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The first Western accounts of Ray (Rayy) were produced by British travelers
such as Sir James Morier (pp. 231, 403) and Sir William Ouseley (pp. 174-99),
who visited Ray between the 1810s and 1830s. These descriptions of the city
were not informed by an archeological approach, but rather bore a nostalgic
accent, recalling its glorious past.

It was only in the first half of the 19th century that Ray became the object of a
more comprehensive study. Robert Ker Porter (1777-1842) drew the first plan
of old Ray, enclosed by a strong rampart (1821-22, pp. 358-60). This plan,
although inaccurate, has been the only plan used in all publications until the
present day. Its orientation is wrong and the major water source, that of
Caéma—ye ‘Ali, is misidentified. Some years later, in 1840, another traveler, the
French architect Pascal Coste (1809-1889; see FLANDIN AND COSTE), visited
Ray. The latter drew a more precise plan of the old city (see Rante, 2007, fig. 7).
In addition, he drew some views of the site (unpublished, located in the
Départment Patrimoine: Fonds Rares et Précieux et Documentation Régionale
of the Alcazar Library, Marseille), from the Bibi Sahrbanu mountain, a few
meters to the east. All the different water sources are noted, and the
orientation respects the actual placement of the city; he indentified the
different parts of the city, and showed the three different ramparts, relating to
the different periods of the city.
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Over a period of several years in the late 19th and early 20th century, the site
was excavated unscientifically by Western archeologists and local dealers,
above all to search for precious objects; a large proportion of the finds found
their way to the black market. At present several museums conserve some
specimens from Ray belonging to this antiquarian surge (for example, at the
Louvre Museum there is a group of pottery fragments belonging to the Charles
Kiefer collection and an object belonging to the Vignier excavation, 1921, OA
7474). George Nathaniel Curzon, after his journey into Persia (published in
1892) at the end of the 19th century, wrote: “I am not aware that any scientific
or systematic excavation has ever taken place in the mounds of Rhey, and it is
one of the tasks which I should consequently recommend to the labours of
archaeologists” (Curzon, II, 1892, p. 350). Curzon was in Ray in the last decade
of he 19th century (Sep. 1889-Jan. 1890), and his uncertainty about scientific
excavation at Ray probably suggests that previously there had not been any
archeological excavations in the city. Some years later, A. V. W. Jackson
(1862-1937), one of the first to comment on the precarious state of the site at
that time, wrote that the “treasure-hunters dig for coins and pottery amid its
desert tumuli, and brick-hunters demolish its walls for building-materials to
be used in Tehran” (Jackson, p. 428). Unfortunately this atrocious looting has
never ceased, even to this day.

One of the first to mention the “methodical excavation” at Ray was the erudite
antiquarian Charles Vignier (p. 212). Nonetheless, his excavation was also
aimed at finding objects to send to the European market. While we do not
know precisely the excavation sites of Vignier, we do know that he
concentrated his research not only on the city of Ray, but also over a larger
area including the mountains towards the north. At that time, the small town
of Sahr-e Ray (today Sah ‘Abd-al-‘Azim) was not densely inhabited, and the
metropolis of Tehran was still a small city at the foot of the Alborz Mountains.

The first truly archeological research at Ray was undertaken by the German-
American archeologist Erich F. Schmidt (1897-1964), who directed the
excavation under the auspices of the University of Pennsylvania Museum of
Archaeology and Anthropology, and the Boston Museum of Fine Arts , between
1934 and 1936. One of the main goals of Schmidt was to study the cultural
cross-section of the ancient periods on the Iranian plateau. Ray was chosen
because of its “key geographical position at the crossing of ancient routes from
north to south and east to west, and its importance from Median times to the
final destruction by Tamerlane” (Treptow, p. 14, from the Schmidt archives
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kept at the Oriental Institute, University of Chicago). Although Schmidt was
less interested in the later periods, such as the Islamic era, he did dedicate
some time to investigating them.

