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Abstract

The 2000s excavations at Tepe Pardis in Varamin unveiled several noteworthy findings, cap-
turing the attention of researchers associated with or connected to the excavation team. Fol-
lowing fieldwork, excavators promptly published their interpretations of these discoveries,
which included the identification of a potter's wheel, pottery kilns, and an irrigation canal.
These interpretations, posited at the moment of detection, have persisted over time despite
the inherently revisable nature of humanities research. One such interpretation focused on a
triangular earthly feature near trench IV at Tepe Pardis, exposed through machinery activities.
This feature was initially construed as an ancient irrigation canal operating at the end of the
6™ millennium BC. The excavators extrapolated from this assumption to suggest the existence
of forms of irrigated agriculture during the Early Chalcolithic Period in the Iranian Central
Plateau. Notably, the excavators, in support of their hypothesis, did not present paleo-botany
data—an essential set of documents regarded as the most reliable evidence for understanding
agricultural practices. This paper aims to critically examine the so-called irrigation canal at
Tepe Pardis by conducting a brief review of various water-transferring methods employed in
Iran and its periphery from ancient times to the present. The objective is to unravel the true
functioning of the feature and to question the validity of the excavator's interpretation.
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Introduction

Excavations conducted in 2006 at Tepe
Pardis in Varamin, Iran unveiled the pres-
ence of several canals located along the
periphery of trenches, when being drilled
by heavy machinery. Despite the absence
of cultural artifacts within these canals,
excavators speculated their antiquity,
positing them as remnants of ancient
times. They suggested the existence of a
historical watercourse surrounding the
mound.

Notably, one canal drew attention
due to its triangular cross-section and
steeped base, measuring one meter in
length with a maximum depth of 24cm.
This particular canal contained rip-up
cast from underlying clays and flakes.
The absence of cultural materials within
these deposits raised suspicions, but ex-
cavators associated the feature with an
artificial water canal linked to a tributary
dating back to the end of the 6th millen-
nium BC (Vidale et al., 2018: 14).

Despite initial skepticism arising
from the lack of cultural remnants, sub-
sequent research on the form of the ca-
nal and its depth apparently supported
the excavators’ primary hypothesis. The
findings almost convinced them that this
artificial canal represented the earliest
attempt by the inhabitants of the Iranian
Central Plateau to channel water to their
fields during the transition from the Neo-
lithic to the Early Chalcolithic periods
(Manuel et al., 2018:18).

The excavators put forth two lines
of evidence that potentially supported
the existence of irrigation facilities, and
these will be thoroughly examined in the
current paper. Intriguingly, these pieces
of evidence not only suggest a connec-

tion to water canals but also serve as
compelling counterarguments that could
potentially refute the excavators’ hypoth-
esis.

Morphological Feature

In the images published and descriptions
provided by the excavators, the observed
features display a nearly triangular cut
with a narrow opening at the right cor-
ner. Notably, there is a lack of discernible
variation in the deposits surrounding it,
resembling more a hole in a consistent
and coherent way rather than an artifi-
cial canal exhibiting several post-dep-
ositional sequences. The absence of an
explanation regarding how water could
effectively flow in a triangular canal, par-
ticularly without a symmetric half, raises
questions about the functionality of the
structure. When considering the typol-
ogy of various water canals, the Tepe
Pardis feature cannot be readily catego-
rized into any conventional and logical
types of a watercourse.

Canal Deposits

The excavators did not provide details on
the extent of the deposits found inside
the emptied canal, but they asserted the
absence of any cultural material. Inter-
estingly, in the deposits surrounding the
canal, sherds and cultural materials were
explicitly identified (Gillmore et al., 2009:
298). If the feature indeed functioned as
an ancient watercourse, it would be ex-
pected that sherds and other artifacts
would be transported from the surround-
ing context and deposited in its bed.

Discussion
Typically, ancient canals lacked a roof,
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and at the conclusion of their use, they
were filled with heavier and denser depos-
its, in contrast to the lightweight materi-
als found in the Tepe Pardis feature. The
absence of such heavier deposits within
the feature is inconsistent with the usu-
al pattern of canal filling, suggesting that
the light and hollow sediments inside the
Pardis may have been deposited through
the transverse movement of erosion ma-
terial during sudden floods, penetrating
into a roofed hole rather than in the bed
of a conventional water canal. This dis-
crepancy raises questions about the fea-
ture’s true nature and its alignment with
established patterns of the deposition at
any ancient watercourse.

If the feature identified as a triangu-
lar canal lacks the characteristics expect-
ed of an ancient watercourse, an alter-
native explanation emerges. The nature
of the roofed hole revealed in the cut at
the site, as well as in similar instances in
the vicinity designated as natural canals,
bears a striking resemblance to the holes
created by rodents, particularly mice. The
size and features of this canal align close-
ly with the characteristics of mice holes.

In the preliminary report of Trench
IV, numerous points were highlighted re-
garding tunnels dug by animals, without
specification of the type. Significantly,
the location of Trench IV directly over-
lays the cut made by the loader, and
animal holes are scattered around the
so-called irrigation canal and above it.
Images from the report depict nested
tunnels with adjunct branches and rest
rooms. Additionally, remains of at least
two more holes are discernible on the left
wall of the trench at a higher altitude.

