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Abstract

Mortuary spaces are among the richest sources of material culture for
understanding social structures, belief systems, and group identities, because
what societies construct for their dead directly reflects the worldview of the
living. Nevertheless, archaeological studies of mortuary spaces in Iran during
the Islamic period have largely remained descriptive and architectural in
orientation and have rarely been integrated with modern theoretical
approaches in archaeology. This theoretical gap is particularly evident in less-
studied regions such as South Khorasan, where the remarkable diversity of
funerary structures has not yet been examined from the perspective of the
archaeology of death. This study investigates the mortuary landscapes of
Khusf and Darmian Counties in South Khorasan during the later Islamic
centuries, with the aim of identifying structural and spatial patterns and
interpreting them within the region’s cultural and social context. The main
question concerns the relationship between structural and spatial variation,
the social and religious status of the deceased, and the spatial functions of
funerary monuments. The study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach
based on field and documentary research and employs the theoretical
frameworks of mortuary landscape, materiality of death, and ritual variability.
The findings reveal a mosaic of distinct traditions, including roofed domed
structures alongside enclosed roofless spaces and elongated graves associated
with shaykhs and mystics. Monumental form and dimensions are
meaningfully related to the status of the deceased, while white flintstone
grave coverings indicate group affiliation. These patterns reflect diversity in
belief systems, social status, and material traditions among the communities
of the region.



1. Introduction

Death and the rituals associated with it have long constituted an important
domain of material culture. The structures societies build for the dead, the
ways they arrange graves, the locations they select for tombs, and the
materials they employ all encode aspects of worldview, social organization,
and belief. Mortuary spaces are therefore not merely places of burial but
material records of the living, whose archaeological interpretation can reveal
dimensions of cultural history that are absent or underrepresented in written
sources. In Iran, however, archaeological studies of Islamic-period funerary
monuments have largely remained descriptive and architectural, while
theoretical approaches developed in the archaeology of death and landscape
have been less frequently applied. This gap is especially evident in South
Khorasan, where Khusf and Darmian contain diverse funerary monuments
and burial spaces that have mostly been documented through brief
architectural descriptions. The present study addresses this gap by examining
the mortuary landscape of the two counties from the Timurid to the Qajar
periods through the complementary perspectives of mortuary landscape,
materiality of death, and ritual variability. It seeks to identify structural and
material patterns, examine the relationship between funerary form and the
social and religious status of the deceased, interpret the meanings of material
choices in graves, and investigate how the spatial location of funerary
monuments relates to their functions and meanings within natural and built
landscapes. The study consequently asks whether observable variation
reflects differentiated social, religious, and cultural traditions.

2. Method

The research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology based on
systematic archaeological fieldwork and documentary studies. The principal
evidence derives from archaeological surveys conducted in Khusf County in
2014 and Darmian County in 2015, during which funerary monuments,
shrines, and historical cemeteries were identified, documented, and recorded.
Field documentation included architectural recording, identification of
construction materials, measurement of graves and structures, geographic
positioning using GPS, photography, plan preparation, and interviews with
local inhabitants concerning oral histories, monument functions, and
identities. Local interviews were treated only as complementary contextual
evidence and were interpreted cautiously alongside material and documentary
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evidence. In total, 12 funerary monuments and six historical cemeteries were
documented in Khusf, while 13 funerary monuments were identified in
Darmian. Three analytical techniques were employed: structural typology,
classifying monuments according to plan, roofing, and dimensions; material
analysis, examining the type and provenance of materials used in structures
and grave coverings; and spatial analysis, examining the relationship of
monuments to natural landscapes and settlement contexts. The resulting
patterns were comparatively analyzed and interpreted through the
frameworks of mortuary landscape, materiality of death, and ritual variability,
supported by historical texts and previous archaeological and architectural
studies.

3. Results

The findings demonstrate that the mortuary landscapes of Khusf and Darmian
comprise a heterogeneous mosaic of funerary traditions rather than a single,
uniform system. Two principal structural patterns can be distinguished. The
first, dominant in both counties, consists of roofed funerary monuments with
domes and square, octagonal, or cruciform plans. Examples include the tomb
of Shaykh Shams al-Din and Shaykh Abu Sa'id Khalvati in Khusf and the
tomb of Sultan Ibrahim Reza in Darmian. The second pattern, documented
particularly in Darmian, consists of enclosed, roofless spaces containing
unusually long graves. The Rafiei family funerary enclosure and the graves
at Ashk, Darmian, and the shrine of Shaykh Mahmud Qalandar illustrate this
tradition. The elongated dimensions of these graves appear to have served as
a material means of expressing the elevated status attributed to mystics and
revered figures, without requiring monumental architecture. The study also
identifies a meaningful association between the titles of the deceased and the
scale and complexity of funerary structures. Figures designated as shaykh,
pir, qalandar, or sultan, especially Sultan Ibrahim Reza, are associated with
more elaborate monuments, whereas tombs associated with religious scholars
and figures bearing the title mal are generally smaller and less ornate. Material
differentiation is also evident in Khusf cemeteries, where some graves are
covered with white flintstone or marble. Although local accounts associate
this practice with Sunni communities, the evidence does not permit a
definitive attribution; the uniform orientation of these graves toward the gibla
indicates that the distinction lies primarily in group marking rather than
fundamental religious difference. Spatial location is similarly meaningful:
some monuments associated with mystics occupy elevated or visually



prominent locations, whereas others associated with scholars lie within
ordinary village cemeteries. Finally, 97 inscriptions preserved in four layers
of plaster at the tomb of Sultan Ibrahim Reza, with the earliest dating to 990
AH, provide material evidence for approximately 370 years of continued
visitation and demonstrate the persistence of mortuary places as active sites
of collective memory.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The study shows that the mortuary landscape of Khusf and Darmian was
shaped by the coexistence of differentiated material and spatial traditions. The
simultaneous presence of domed, architecturally elaborate tombs and roofless
enclosures with elongated graves indicates that commemoration was not
governed by a single model. Instead, the material treatment of death varied
according to the social and religious position attributed to the deceased, local
traditions, and patterns of collective memory. The relationship between
monument complexity and the titles of deceased figures, together with the
exceptional dimensions of certain graves, supports Tainter’s proposition that
mortuary investment can provide an archaeological indicator of social status.
At the same time, the selection of elevated locations and distinctive grave
materials demonstrates that place and material were active components in
constructing sacred and group identities. The 97 inscriptions at Sultan
Ibrahim Reza further reveal the long-term continuity of visitation and the role
of funerary spaces as living repositories of collective memory. Overall,
combining mortuary landscape and materiality-of-death approaches makes it
possible to move beyond descriptive architectural classification and interpret
funerary diversity as evidence of social hierarchy, belief systems, group
differentiation, and enduring local memory.

Keywords: Mortuary Landscape; Materiality of Death; Later Islamic
Centuries; Khusf; Darmian
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