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The book compiles a portion of the contributions presented during the symposium “Urbanisation, commerce, subsistence and 
production during the third millennium BC on the Iranian Plateau”, which took place at the Maison de l’Orient et de la Méditerranée in 
Lyon, the 29-30 of April, 2014. The twenty papers assembled provide an overview of the recent archaeological research on this region 
of the Middle East during the Bronze Age. The socio-economic transformation from rural villages to towns and nations has prompted 
many questions into this evolution of urbanisation. What was the impact of interactions between cultures in the Iranian Plateau and 
the surrounding regions (Mesopotamia, the South Caucasus, Central Asia, Indus Valley)? What was the overall context during the 
Bronze Age on the Iranian Plateau? What was the extent and means of the expansion of the Kuro-Araxe culture? How did the Elamite 
Kingdom become established? What new knowledge has been contributed by the recent excavations and studies undertaken in the 
east of Iran? What was the influence of the Indus Valley culture, known as an epicentre of urbanisation in South Asia? What are the 
unique characteristics of the ancient cultures in Iran?
While the urbanisation of early Mesopotamia has been the subject of much debate for several decades, this topic has only recently 
been raised in respect to the Iranian Plateau. This volume is the product of an international community from Iranian, European, and 
American institutions, consisting of recognised specialists in the archaeology of the Iranian Bronze Age. It provides an overview of the 
latest research, including abundant results from current on-going excavations. The current state of archaeological research in Iran, 
comprising many dynamic questions and perspectives, is presented here in the form of original contributions on the first emergence 
of towns in the Near and Middle East. 

L’ouvrage rassemble une partie des contributions présentées lors du colloque « Urbanisation, commerce, subsistance et production 
au IIIe millénaire avant J.-C. sur le Plateau iranien » qui s’est tenu à la Maison de l’Orient et de la Méditerranée à Lyon les 29 et 
30 avril 2014. Les vingt articles réunis livrent un état récent de la recherche archéologique dans cette région du Moyen-Orient pour 
l’âge du Bronze. Le développement socio-économique entre le mode de vie rural et la formation des villes et des états soulève de 
nombreuses interrogations sur le processus de l’urbanisation. Quel est l’impact des relations culturelles entre le Plateau iranien et 
les régions adjacentes (Mésopotamie, Sud-Caucase, Asie centrale, vallée de l’Indus) ? Quel est le contexte global de l’âge du Bronze 
sur le Plateau Iranien ? Comment s’opère l’expansion de la culture Kuro-Araxe à partir du Caucase ? Comment le royaume élamite 
se met en place ? Quel est l’apport des fouilles et travaux récents dans l’Est iranien ? Quelle est l’influence de la vallée de l’Indus, un 
centre d’urbanisation important en Asie ? Comment se manifestent les singularités du monde iranien ? 
Alors que la  thématique de l’urbanisation en Mésopotamie a été très débattue ces dernières décennies, cette question est abordée 
depuis peu pour le Plateau iranien. Le présent volume émane d’une communauté internationale d’archéologues d’institutions 
iraniennes, européennes et américaines, spécialistes reconnus de l’archéologie iranienne de l’âge du Bronze. Il dresse un panorama de 
l’état des recherches qui se nourrit  amplement des travaux de terrain en cours. L’ouvrage rend compte de la dynamique actuelle 
de la recherche archéologique en Iran, riche de nouveaux questionnements et de nouvelles perspectives, et constitue un apport 
original à la réflexion sur l’émergence des villes au Moyen-Orient. 
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Iran and Central Asia
The Grand’Route of Khorasan (Great Khorasan Road) during 
the third millennium BC and the “dark stone” artefacts
Henri-Paul Francfort
UMR 7041-ArScAn (CNRS, Sorbonne Universités), Maison René Ginouvès, 21 allée de l'université, 92023 Nanterre

The present paper aims at evidencing the functioning of a road connecting Central Asia, Iran 
and Mesopotamia during the Bronze Age, via Khorasan, between ca. 2300-1700 BC. It is 
based on the chronological classification of ornamented chlorite artefacts from Susa by Pierre 
de Miroschedji in a seminal article. During the first half of the 3rd millennium BC, artefacts of 
“style ancien” are widespread, many of them carved in Kerman. However we have no evidence 
of the use of the Khorasan Road. But after ca. 2300, the “style récent” replaces the old carvings 
and these artefacts appear in Central Asia, the region of the Oxus Civilization. In this region, 
chlorite and similar dark stones are easily avaible, in Badakhshan or in Khorasan. A Great 
Khorasan Road seems to have been in use, connecting Central Asia, Iran and Mesopotamia.

