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prestigious architectural remains) preserved from these eras. Among
these remains is the complex known as “Qal‘eh-Sam,” situated atop
the heights of Mount Sam in the Holeilan region of Ilam Province.
The complex consists of a large residential/ceremonial structure
combined with a security/defensive installation. As a result of illicit
excavations at the entrance of the domed structure of Qal‘eh-Sam, a
portion of its stucco decorations was exposed. This article introduces
these stucco works and examines their technical characteristics as
well as the comparative typology of their motifs. Beyond their artistic
value and the significance of their decorative vocabulary, the newly-
identified stucco pieces may also contribute to a more precise
chronological understanding of the Qal‘¢h-Sam complex.
Accordingly, this study employs a descriptive—comparative method,
drawing on evidence obtained from field investigations and library-
based research, to analyze the decorative and technical aspects of the
Qal‘eh-Sam stucco reliefs. These decorations were executed using
two techniques—freehand/on-site modeling and molded/pre-
fabricated production—and their predominant motifs consist of
geometric and vegetal patterns. The examination and comparison of
these stuccoes indicate that, although traces of Sasanian artistic
traditions are evident in their design, their compositional structure,
decorative motifs, and techniques of execution display very close
affinities with examples from the early Islamic centuries, particularly
those of the Abbasid period.

Keywords: Qal‘eh-Sam Complex; Stucco Decorations; Sasanian
Period; Early Islamic Centuries.
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Introduction

One of the key elements in the decoration of Sasanian architecture is the use of stucco reliefs.
Evidence of stucco decoration—featuring animal, human, vegetal, geometric, and symbolic
motifs—is observable in most monumental structures as well as religious edifices (fire
temples) of this period. In fact, stucco came to constitute the principal decorative medium in
the embellishment of Sasanian buildings, particularly from the second half of the dynasty
onward. Archaeological investigations conducted at major Sasanian sites in the Central
Zagros region have yielded noteworthy examples of this decorative repertoire.

The site of Qal‘eh-Sam, located in Holeilan, Ilam Province, is regarded as one of the
prominent architectural monuments of the Central Zagros. During field surveys (Yousofvand
& Miri, 2021), traces of stucco decoration were reported from this site. The exposure of these
stucco remains resulted from illicit excavations carried out in front of the entrance of the
domed chamber within the Qal‘eh-Sam complex. Available evidence indicates that the
exposed stuccoes represent only a small portion of the original decorations that once adorned
both sides of the entrance, while the greater part of them remains buried beneath a substantial
mass of architectural debris. In addition to these examples, several fragments of broken stucco
pieces belonging to a column or semi-column were also recovered from the surface of the site.
The recovered specimens include vegetal and geometric motifs arranged within rectangular
and square panels, executed using both molding and freehand/on-site techniques. The present
study seeks to introduce and describe these stucco decorations and, through comparative
analysis, to gain a more accurate understanding of their relative chronology.

Discussion

The structure known as Qal‘eh-Sam is located approximately four kilometers (in a straight
line) northwest of the village of Cham-Bur Farkhivand, in the Helilan district of Shirvan
County, Ilam Province. The complex referred to as “Qal‘eh-Sam” consists of several
architectural units and spaces, each of which once fulfilled a distinct function within the
overall layout of the site. The principal components of the complex comprise a
defensive/security section and a residential/ceremonial section which, despite being spatially
separated, together form an integrated architectural ensemble.

Based on the extant architectural remains, it can be inferred that barrel vaulting was used as
the roofing technique for various spaces. Among the notable and significant structures within
the so-called “residential/ceremonial” section are a domed chamber with a cruciform plan
located on the western side and a cruciform structure situated immediately to its west. The
stucco decorations at Qal‘eh-Sam include both scattered fragments found on the surface and
in-situ examples preserved on the wall surfaces. In addition to vegetal motifs, the stucco work
of Qal‘eh-Sam displays extensive use of geometric elements.

Conclusion

The stucco decorations unearthed from the Qal‘eh-Sam structure fall into two categories:
geometric and vegetal. To date, no examples of anthropomorphic or zoomorphic stucco
motifs have been recovered among these decorations. A particular emphasis has been placed
on vegetal motifs, which constitute the main structural component of the compositions. These
motifs include spirals, fig leaves (?), acanthus leaves, vine leaves, and pine cones, all arranged
within geometric framing panels. Geometric designs are employed to delineate the borders of
the motifs, to frame the decorative panels, and to fill the empty spaces between the principal
patterns. The geometric decorations can be classified into two groups—straight-lined and
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curvilinear—and include elements such as square and rectangular frames, intersecting circles,
pointed ellipses, hollow circles, and circles containing vine-scroll motifs. Repetition,
symmetry, and the use of geometric framing panels are among the most prominent features of
the Qal‘eh-Sam stucco work. These decorations were produced using both freehand/on-site
carving and molded/pre-fabricated techniques.

Some of the motifs used in the Qal‘eh-Sam stuccoes are comparable to those found at
Sasanian sites. On the other hand, they display very close parallels to examples from early
Islamic monuments, such as the Jameh Mosque of Isfahan and the ancient city of Darreh-
Shahr. These similarities include the composite arrangement of geometric and vegetal motifs,
the shallow relief of the designs, the use of vegetal elements as the central motif, and the
employment of geometric patterns to frame the inner decorative fields. Another shared
characteristic is the absence of human and animal figures. Although only a small portion of
the Qal‘eh-Sam stuccoes has been exposed thus far—and future archaeological excavations
may potentially reveal human or animal motifs—the current evidence suggests that vegetal
motifs form the core decorative vocabulary, and their compositional arrangement leaves little
room for figurative imagery. A point that warrants consideration is that it remains uncertain
whether these stucco decorations were executed contemporaneously with the construction of
the building or represent additions from a later period. Nevertheless, the general stylistic
features of the stuccoes, combined with the architectural characteristics of the Qal‘eh-Sam
complex (such as barrel vaults of the biz-kond type, the combination of barrel vaults with
semi-domes, and the integration of a cruciform domed hall with an iwan), as well as the
surface scatter of diagnostic pottery, collectively suggest a chronological range spanning the
late Sasanian period to the early Islamic centuries. However, the absence of anthropomorphic
and zoomorphic motifs—dominant elements in Sasanian decorative programs—on the one
hand, and the strong stylistic affinities with early Islamic stucco traditions, particularly those
of the Abbasid period, on the other, reinforce the likelithood that these decorations are
associated with the early Islamic centuries. It is hoped that future archaeological excavations
and the removal of accumulated debris from various parts of the complex will expose
additional stucco decorations, thereby enabling a more precise chronological assessment of
the structure and its decorative program.
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