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Six historic sites
undergoing restoration

in Zanjan Province

C Iranica Desk )

The restoration of six historic
and nationally registered sites
in different parts of Zanjan
Province has begun, according
to deputy head of the Provincial
Cultural Heritage, Handicrafts
and Tourism Organization.
Mohammad-Reza Mohammad-
pour said the restoration proj-
ects are being carried out with
a focus on protecting the prov-
ince’s cultural heritage and pre-
serving its historical identity.
Highlighting the importance

of safeguarding historic urban
fabrics and nationally regis-
tered monuments, he said spe-
cialized restoration teams are
currently working on several
valuable sites, including the
historic Molla Hassan Kashi
Mausoleum in Soltaniyeh,
Jaame Mosque of Sojas and the
historic Zarrin Rud Bathhouse
in Khodabandeh.

He added that restoration work is
also underway at the Pir Ahmad
Zahrnush Mausoleum in Abhar,
while a project to organize and
improve the facades around En-

ghelab Square and the historic
bazaar area in Zanjan is also
being implemented under the
supervision of experts.
Mohammadpour said the proj-
ects are aimed at preventing
further deterioration of the his-
toric structures and boosting his-
torical tourism in the province.
“These projects will not only
help preserve the country’s na-
tional heritage, but also recreate
a glimpse of the grandeur of the
past for future generations,” he
said.

Zanjan is one of Iran’s histori-
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cally significant regions, with a
heritage shaped by successive
periods of Iranian history. Its
location in northwestern Iran,
along important routes connect-
ing the central Iranian plateau
with the northwest, contribut-
ed to the development of set-
tlements and the movement of
people, goods and ideas across

Chega Sofla sheds new light on life before rise of cities

—

the region.

The province is home to a di-
verse collection of archaeolog-
ical sites, historic monuments,
religious buildings, traditional
markets and other structures
reflecting different periods of
Iran’s past. Among its best-
known heritage sites is the his-
toric city of Soltaniyeh, whose

monumental architecture re-
flects the importance of the re-
gion during the medieval period.
The restoration projects now
underway are part of broader ef-
forts to protect this layered her-
itage and ensure that Zanjan’s
historic monuments remain an
enduring part of the province’s
cultural landscape.

( Iranica Desk )

In southwestern Iran, on the Zay-
don Plain near the Zohreh River,
Khuzestan Province, an archae-
ological site is offering new in-
sights into how human societies
developed in the millennia be-
fore the emergence of cities.
Known as Chega Sofla, the site
has evolved in recent years from
arelatively little-known location
in Iran’s archaeological land-
scape into an important focus
of research into the social, ritual
and cultural complexity of pre-
historic communities, according
to chtn.ir.

The significance of Chega Sof-
la lies not only in its antiquity
but also in the diversity of evi-
dence uncovered there. Dating
to around 6,000 years ago, the
site suggests that life in south-
western Iran before urbaniza-
tion was far more complex than
a simple picture of small rural
communities focused primarily
on subsistence.

Archaeological evidence points
to a society with dedicated spac-
es for ritual activities and burial,
as well as systems of production,
exchange and symbolic expres-
sion.

These discoveries have attracted
growing international attention.
Archaeology Magazine featured
Chega Sofla in an article titled
“Ahead of Their Time,” examin-
ing the unexpected complexity
of Chalcolithic society in the
Zohreh Valley. Smithsonian Mag-
azine and Live Science have also
highlighted discoveries from the
site, particularly human remains
showing evidence of intentional
cranial modification and severe
trauma.

Archaeological excavations at
Chega Sofla, which began in
2016, have gradually revealed
aremarkable range of remains,
including a ritual complex, an
extensive cemetery, architectur-
ally distinctive tombs, decorated
standing stones, pottery, silver
ornaments, copper tools and
stone seals.

Among the most striking discov-
eries are standing stones found
beneath the floor of a ritual
structure. Some bear symbolic
designs, including depictions of
wild goats facing one another.
The combination of ritual ar-
chitecture, elaborate burial

practices, symbolic objects and
evidence of production and
exchange raises an important
question: how did a society still
living before the rise of cities de-
velop such organized social and
ritual structures?

The evidence from Chega Sofla
suggests that these elements
were not isolated. Ritual practic-
es, burial traditions, production,
exchange and symbolic systems
appear to have been intercon-
nected parts of a broader social
structure. The ritual complex is
among its most significant fea-
tures. It includes an offering plat-
form, a monumental structure
and standing stones decorated
with symbolic designs. Evidence
of animal offerings within the
complex further indicates the
important role of ritual in the
community.

Chega Sofla therefore offers

biological information. They
raise questions about identity,
social relationships, cultural
practices and the ways in which
individuals were treated within
the community. Intentional cra-
nial deformation is particularly
significant because both delib-
erately modified and naturally
shaped skulls have been found
at Chega Sofla.

