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Abstract

The archaeological site of Shahr-e Belqgays (the medieval town of Esfarayen) is
located in northern Khorasan province, NE Iran. Archaeological and historical
evidence suggest that since prehistoric times, the area of Esfarayen has always
been a suitable zone for human populations. Due to its geographical location
and high environmental potentials, Esfarayen continued to be an attractive
place also, during the Islamic period. The equilibrium between hydrological
and other natural resources resulted in the development of agro-pastoral
activities. The main focus of archaeological research in this area has been
the study of architecture and pottery, while, in the present article we address
other under documented aspects of daily life, such as food procurement
and consumption. We present here, faunal remains from several excavation
campaigns at Shahr-e Belqays to produce first hand data on archaeological
animals remain of this region and a set of information on the subsistence
economy and production activities at the site from the Samanid to Ilkanid
periods. Considering the geo-political location of this site in the historical
geography of ancient Khorasan and its proximity and dependence to Nishapur,
we also question the interactions between the two urban centers and their rural
landscapes through the exploitation of animal resources. The faunal collection
was recovered during 2009 and 2010 excavations at Shahr-e Belqays. It is
composed of 1002 bones fragments with a weight of 16,560 grams. The
animal bones were studied in the bioarchaeology laboratory, central laboratory
of Tehran University using quantitative and qualitative methods with the aim
of investigating the subsistence patterns in an Islamic site in northeastern Iran.
Archaeozoological results were then confronted with other contemporaneous
sites, as well as written sources. Sheep and goats are the most abundant
herbivores represented in the faunal remains and must have been the main
herded species. The similarity of the size of sheep populations in Kohan
dej- Nishapur and Shahr-e Belqays-Esfarayen stress on the possibility that
sheep population originated from the same source. Cattle was the second
herded animal in Esfarayen. Donkeys and camels were used as draught
animals and finally red deer and gazelles were hunted by the inhabitants. This
archaeozoological study brings valuable information on agropastoral activities
of an urban center before and during the Mongol invasion in North East of Iran
Keywords: Archaeozoology, Sheep/Goat, Agropastoralism, Urban Context,
Shahr-e Belqays, Samanid/Qaznavid, Moghol, Ilkhanid, Iran.
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Introduction
The medieval town of Esfarayen, currently known as Shahr-e Belqays, is
located in the plain of Esfarayen. The county of Esfarayen is composed
of highlands and lowlands. Although the area has an arid climate, the
presence of several perennial water flows that originates from mountains
has made it a fertile and prosperous region that are frequently mentioned
in various geographical and historical accounts. Also, due to its strategic
geographical location on the main historical trade route between Nishapur
to Jorjan, Esfarayen has benefited from a prosperous economy.
According to the written resources, Esfarayen was one of the
dependencies of Nishapur until the Mongol invasion and like other centers
such as Herat, Balkh, Bukhara, and Samarkand, it was considered as an
important economic and cultural center of Khorasan for the development
of agriculture, industry, art, sciences and theology. In this historical
panorama, it seems highly interesting to document the aspects related to
the exploitation of environmental and animal resources with the study of

archaecozoological remains recovered on the site.

Material

Thestudiedanimal collectionincludes 1002 bone fragments (weighing 16814
grams) that was recovered during 2009 and 2010 excavations at Shahr-e
Belgheys. They were processed and analysed at the Archaoeozoology
Department of the Bioarchaeology Laboratory, Central Laboratory of the
University of Tehran. The animal bones were recovered in 6 trenches that
cover a chronological period between the 9th and 16th centuries AD. The
identified taxa in Shahr-e Belqays consist of two categories of mammals
and birds with a total number of 441 bone fragments. The unidentifiable
bone count for 559 bone fragments and were divided into three categories

according to size: large mammals, medium mammals, and small ruminants.

Methods

We used classical descriptive methods of archaeozoology. Taxonomic
identification of the remains based on osteological reference collections,
taphonomic study of the bones, quantification of the remains,
osteomorphology and osteometry based on statistical methods.

Results
The identified mammals of this collection comprise in majority sheep and
goat, followed by domestic cattle, red deer, gazelle, camelids and equids.
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Sheep and goat are the main protein resource of the inhabitants of Shahr-e
Belgheys. Many consumption traces including butchery, cut mark, burning
were observed on the bones. The osteometric data of domestic herbivore
populations from Shahr-e Belgheys were used to estimate the morphologic
characteristics of these populations. Sheep population of Shahr-e Belqays
was compared to Nishapur and it seems that they are not statistically
different from each other and they are both large in terms of size and may
derive from the same population.

Butchery marks were also observed on cattle remains. The size of the
cattle population in Shahr-e Belqays is statistically different from Nishapur;
the former is larger in all periods than in the latter. The presence of skeletal
remains of one-humped camel, donkey and horse in the collection is
related to their use as draught animals and for means of transportation. The
birds of this collection belong to domestic chicken (Gallus gallus) and wild
partridge (Perdix Sp.). Taphonomic studies on the collection show that
the majority of the traces and stigmata are anthropogenic and are related
to consumption activities. In addition to this, tooth marks of rodents and
carnivores indicate that bones were partly exposed in some areas of the
sites and accessible to these commensal animals. Finally, we could also
document the use of bones in the fabrications of objects at site since we
have found sawn sheep horncores.

Concluding

The geographical location of Esfarayen and its connection to highland
and lowland habitats has created favorable condition for the development
of natural resources, accessible to the inhabitants. For example, gazelle
and partridge inhabit the steppe areas, but red deer are more covered and
bushy areas, and the main habitat of wild sheep and goat are the foothills
and mountainous areas. All these species were found, although in small
numbers, in the faunal remains of the ancient city of Esfrayen. Interestingly,
descriptions of hunting ceremonies and butchery activities can be found in
written sources.

Remains of sheep and goat are predominant in almost all periods in
Shahr-e Belgays and may be a strong indication that the city may have been
a supplier for a larger area. Cattle seems to have been used more locally
and for domestic needs. However, this need to be documented through
other analytical technics such as isotopic analyses.

The study of the animal remains of Esfarayen is a new opportunity
to document subsistence and production strategies of an Islamic town in
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North East of Iran during three different periods, from the Samanids to
Ilkhanids. It is interesting to observe that the study of archaozoological
material does not show drastic changes within these periods that affect
the exploitation of domestic herbivores. However, this stability, has to be
further tested with more abundant assemblages from North East Iran and in
a more extended excavation areas also. The only slight change that may be
nevertheless addressed is the rise of equids during the two last periods, that
may be related to the effects of the Mongol invasion, but this also needs
to be confirmed through comparative studies in North Eastern Iran and
southern Central Asia, where bioarchaeological studies of the medieval
period are progressively being produced.
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