Neolithic period. In this large archeological area two mounds were the most
clearly identifiable: Cadma-ye ‘Ali and Kuh-e Sorsora (FIGURE 1). The distance
between the two mounds is around 300 m. The mound of Cadma-ye ‘Ali, which
today has almost totally disappeared, was the first locus where Schmidt
excavated. This location was considered to be of great importance because of
its water source (in a later period revered locally as a shrine), and for its
mound. This first excavation produced important results, which helped to
reconstruct the earliest occupations of the Iranian plateau. The more ancient
layers showed a first occupation dated by Schmidt to the Anau I period
(Schmidt, 1935, p. 140; see ANAW). However, the recent studies of Voigt and
Dyson (1992), also confirmed by Fazeli (2001), now define the “horizon pottery
of CeSmeh ‘Ali” at about 5500-5200 BCE, therefore earlier than Anau I (see also
Matney; Hiebert et al., p. 77). The major prehistoric ware found at Ca§ma-ye
‘Ali during this period is brown-red painted in black. The decorative motifs
varied from geometric (often zigzag) to zoomorphic patterns. These vessels
were handmade and the fabric of the sherds range from thin, “egg-shell” pots
to thick storage vessels. Among the different sherds of this period, there is also
a bowl showing an unusual motif of detached ibex heads (Schmidt, 1935, fig.
4). Successive prehistoric occupations ranged in time from 5000 to 3000 BCE.
The pottery is lighter brown-red, and the decorative patterns often are floral
scrolls or palmettes with several branches. Characteristic is a jar with a high
foot painted in dark brown and a body covered with geometric and vegetal
motifs (Schmidt, 1935, fig. 3), the type corresponding to the early ware found
at Tepe Hissar.

The excavation on the citadel provided Schmidt with some interesting results
(see also Mousavi, p. 152, tab. 1). In 1935 he started a trench of 400 sq. meters,
on the south terrace of the citadel, the northern part having been already
damaged by the cement factory. To the lower layers belonged a grey ware
type, indicating an occupation of the Early Iron Age (roughly 1000 BCE). The
layers below these presented a few painted sherds of pottery (Hissar IB),
corresponding to the 3rd millennium. The citadel mound was, therefore,
occupied later than Cadma-ye ‘Ali.

The more recent 2007 excavation in Ray sub-province (Sahrestan), where the
virgin soil is covered by a thick alluvium layer (2.60 m) without any



https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/oriental-institute-univ-chicago
https://www.iranicaonline.org/uploads/files/ray_i._archeo/ray_i_archeo_fig_1.jpg
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/anaw
https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/tepe-hissar

@\ RAY I. ARCHAEOLOGY | Rocco Rante

anthropogenic traces, composed of dark-red compact ground and fine gravel,
yielded in its lower layers a very small quantity of dark grey pottery
fragments, some of which are decorated with incised lines and applied motifs.
While the present state of research concerning these lower layers is still
incomplete, it could be possible that the area immediately underneath was
also occupied during this period if the citadel presented an occupation relating
to the Early Iron Age.

Parthian period. At Ca$ma-ye ‘Ali, the layers above this first Neolithic
occupation revealed the presence of an important mud brick structure. This
was part of a unique complex, described by Schmidt as a temple (Schmidt,
1935, p. 56) and dated by coins to the Parthian period, thus showing an
occupation lapse of 3000 years. This architectural complex was composed of a
central court surrounded by rooms (FIGURE 2). Some coins dating to
Mithradates I (171-138 BCE) and to Pacorus II (78-105 BCE) were found inside
this building. Outside the complex, on the same level of construction, were
found 500 copper coins, dating to Mithradates II (123-88 BCE), Orodes I (57-37
BCE), Phraates II (37-2 BCE) and Vonones I (8-12 CE). Glazed greenish-blue
sherds also occurred. Grey bowls belonging to this area are conserved today in
the National Museum of Iran (Muza-ye Melli-e Iran). Some of these bowls,
whose vertical loci has been established thanks to the Schmidt’s excavation
notes, correspond to the Parthian building, are light grey, have a very fine
fabric, and correspond to a pottery type “clinky ware” (corresponding to the
“céramique sonore” in Haerinck’s usage, pp. 196-200) found during the recent
excavation in the Sahrestan (sub-province), dated to the early Parthian period
(Rante, 2008, pp. 192-94; see also Hansman and Stronach, fig. 14:6).

