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conditions of the surrounding habitat. The historical cemetery of Sheikh
Kolkhoran in Ardabil Province, located within a cold mountainous climate and
distinctive regional topography, serves as a remarkable example of such
physical—cultural coexistence with the natural environment. This study aims to
investigate the influence of environmental and climatic factors—including
geological features, natural land slope, temperature, humidity, and accessibility
to local materials—on the formation of the physical structure, form, construction
materials, and symbolic ornamentation of the tombstones in this cemetery.The
research employs a descriptive—analytical methodology grounded in an
interdisciplinary approach. Data were collected through field studies,
documentation of 94 tombstone samples, content analysis of inscriptions and
symbolic motifs, review of climatological and geological sources, and expert
interviews with specialists in vernacular architecture, anthropology, and
environmental studies. Data analysis was conducted using GIS, SPSS, and
NVivo software.The findings reveal that harsh climatic conditions, sloped
terrain, and diverse local stone resources played a critical role in determining
the use of durable materials, the adoption of upright tombstone forms, and their
spatial orientation. Additionally, the spatial arrangement of graves, their
positioning, and the carved symbols on the tombstones reflect a distinct form of
cultural-ecological adaptation to the region's environment. Ultimately, this
study underscores the importance of documenting, preserving, and
reinterpreting funerary architecture in climatically vulnerable areas, with an
emphasis on environmental sustainability approaches.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Tombstones not only serve as burial markers but also function as cultural, historical, and environmental
documents, reflecting the multilayered interactions between humans, nature, death, and social identity.
These stone structures have long conveyed information regarding belief systems, indigenous symbols,
aesthetic developments, and the environmental conditions of human habitats . From archaeological and
cultural anthropological perspectives, tombstones represent social portrayals of death, the afterlife, and
the human relationship with the natural environment; therefore, their study provides a foundation for a
deeper understanding of the environmental and cultural patterns of historical societies. Within this
framework, Ardabil Province, with its unique climatic, geological, and cultural characteristics, offers a
rich context for examining how environmental factors influence the physical and symbolic elements of
tombstones. In particular, the Sheikh Kolkhoran Cemetery, one of the oldest burial sites in the province,
contains a diverse and research-worthy collection of historic tombstones. The site’s distinct
geographical location, cold mountainous climate, native vegetation, and geological substrate have
directly and indirectly impacted the choice of materials, architectural form, spatial arrangement,
weathering susceptibility, and even the symbolic content of the tombstones.

Materials and methods

The research employs a descriptive-analytical methodology grounded in an interdisciplinary approach.
Data were collected through field studies and documentation of 94 tombstone samples, content analysis
of inscriptions and symbols, examination of climatic and geological sources, and specialized interviews
with experts in vernacular architecture, anthropology, and environmental studies. Data analysis was
conducted using GIS, SPSS, and NVivo software.

Results and discussion

The research findings indicate that harsh climatic conditions, the sloping terrain, and the diversity of
local stone resources have played a decisive role in the selection of durable materials, the design of
upright tombstone forms, and their orientation. Furthermore, the spatial arrangement of graves, their
placement, and the carved symbols on the tombstones reflect a form of cultural-ecological adaptation
to the region’s environment. Ultimately, this study underscores the necessity of documenting,
preserving, and reinterpreting funerary architecture in climatically vulnerable areas, with an emphasis
on environmentally sustainable approaches.

Conclusion

A comprehensive and interdisciplinary examination of the tombstones in Sheikh Kolkhoran Cemetery
reveals the complex and multifaceted interaction among geographical, climatic, environmental, cultural,
and religious factors in shaping the form, structure, and symbolic system of these historical artifacts.
The diverse tombstone forms—such as flat slabs, cradle-shaped, chest-like, stepped, and cylindrical—
precisely reflect adaptations to harsh climatic conditions, including low temperatures, cyclical freeze-
thaw processes, and high humidity, which justify the selection of durable materials like igneous and
sedimentary stones. Moreover, the mountainous topography and the spatial distribution of regional
stone resources have played a decisive role in the arrangement and design of the graves, indicating the
profound environmental awareness of past communities and their optimization of structures for long-
term durability and stability. From a semiotic perspective, the Sheikh Kolkhoran tombstones bear a rich
combination of visual and textual symbols that portray the multiple layers of the region’s cultural,
religious, and social identity. Symbols such as the lion—interpreted as the “Asadullah” (Lion of God)
representing Imam Ali (AS)—alongside vegetal motifs and birds inherited from pre-Islamic traditions,
as well as geometric patterns and inscriptions in Nasta'liq and Thuluth calligraphy, attest to the
syncretism of indigenous culture, Shiite teachings, and mythological elements. This symbolic system
not only reinforces the religious and social identity of the deceased but also serves as a semiotic platform
for representing their class, spiritual, and social status.
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