Cet article vise à mettre en évidence l’existence d’une route de communication entre l’Asie centrale, 
l’Iran et la Mésopotamie au cours de l’âge du Bronze, par le Khorasan, entre 2300 et 1700 environ 
av. J.-C. Il s’appuie sur une répartition chronologique des trouvailles d’objets en chlorite gravés 
de Suse, suivant un article fondateur de Pierre de Miroschedji. Au cours de la première moitié du 
IIIe millénaire des objets du “style ancien” dominent, pour une part manufacturés dans le Kerman. 
Cependant rien n’indique que la route du Khorasan fonctionnait. En revanche, après 2300 environ 
le “style récent” remplace l’ancien et ses productions se rencontrent notamment en Asie centrale, 
sur le territoire de la Civilisation de l’Oxus, région où la chlorite et des pierres sombres analogues 
se trouvent sans difficultés, au Badakhshan ou dans le Khorasan. Une Grand’Route du Khorasan 
semble avoir alors fonctionné, de l’Asie centrale à l’Iran et la Mésopotamie.

هدف این نوشتار روشن ساختن وجود یک راه ارتباطی بین ایران، آسیای مرکزی و بین النهرین از طریق 
خراسان در دوره مفرغ، حدود 2300 تا 1700 ق.م است. اساس این مقاله، طبقه بندی زمانی اشیاء کنده کاری 
شده از سنگ سیاه است که از شوش بدست آمده و توسط پیردو میروسشجی در یک مقاله مقدماتی معرفی شده 
است. به طور کلی، هیچ شواهد و نشانه ای از دایر بودن راه خراسان بزرگ وجود ندارد. در طول نیمه اول 
هزاره سوم ق.م، تا حدودی اشیاء به سبک قدیم در کرمان تولید و رایج شد. در حدود 2300 ق.م اشیایی به سبک 
جدید جایگزین اشیاء به سبک قدیم شدند که بیشتر آنها از آسیای میانه و حوزه تمدنی جیحون بدست آمده اند، ناحیه 
ای که سنگ کلریت و سنگهای سیاه مشابه دیگر به فراوانی از بدخشان یا خراسان یافت می شوند. بر اساس 
شواهد موجود، به نظر می رسد راه خراسان بزرگ از آسیای مرکزی تا ایران و بین النهرین فعال بوده است.   

Introduction  1 
The Great Khorasan Road may be called “Northern Route”. It links Iran and Central Asia in the North 
of Hindu Kuch. It has been used during centuries, at least since the Achaemenid period, when it was an 

1.  I would like to thank warmly Professors Michèle Casanova, Emmanuelle Vila, and all the organizers of this 
colloquium for the organization of this conference and for giving me the opportunity to present a paper. I extend 
my thanks to an “anonymous reviewer” for her helpful remarks. This paper is a revised and augmented version 
of an unpublished lecture presented at the Jiroft Symposium organized by Academy of Arts and Iranian Cultural 
Heritage and Tourism Organization in Tehran, May 8, 2008.
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oriental segment of the Royal Road. Its staging posts are known by various antique sources, such as the 
itinerary of the “Roman” merchant Maes Titianos or the Parthikoi Stathmoi of Isidor of Charax in the 
first century . For the 3rd and early 2nd millennium the archaeological data prevails. However, in spite of 
the variously called roads: “lapis lazuli road” , “turquoise road” , or “tin road” , used for transportation 
of these stones and minerals, but not exclusively, from Central Asia (Bactria) to Mesopotamia, the 
available data are fuzzy. And recently, the beautiful finds from the Kerman province in Iran (see below) 
have attracted the interest of the scholarly world towards the Southern itineraries (completing ancient 
analyses which were taking into account the old data from Shahr‑i Sukhte/Malyan/Susa/Shahdad to the 
fringes of the Lut). Nevertheless, the discoveries made in Sogdiana, in Bactriana, in Margiana and in 
NE Iran demonstrate, as is well known, that the Southern Road is not all the story and that the “Northern 
road” has been intensely used during all the 3rd millennium, and that various stuffs, materials, artefacts 
and shapes were travelling both ways not only from the Near East to Iran, but also deep into to Central 
Asia . The present paper will focus on dark stones. It is nothing more than a sketchy archaeological and 
historical overview, and aiming at a preliminary understanding of the functioning and the evolution of 
this Northern “Khorasan” road. But, in order not to say again things that are well known about lapis 
lazuli, notably by the researches and recent publications of M. Casanova , I propose to take as vital 
lead the dark stone variously designated in archaeological literature as chlorite, serpentine or steatite. 
 