The excavations of the complex in the Sahrestan, and of site’s rampart, showed
its foundation to be of the early Parthian period (FIGURE 4). The rampart is
situated over a rock crest about 6 m above the plain. It was constructed in one
phase, in two different manners: 45x45x15 cm mud bricks for the external
part (about 1.5 m thick at the rock crest height) and 38x38x10/12 cm mud
bricks for the rest (about 4.5 cm thick at the rock crest height). This type of
construction, with the use of similar sizes of mud brick, can also be identified
at the Bactres (Balkh; Balk) site, specifically Bactres IA (Le Berre and
Schlumberger, figs. 12, 15). The rampart consists of five towers, of which the
two more easterly are square (the largest now has a round profile due to later
restorations). The middle tower, added later, is round, and the two others have
suffered from too much destruction to be clearly described. Between the
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round tower and the following tower to the west, where the rock crest is
practically at the same height as the plain, a portal about 6 m wide at the base
has been identified. The grey “clinky ware” ceramic fragments, some mixed in
with the mud bricks and mortar, which were found during the excavation of
this rampart and also at the foundations, testify to its initial Parthian
construction. Some layers above the bottom of the test trench in the Sahrestan
showed numerous light grey “clinky ware” sherds, confirming the Parthian
occupation.

It is likely that the citadel also presents an important Parthian occupation
(FIGURE 4). The recent excavations at its western part brought to light its
rampart, which is constructed of 45x45x15 cm mud bricks and covered by the
small stone fortress at the western part of the citadel hill, dating to the Islamic
era. The Iranian archeologist Ghadir Afround uncovered some parts of this
important rampart, showing that the citadel was also defended by a strong
wall, probably constructed during the Parthian period (2006). During the
excavation, there was also a chance find of small Parthian bronze coins on the
mud brick stairway leading from the small fortress to the top of the hill. The
stratigraphy of the excavation on the citadel did not reach the pre-Islamic
levels. Nevertheless, in the 1930s Schmidt had reached the base of the mound,
at its eastern part, showing that the Islamic layers directly covered an
important Early Iron Age level.

Sasanian period. “During the Sasanian period the mound (Casma-ye ‘Ali) was
not inhabited,” Schmidt wrote in his excavation notes in 1930s. The
archeologist excavated other sites near Ca$ma-ye ‘Ali, finding important
Sasanian occupations. The main site concerning this period is situated at Tepe
Mill, where a monumental fire temple rises at the centre of another small
mound (see Schmidt, 1940, p. 33; Naumann, abb. 1; Choksy, fig. 12). Two
smaller mounds, at the eastern side of the temple, were excavated by Schmidt,
bringing to light two small residences of the same period, successively reused
and restored. These two residences, but above all the fire temple, were
decorated with carved stuccoes, which today are still present inside the
monument and in part conserved in a small museum nearby. The stucco
motifs belong to the traditional panorama of Sasanian decoration, with
zoomorphic, geometric and floral elements (see Thompson). Later, the large
fire temple mound was excavated by an Iranian mission directed by Zarrin-Taj
Seybani (unpublished).

Near the fire temple, towards the west and south-west, lay other Sasanian
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settlements (FIGURE 3), such as Cal Tarkan, ESgabad and Nezamabad (see
Thompson), a few kilometers southwest of Tepe Mill. These also yielded
important stucco material, which always conform to the Sasanian themes, but
have not been sufficiently studied. Another Sasanian site where Schmidt put in
a test trench was Qal‘a Gabr, several meters south of the citadel and the
fortified city (Sahrestan). During the Islamic period this small “castle” was
absorbed by the latest city wall and became a gate (Bab al-Sin, “The Gate to
China”).