The practice involved altering
the shape of the skull during ear-
ly childhood, and its presence at
the site raises questions about
the cultural meaning attached to
physical appearance.

Was cranial deformation a mark-
er of group identity? Did it indi-
cate social status or membership

. in a particular community? Or

was it connected to ritual or aes-

- thetic beliefs?

There are still no definitive an-
swers. Yet the uncertainty itself

more than isolated evidence of

religious practices. Its remains
point to a broader social and
spiritual system in which cere-
monies, sacred spaces, symbols
and relationships within the
community were closely con-
nected.

This becomes particularly sig-
nificant when the site is viewed
within the wider context of the
fourth and fifth millennia BCE.
During this period, large cities
had not yet emerged in their
later form, but communities in
parts of the Near East were de-
veloping increasingly complex
social, economic and ritual sys-
tems.

Alongside the settlement and
ritual complex, the Chega Sofla
cemetery is one of the site’s most
important sources of informa-
tion about its inhabitants.
According to information pub-
lished in Chega Sofla’s UNESCO

World Heritage Centre dossier,
the site consists of two main
components: a settlement and
a cemetery. The settlement cov-
ers approximately 20 hectares,
while the cemetery extends over
an area about 2,000 meters long
and 800 meters wide.

UNESCO dates Chega Sofla,
based on absolute dating, to
approximately 4700-3700 BCE
and identifies the distinctive
architecture of its tombs, its rit-
ual complex and its decorated
standing stones among the site’s
key features.

The cemetery is particularly
valuable because burials can re-
veal information about social or-
ganization, ritual beliefs, individ-
ual status, cultural relationships
and attitudes toward death.
Human remains from the cem-
etery have also provided some
of the most intriguing evidence
about the people who lived at

Chega Sofla.

In 2025, one of the site’s skulls
again brought Chega Sofla to in-
ternational scientific attention.
Smithsonian Magazine reported
on the remains of a young wom-
an whose skull had been delib-
erately reshaped into a conical
form. Researchers have asso-
ciated the unusual shape with
intentional cranial deformation
carried out during infancy.

The skull also showed evidence
of severe trauma. According to
published reports, the injury
occurred close to the individu-
al’s death, although researchers
have not been able to determine
with certainty whether it was in-
tentional or accidental.

Live Science likewise reported
on the discovery, focusing on an
individual who had suffered se-
vere head trauma around 6,200
years ago.

Such remains provide more than

highlights the value of the ar-
chaeological evidence.
Archaeology is not only about
identifying objects and struc-
tures. In many cases, the signif-
icance of a discovery lies in the
new questions it makes possible.
Chega Sofla cannot be consid-
ered in isolation from the broad-
er transformations taking place
across the Near East during the
fourth and fifth millennia BCE.
The site belongs to a period
when communities were mov-
ing beyond simple village-based
forms of organization and de-
veloping increasingly complex
social and economic systems,
while the emergence of large
urban centers was still some dis-
tance away.

The copper tools, varied pottery,
stone seals, ornaments and oth-
er objects recovered from Chega
Sofla may also provide evidence
of cultural and exchange connec-

tions extending beyond the site’s
immediate surroundings.

The community appears to have
been part of a wider network of
prehistoric settlements across
the Near East. Further research
could help clarify patterns of
communication, exchange and
the movement of people, objects
and ideas between communities
in southwestern Iran, Mesopota-
mia, the Persian Gulf and neigh-
boring regions. Perhaps one of
Chega Sofla’s most important
characteristics is that its story
remains unfinished.

Each excavation season pro-
vides new information while
raising further questions. How
was the community organized?
What role did the ritual complex
play in everyday life? What did
the decorated standing stones
represent? Why were some indi-
viduals subjected to cranial de-
formation? And how did Chega
Sofla interact with other commu-
nities along the Zohreh River and
beyond? Together, these ques-
tions point to the site’s broader
significance. Its archaeological
remains offer an opportunity to
reconstruct a human world that
emerged in southwestern Iran
thousands of years ago and to
explore how people organized
their communities, expressed
beliefs, buried their dead, pro-
duced objects and maintained
connections with other groups.
UNESCO has also presented
Chega Sofla as a ritual landscape
comprising a settlement, cem-
etery, ritual space and symbolic
evidence that together provide
an integrated picture of the pre-
historic culture of the region. The
site has been on Iran’s Tentative
List of World Heritage since
2021. What has attracted inter-
national attention to Chega Sofla
is ultimately the challenge it pos-
es to a long-standing image of life
before cities.

The evidence suggests that pre-
historic communities were not
necessarily simple or loosely
organized societies. Thousands
of years before the emergence of
the great cities of the Near East,
communities in this region were
already creating ritual spaces,
developing distinctive burial tra-
ditions, using symbolic systems,
engaging in specialized produc-
tion and maintaining cultural
connections.