Since a quarter of a century, the common terminology in Middle Eastern archaeology for green dark 
stones found in Iran and Central Asia is “chlorite” . This new terminology replaces the older common 
denominations of “steatite” or “serpentine” . However, in most of the cases, the real mineralogical 
characterization and therefore the scientific (mineralogical or geochemical) name of the stone are 
unknown. And this is why we shall use here the general covering term of “dark stone”. They may be 
rather blackish or greyish or greenish, more or less crystalline and from various geological origins 
(some possible names usable or used in literature are: schist, gabbro, chlorite, serpentine, diorite, 
ophiolite, etc.) . In doing that (by using a general designation out of vernacular names) we presume 
also that the 3rd millennium inhabitants or Mesopotamia, Iran and Central Asia were too using 
terms related mostly to colour/provenience for these stones (or at least used taxonomies not based 
on scientific mineralogical studies!) : what we today discriminate by using scientific tools is not 
relevant in general, if not for provenience and origin studies (see below).

Comparing the region of Kerman with Central Asia in regard of “dark stones” makes sense since these two 
regions have been in contact during the third millennium BC . If we consider the types of artefacts, the 

   .  Bernard 2005.

   .  The most ancient publications, following the model of the Silk Road, draw long straight arrows on maps of the 
Middle East: Tosi 1974; Dales 1977; Deshayes 1977; Casanova 2013 makes an update of this lapis roads questions.

   .  Tosi 1975 made an attempt for qualifying a “turquoise road” from Chorasmia on the model of the “lapis road”. 
Other attempts deal with other minerals such as carnelian or alabaster.

   .  Muhly 1973, the tin question has enormously progressed since Muhly’s book, we shall not expose it here, but in 
details many questions are still to be solved. Some authors have considered other metals such as lead or gold.

   .  For exchanges see: Potts 1994; Potts 1999; Francfort and Tremblay 2010; Kaniuth 2010.

   .  Casanova 2013.

   .  Hakemi 1997; Kohl 2001; Kohl 1974; Kohl 1978.

   .  Amiet 1980.

.  For these uncertainties in our period, and precisions in the terminology in Assyriology, see Potts 1994, p. 183‑191; 
the book of A. Schuster‑Brandis concerns a later period. 

11.  Magan and Markhashi seem to indicate the source of two kinds of dark stones, diorite for the first and “chlorite” 
for the second (after Kohl and the Kerman and Tepe Yahya studies), but possibly also including in the corpus of 
artefacts other minerals manufactured in the same shape.

.  Amiet 1986; Amiet 2007.
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artistic themes  and the style of decoration, as well as the chronological frame , the two regions are different 
and we shall see below how and why it is a question of origin and chronology of the raw material and of the 
manufacture of the artefacts. In spite or because of these differences, a question arises regarding not only the 
use of “dark stones” in Iran and in Central Asia, but also the sources of theses minerals in relation with the 
other countries that used them, mainly Syria and Mesopotamia. Like lapis lazuli, turquoise or alabaster, the 
“dark stones”, whether called “steatite” or “chlorite”, have been also used for tracing interregional relations 
and exchanges during the 3rd and 2nd millennia . The question is then to try to explain this apparent absence 
of morphological or typological relationships between artefacts originating in the Kerman and the Central 
Asian set of artefacts, their use, and to approach the question of the sources: one unique origin or multiple 
proveniences for the identical-looking stone raw material and produced artefacts?
 

We begin with Kerman. Thanks to the recent discoveries, excavations and publications of the Kerman 
stone artefacts by Pr. Madjidzadeh and others , we may briefly outline the main typological categories 
and characteristics of this production, according to their shapes and the images carved on them. We 
can list here some examples:

 – the cylindrical bowls with architectural ornament ;

 – the cylindrical bowls with vegetal, animal, human and composite motives ;

 – the scorpion, composite beings or bird of prey plaques ;

 – the conical vases with snake, leopard, zebu, bird of prey, human, mountain, water flow and 
other motives ;

 – the cups on stand with vegetal, herbivorous animals (wild sheep, wild goat), human, leopard 
and other motives .