The excavation in the Sahrestan has provided an interesting succession of
layers with some samples of Sasanian sherds (FIGURE 4). The layers above the
first occupation phases of the Sahrestan, and the layers just below the first
Islamic occupation, where the first Islamic period glazes (opaque white) were
easily recognized, presents a ceramic type with a fabric different from those of
the previous period. The fabric is no longer fine grey, but orange to orange-
yellow with small light inclusions. Some sherds are yellower, with volcanic
inclusions, and the texture is lightly friable. The excavation of the rampart
showed that during this period the external facade of the wall was restored. A
coin datable to the end of the 5th century (Péroz or Kawad I?) has been found
at the base of a restored part of the rampart. The excavation at the internal
facade (Rante, 2008, fig. 7) brought to light a large number of jars with oblique
line-printed decoration on the body. The same type of decoration, with the
same yellow-buff and yellow-greenish fabric, has also been found in Merv and
dated to the early and middle Sasanian period (Puschnigg, plates 9, 14). The
juglet shape from Merv (MGKS5; Puschnigg, plate 11, fig. 6.12, fig. A3.15) was
also frequent at Ray and dated to the early and middle Sasanian period.

The citadel was probably also occupied during the Sasanian period, although
there are no traces to confirm this. During the excavation inside the small
fortress on the western part of the hill, few sherds similar to the stratigraphic
succession have been noted. Tabari (pp. 2654-55) reports that the Islamic
general No‘aym b. Moqgarrin was sent to Ray to suppress a revolt organized by
Siawaks b. Mehran b. Bahram Cobin (642-643 CE). After suppressing the revolt,
the general ordered the destruction of the old citadel and its reconstruction.
Other Islamic sources tell of a previous Sasanian occupation of the fortified
city at Ray. Nonetheless, no archeological sounding has yet yielded a clear
Sasanian sequence to locate such an occupation there. On the other hand, the
study of the material conserved in storage in the National Museum of Iran in
Tehran, along with a general provenance from the site, has indentified some
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ceramic groups of Sasanian typology, similar to those noted in Tepe Mill, Cal
Tarkan and the other Sasanian loci. This would confirm a strong Sasanian
presence in Ray, not only in and near the fire temple, but in the entire
archeological zone.

Islamic periods. The Islamic periods at Ray represent the most significant and
extensive occupation on the site, and it is only in this period that one can
reconstitute a complete plan of the city (FIGURE 5). At Cadma-ye ‘Ali, before
joining the Parthian and Neolithic layers, Schmidt excavated a deep (2 meters)
Islamic level. In an article published in 1936, Schmidt wrote, “At CaSma-ye ‘Ali
we became impatient of the deposits of the Islamic Era which only disturbed
and retarded the excavation” (p. 135). The “very few objects” found in these
Islamic layers were great numbers of burials, small mausoleums, a few graves
(containing badly preserved skeletons) and a tombstone in alabaster with
Kufic religious inscriptions. The Islamic layers corresponded to “Middle
Islamic” (Buyid/Saljuq) and also to “Early Islamic” (Umayyad/Abbasid)
occupations (Keall, p. 541). Furthermore, 107 dinars coins (dated 1116-61 CE),
part of the very exhaustive numismatic study of Miles (1938), and numerous
“grenades” were found at this site.

Excavations on the citadel hill indicate that the citadel was occupied during
the early Islamic era, utilizing the previous structures. During the first years of
Muslim rule, Ray was a military outpost for the conquest and the control of the
eastern provinces of the Islamic empire. Accordingly, this major politico-
military site was occupied by a governor and his army contingent. It is during
this military occupation that Ray was partially reconstructed (FIGURE 4). This
reconstruction was carried out with stones and mortar, and not with mud
brick as had been the case previously; some vestiges are still visible today. This
construction method corresponds to the foundations of the probable mosque
found in the Sahrestan. During the latest excavation, the early layers showed
numerous unglazed ceramics and some monochrome green-glazed sherds.
The layers above yielded the characteristic 8th-9th century glazed pottery, still
with ubiquitous sherds of monochrome green. There were also numerous
painted wares over a slip, under a transparent glaze and different from the
more commonly known and characteristic “slip-painted” wares. In his 400 sq.
m. test trench on the eastern part of the southern terrace on the hill, Schmidt
found a coin dated to the first half of the 11th century, which apparently
belonged to the layers above. Furthermore, after a lacuna of four centuries, a
much later occupation was indicated by some Timurid materials in a layer
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dated 1432-33 by a coin of Sahrok.

