sorkh Dom Lori temple
Schmidt identified the remains of at least three architectural periods at Sorkh Dom Lori. The second
period (Period II), which includes three phases (A-B-C), was identified as a temple dating to the
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period between 800 to 650 BCE (Schmidt et al. 1989: 49). Furthermore, all the samples of shells
studied and many other objects were discovered from the same period. (Figure 3)

Introduction of Sorkh Dom Lori shells

1804 objects were obtained from the excavation of Layer Il at Sorkh Dom Lori (Schmidt et al. 1989:
476-482), which include beads, shells, pins, figurines, dishes, tools, etc. Also, based on the technical
classification of the archaeological objects discovered in the Sorkh Dom Lori Temple, different
styles such as the local native style of Lorestan, the Elamite style, the Babylonian style, the Assyrian
style, and the Mannaean style can be seen among them (Muscarella, 1981). Of these, 523 are pieces
of shells or decorative beads made of shells, 488 of which are kept in the National Museum of
Iran(Figure 5&6) and the rest in the University of Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and
Anthropology. That is, about a quarter of all the objects in this temple are comrpised of shells, which
is a significant statistic and shows the importance of shells in this religious structure.

Samples of shells with inscriptions and textures from the place where the shells were
discovered

Among more than 500 pieces of shells discovered from the room of the Sorkh Dom Lori Temple,
only one of them, a piece of neck pendant with dimensions of approximately 3.1 x 3.7 cm in the
shape of a triangle, probably cut from a lambis shell, has words written on it three words in carved
Babylonian cuneiform. This inscription seems to have been left unfinished. However, these three
words are written on it in the form of ((x)-ni-t0 or na), which is probably related to the Babylonian
god Nin-Lil, the wife of Enlil. (Brinkman, 1989: 477). This object was found among hundreds of
other votive offerings in the cracks in the walls of the main Temple in the place of the altar(Figure
2). It should be noted that all the sea shells discovered from the Sorkh Dom Lori Temple were
hidden in the gap between the stones of the wall or at a small depth in the floor of the Temple.
Regarding the function of shell objects in sacred spaces, "Karvers™ believes that its function can be
both decorative and religious. Installing shells on the wall or placing them between the cracks in the
stones of the temple wall is considered a kind of offering. It must have a special meaning for those
who have done this work.

The typology of sea shells discovered from the Sorkh Dom LoriTemple

The most abundant types of shells identified from the Sorkh Dom Lori Temple are known in the
Oman Sea and the Persian Gulf because they are the closest open water shores to this Temple.
Which include the following index species.

2 -The most abundant shell species in Sorkh Dam Lori belongs to the Family Olividae species, also
identified in other known sites in the Iranian plateau.

3- Engina shell; This type of shell is from the large branch of marine gastropods, “Gastropoda shell
families," and from the Pisaniidea family, of which many species have been identified. It is stunning.
3- Conus shells, this species is from the large branch of marine gastropods and the Conidia family, it
is a type of conic headshell with red spots, and it has been reported from the copper and stone period
in many areas in the central plateau of Iran.

4-Cowrie shell. This shell type is also from the large branch of marine gastropods and the
Cypraeidae family. A jagged gap in its anterior part has given it a state similar to a human eye when
it is half open. Perhaps it has been very interesting for this reason. This shell is one of the most
abundant sea shells that people have used for a long time and even today.

5- Dentalium shell, this shell also belongs to the Dentaliidae family. They are tubular and slightly
curved shells. In the past, they were made into strings of beads with multiple transverse cuts. They
were especially used in the Neolithic period.

6- Murex shell is also a marine gastropod of the Muricidae family, usually called "murexes" or
"stone snails."

7- Arcularia shell is also a species of sea snail from the family of marine gastropods and the
Nassariidae family.

Mechanism of trade and transfer of shell from coastal areas

According to zoological information, all the species of shell identified from the Sorkh Dom Lori area
are saltwater species. Therefore it seems that, like other prestigious goods of that time, they arrived
in this area via a mechanism consisting of local merchants going from station to station to the end-
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of-the-line in the high plateau areas. Because these shells can be seen along most areas of the route
and their quantity decreases with increasing distance, this model has already been presented for the
obsidian trade. However, another assumption is possible that these objects were collected by
nomadic groups and herdsmen who spend winters every year as part of their nomadic lifestyle in the
low-lying areas near the northern shores of the Persian Gulf, between the plains of Deh Loran and
Susa, and then migrated to the so-called highlands. They were thus imported from Pish-e koh in
Lorestan to the edge of the Central Plateau of Iran. This point of view can be confirmed by the
relatively large presence of such shells in the excavated graves of Lorestan, which are attributed to
these tribes.

Ethnological interpretation of the function of shells

Let us look at this phenomenon from today's anthropological perspective. We will see that the
people of Lorestan call the oyster Sefidmoreh, Zhir Sar Pari and Naf-e Pari, Kozhek and
Cheshgarbeh, etc. Most of these terms have mythological and ritualistic connotations. For example,
in Lorestan, colored glass beads with pierced coins and perforated cowrie sea shells were worn as
necklaces, directly attached to clothes, or braided into hair (Watson 1979: 194-195). Therefore, there
is a widespread belief in cowrie shells. It is still popular as an eye-sore repellent among various
ethnic groups in western Iran (Simpson, 2000:6). Large perforated discs made of oysters, popularly
known as Naf-e Pari (“fairy navel™), a few examples of which have also been found in Sorkh Dom
Lori, were sometimes attached to clothing or household objects, while based on the ethnographic
data of these were always old and worn-out in appearance, as they were sometimes obtained from
old excavated graves (Watson 1979: 195). These are the same type of discs reported from
cemetereies of the Early Iron Age in Lorestan and from other ancient sites across the Iranian plateau
such as Susa, Silk, Zagros, Marlik, etc. These disks are made from a type of sea shell called lambis
trocona and belong to a group of objects with a wide distribution range, stretching from the southern
Levant to western Iran. Sometimes they are found together with the remains of a metal nail in the
central hole, which shows that they would have been attached to wooden objects (Weeks et al.,
2008).
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Plan.4. map of walls and the surface of layers 2B,2C, and 3A (Schmidt, 1989: 52)
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Figure 3. Schematic stratigraphic of Sorkh Dom Lori according to Schmite report (by author)
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Table-1 Sea shells of Sorkh Dom Lori site according to Iran national museum and Schmidt

report
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Figure 4-Sea shells from Sorkh Dom Lori in Iran national museum nol- Cowries with open

dorsum No. 2- Oliva or Ancilla no3- Engina Mendicaria. 4- Water-worn Gastropods with open
labial side picture by authors
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Figure 5. Sea shells from Sorkh Dom Lori in Iran national museum, No 6- Conomurex/Strombus.No 7-
Bivalves (bottom right looks like Anadara.No 8- fossil cockle — holed .No 9- Conus .Terebra. No 10-
Nassariidae .No 11- Conus or Conomurex/Strombus. No 12- Terebra Tibia species(author)
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Conomurex Persicus (prerviously called Thalessa s),
Figure 6. Sea shells from Sorkh Dom Lori in Iran national museum, Gastropods, water-worn, possibly
Conomurex Persicus Tylothais Savignyi (previously called Thalessa s) (Author),
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