Conclusion

It appears that the diameter and size of
these tunnels surpass those typically as-
sociated with holes created by mouse.
The dimensions, specifications, and
placement of these holes bear a striking
resemblance to the nests of the Varamin
Mouse (Nesokia indica). This particular
species, also known as the Short-tailed
Nesokia, boasts a size ranging from 150
to 215mm and a weight of 130 to 180g. ap-
proximately seven times larger than the
house mouse. The Varamin Mouse has a
robust body with a short, round muzzle
and a tail. Equipped with wide and stur-
dy frontal teeth, this species is adept at
digging long tunnels into the ground.

The nests of the Varamin Mouse
exhibit several openings to the outside,
which can be sealed with soil during hot
days. Distributed in low plains up to an
elevation of 1500m above sea level, the
species constructs nests characterized
by numerous branches, rest rooms, and
entrance holes. The size of these rest-
ing rooms, where offspring are born and
raised, varies between 15cm and 25cm.
Given the species’ permanent root-eating
behavior, it doesn’t engage in food stor-
age, resulting in nests lacking dedicated
storage areas.

Typology and the current elevation
of the feature closely resembling the
animal holes observed during the ex-
cavations at Tepe Pardis. Significantly,
the feature is situated precisely around
documented mice nests detailed in the
excavation report. Inferred from the fea-
ture’s appearance is a long and narrow
entrance on the right, possibly designed
to deter hunters, and a rest area on the
left with sufficient height for nesting an
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animal the size of the Varamin Mouse.
The absence of any cultural materi-
als may be linked to inherent behavior
of the animal, involving the continual
cleaning of the nest (Jegstrup et al., 2005:
154-155). Given the species’ primary diet
consisting of plant roots and its lack of

storing behaviors, the absence of seeds
and organic materials in the nests is un-
surprising. It is conceivable that when
the nest was abandoned and no longer
protected, erosional materials carried
by floods continued to fill the nest until
reaching its full capacity.
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Fig. 1. Overview of the Pardis Feature (Gillmore et al, 2009, Fig. 6)

Al Cwdia w55 9 p ot 0 Yo
Coningham) .£>,S lea.a b pg il 3l
et al,, 2006: 51; Vidale et al., 2018: 14
JULS ol e s e A&l ST Ol lUas
b ol SKsslS &l o3 ol 0,5 slacslil
85l (oS Wy s 4 Ly 5 5 5,8 S 585
Olezye LN s Sible osias
Ul day s polie 4 O ol 5 T arb
ol 034 V"J'Jé &;ij @ ;‘“f 559> )\
ol .(Fazeli and Matthews, 2021: 176)
Gillmore et al.,) « gl b s en
555 5 pAS gl ot gs.-% (2009
Sz oS ) slalis glpea |y sy
B S il plazl-gslasl
gl 0 lin 3 (Jl ol L latadls G
@Gjomuﬁrﬁj\w\}g)b&i?

Sl B)ls liied ooy plouil w1,
oS oS 3 e B AUl 05 35550
Olrb Ao ¥ Blas 6535 Kby of cod b
B9yl dlge pl (o gy Sl (L g few
S (6,8 IS 5 (Dl 1 0Lk
TESNe P01 FVRRNC N S | G- B PR | R SWAA T
sl Gl o 4 yeiel Sl s JUS
s o Sl p 3l ey Sl O
S a4 JUS Ll s glac il s Al
B 5 ol VU s 0T gsel g slpe Coale b
Gillmore et al., 2009: 289-) Cuwl o5lize
g1
Gop> S Olpe w558 0y 4z S
oo 4 oL K8 (gl JUIS ol slacilil
(Gillmore et al., 2009: 298) '3 » 5551 K
Jlazl sl ol salin ole las 31 Lol
S (Fpmar NS Sl O 5008

a3l S ol O s 53 (Ko 5 5lgs 5 Sl 03,5 3555 il (T GBS Laeis ol sbaalis 5 S



s>, 4| Poorya Khadish
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Fig. 2. Detailed Examination of Depositions within the Pardis Feature (Gillmore et al., 2009, Fig. 7)
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Fig. 3. Various cross-sections of water canals (Purdue & Berger, 2015, Fig. 3b)
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Fig. 4. Deposition Patterns in the Ancient Water Canal Bed (Gillmore et al., 2009, Fig. 13)
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Fig. 5. Sediment Characteristics in an Ancient Water Canal (Damp et al., 2002, Fig. 2)
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Fig. 6. Traces of Rat Tunnels in TR IV (Fazeli, 2007: fig. 48)
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Fig. 7. Spatial Positioning of the Pardis Feature and Approximate Boundaries of TR IV (Gillmore et al, 2009, Fig. 2)
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Fig. 8. Rat Tunnel Remnants in the Walls and Floor of TR IV (Fazeli 2007: fig. 58)
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Fig. 9. Varamin Mouse, Nesokia indica (Karami et al., 2016)
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