The “governmental quarter,” or Sahrestan, was excavated for the first time by
Schmidt in 1934. He concentrated on two mounds (Keall, fig. 3 A/B), covering
architectural structures, situated between the southern foot of the citadel and
the southern rampart of the Sahrestan. The excavation of the eastern mound
brought to light a series of square stone pier foundations, whose orientation
towards Mecca suggests that they were the foundation for a mosque . Although
Schmidt did not discover a mehrab in this building, and Keall states that, as in
Siraf, it could also have been a “warehouse” (Keall 1979, p. 541), the complex
was never completely unearthed. Today, the site where the possible mehrab
could have been located is covered by a glycerin factory. The gebla orientation
of the remaining elements of the building, however, and its location within the
Sahrestan, strongly suggest an important function. This building, possibly a
mosque, has been dated to the early Abbasid period, after some early Abbasid
coins found on the floor of the building, some dating to 775 CE. Below the
floor, Schmidt discovered some Umayyad coins. The western mound in the
Sahrestan, north of the glycerin factory, was identified as a madrasa
(traditional school) because of the discovery of ayvans opening off from a
central court and small chambers flanking them. This madrasa was dated to
the Saljuq period. Another madrasa, also dated to the Saljuq period, was later
found by the Archeological Services of Iran (Godard, figs. 3, 6-7).

The most recent excavation in the Sahrestan has provided additional
information about the Islamic occupation. At about 1.5 m from the surface,
two stone pier foundations were discovered. The two foundations were
excavated from the probable Sasanian and Umayyad layers, where unglazed
and monochrome green ceramic fragments have been collected. These were
oriented, as in Schmidt’s excavation, towards north-east/south-west. A group
of opaque white fragments, whose fabric differed little from the characteristic
Basra opaque white production, has been found at the base of the western pier
foundation. One of these fragments, the base of a bowl, presents the
“distinctive marks of spurs” on the interior, which A. Williamson presents as
the characteristic marks of the opaque white Ray production (p. 16).

It is probable that this type of opaque white ceramic of Ray belongs to the
early Abbasid period, and that the two newly exposed piers were part of this
building. There are several factors which support this early Abbasid dating of
the building, most probably a mosque, as first suggested by Schmidt. These
include the coins found in the soil, as well the references in historical sources
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that describe the construction by al-Mahdi, the son of caliph al-Mansur, of a
mosque in the Sahrestan (completed in 158/775), at the foot of the citadel hill.

During this early Abbasid period, Ray underwent considerable restoration and
expansion resulting in the creation of a new town called Mohammadiya.
Belonging to this epoch is one of the multiple restorations of the Sahrestan
rampart and the construction of a new line of mud brick ramparts, which can
be taken as signs of the urban site’s expansion. The previous periods had seen
the expansion of the city over an area consisting of the old fortified city of Ray
(the citadel and Sahrestan), and the sites of Bibi Zobayda, Hosaynabad, Casma-
ye ‘Ali, Cal Tarkan, Tepe Mill, ESqabad, Nezamabad and later Varamin (see
FIGURE 3, FIGURE 5). In later Islamic periods, the urban character becomes
visible through the raising of the mud brick rampart that enclosed the entire
settlement of the Islamic medieval city (Rante, 2007, fig. 7). The old fortified
city was thus incorporated, along with Bibi Zobayda, Hosaynabad and Casma-
ye ‘Ali, as a quarter of the larger city settlement of Mohammadiya. Earlier
settlements of the Islamic periods are known from historical sources, but have
not been identified archeologically. At about the end of the 7th century, the
historical sources already report the settlement of Arab groups (from the Taqif
and Bagila tribes), constituting a new quarter to the south of the fortified city.
The new quarter was called Azdan, whose name according to Schwarz comes
from “the people of Azd” (Schwarz, p. 751, n. 7). Two new quarters were
successively constructed: Nasrabad, named after the governor Nasr b. ‘Abd al-
‘Aziz, and Mehdiabad, which according to Yaqut was the quarter constructed
for the people of the Sahrestan, expropriated to permit the construction of the
mosque (Schwarz, pp. 754-55). There are, instead, some archeological traces
testifying to this expansion of the city towards the east, at a site which can be
identified as the Nasrabad quarter. It is probable that the first of the two last
ramparts belongs to the al-Mahdi expansion of the city (second half of the 8th
century), if one takes into account investigations of the Sahrestan rampart and
its comparison to the medieval ramparts (see Adle, 1979, 1999, for
investigations during the 1970s). In fact, the construction technique and the
type of mud brick (33x33x8 cm and 27x27x7/8 cm) used are identical in both
sites. The pottery can be dated to the end of the 8th and 9th centuries.

In the excavations of the Sahrestan, the layers above the interface covering the
layers dating to the 8th-9th centuries revealed changes in ceramic fabric and
shape. Fabric became lighter and buff-orange while shapes became more
globular. Molded fragments of dark red fabric also belong to this period,
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probably from the 10th to the first half of the 11th centuries. The closed test
trench context of the rampart showed some sgraffiato and slip-painted
fragments (see CERAMICS XIII) at the same level. At this time, the city appears
to have consolidated its limits towards the south. At the eastern part, a second
rampart brushing the foot of Bibi Sahrbanu Mt. has been constructed. We do
not know if this second rampart has been constructed to substitute the former,
after a probable expansion of the city to the east, or if it has been constructed
to enhance the earlier rampart’s defensive function.

The layers above showed a higher quantity of glazed ceramic. Among the
fragments there are also some lustre wares; unfortunately, it proved
impossible to determine the type of lustre because of the small size of the
fragments. The ceramic analysis has recorded an occupation during the
11th-12th centuries. In this period, when the city of Ray was one of the main
cities of the Saljuq dynasty, the “inner city” was at its largest expanse, as
indicated by the ramparts accurately drawn by Pascal Coste (Rante, 2007,
fig.7). Analysis of various places in the walled Saljuq city have confirmed this
important and continuous occupation. Nevertheless, we do not have the
precise data to confirm that the ramparts were constructed at this epoch or
prior to it. Recent studies have shown that most likely the rampart had already
been constructed during the Buyid occupation.

A burned layer 2 cm thick covered the Saljuq phase of the city. The very same
burned layer was also found on the citadel and can be associated with the
destruction of the entire settlement by the Mongols. The first layers excavated,
between the present-day surface and the burned layer, presented some sherds
belonged to the 15th century.

Bibi Zobayda is a small hill situated to the western part of Casma-ye ‘Ali, north
of Hosaynabad. This site was also reoccupied during the Islamic periods. In his
notes Schmidt wrote that the sites of Cadma-ye ‘Ali and Hosaynabad were on
the same chronological sequence. Coins of Umayyad, early Abbasid, Saljuq and
Mongol times provide evidence for this chronological scale. The ceramics
found there cover this entire chronology. Opaque white bowls and dishes,
sometimes with Kufic inscriptions, and, above all, designs painted over slip
and under glaze have been recorded.

A test trench showing a comprehensive Islamic pottery sequence was
excavated in the Abu’l-Fath-zada garden, first by Pope and Rabenou, and then
by members of the Schmidt’s team. Unfortunately, Schmidt divided this large
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Islamic period into only three levels (“Islam I-III”), thereby rendering the
stratigraphical sequence too approximate (Schmidt, 1936, pp. 83-87; for a
general view of the material sequence, see also Treptow).

Three mausoleums were excavated and examined by Schmidt to the southeast
of the city and to the south of Bibi Sahrbanu, an area that remained outside
the city walls. The most elaborate one, called Naqgara Kana after the hill of the
same name, contained vaulted crypts located below the ground floor of the
mausoleums (see Schmidt, 1940, p. 31, pls. 35-36). This area has been identified
by Adle (1979, fig. 512) as that of the two larger cemetery zones of the Ray
area. After the destruction caused by the Mongols, the old settlement was
abandoned and replaced, first by Varamin to the south, then by sporadic
presence on the site in the Timurid period, as evidenced by chance ceramics,
and finally by Tehran itself to the north.
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