Two or three possible engraving techniques may be identified, and inlays of white or red, blue 
coloured stones are frequent.
 

If we look now at the composition of the artistic schemes engraved on the vases, we may easily 
recognize the following main categories of patterns of motives, which indicate a high sense of artistic 
regular compositions:

 – the frieze of repeated identical motives: palm trees, animals (bulls, lions) ;

 – the twist plait pattern (= water flow) ;

 – the simple binary symmetry including just two figures: for example snake and leopard ;

.  Central Asia has generally no figurative or narrative themes on dark stone while many appear on gold and silver 
vases and bronze artifacts.

.  BMAC or Oxus Civilization mature period extends from ca. 2300 to ca. 1750 BC.

.  See above Ph. Kohl’s studies for example.

.  Madjidzadeh 2003a; Madjidzadeh 2003b; Madjidzadeh 2007; Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2003; Perrot and 
Madjidzadeh 2005; Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2006; Madjidzadeh and Pittman 2008; Piran and Hesari 2005.

.  Madjidzadeh 2007, p. 67‑68, p. 71‑74 for example.

.  Madjidzadeh 2007, p. 7, p. 34‑35, p. 51‑52, p. 58‑59, p. 62‑64, p. 83‑85, p. 95‑96, p. 101‑102 for example.

.  Madjidzadeh 2007, p. 130‑133, p. 135‑136 for example.

.  Madjidzadeh 2007, p. 36‑41, p. 44, p. 65‑66, p. 75‑77, p. 86‑89, p. 89‑94, p. 99‑100, p. 110 for example.

.  Madjidzadeh 2007, p. 12‑18, p. 23‑33, p. 105 for example; Amigues 2009.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 4b for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 4b for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 8, b‑c, e for example.
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 – the triple axial symmetry: one central axial motif and two flanking figures: 
 � ungulates (bovids, caprids) flanking trees ; 
 � lions flanking trees ; 
 � snakes flanking a bird of prey ;
 � animals flanking a human or a composite being (human‑animal) .

 – the “one against three” rhythm: 
 � one human and three zebus ; 
 � one lion and three dogs .

 

If we now look at the themes we face for example:
 – the so‑called “master of animals”, i.e. a human, principally en face, holding an animal in each 

hand : the axial, main, figure is human (or nearly) and the secondary figures are animals;
 – the vegetation-centred herbivorous, ungulates and zebus : that is the axial image is vegetal (tree 

or bush) and the flanking, i.e. secondary figures in some sense, are animals;
 – the flows of water graphically linked with mountains pattern in the shape of scales ;
 – the dead animal (turned upside down) pictorially connected with felines, snakes or birds of prey 

seeming to kill it (if the animal is already dead, the post mortem birds of prey are vultures) ;
 – deities‑looking composite beings (according to Mesopotamian standards) that we can identify 

by their horned heads .
 

In short, two symbolic antithetic groups appear, in an elementary structural approach:

 – the water‑mountain/plant/herbivorous/deities group = we may simply call it the group of life ; 
that is because in this group we see together the mountain from where the water flows out of 
springs, the water that makes the plants grow, the plants that feed the herbivorous and the deities, 
possibly ruling by their invisible power these life connections and cycles;

 – the feline/scorpion/snake/vulture/dead ungulate group = we may briefly call it the group of 
death ; that is because this cluster contains animals that are either lethal predators, or already 
dead, or feed on dead animal bodies;

However, the snakes seem to have a special status since they look also as if they are linked to water, 
and not figuring only as deadly beings . 

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 4e‑f; fig. 5 for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 4d for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 9a for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 11a, f for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 6b for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 7e for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 6a; fig. 11b, f; fig. 12, e‑j for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 4e, f; fig. 5 for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 11a; Piran and Hesari 2005, p. 34‑35 for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 7d‑f; fig. 8h; fig. 9d for example.

.  Perrot and Madjidzadeh 2005, fig. 11‑12; Piran and Hesari 2005, p. 34‑35 for example.

.  This structural approach should include also the astral symbols present with the mountains and deities. The flow 
of water has close iconographic relations with bovid also.

.  It is certain that the so called theme of the “fight between snakes and bearded eagle” is wrong since the bird of 
prey is definitely a Gypaetus barbatus, the largest of vultures, never attacking a living being.

.  As is well known, the relation between snake and waters is widely represented in many symbolism and 
mythologies of the past societies.
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Consequently, if the central motif of the compositions is the main motif, as it is always in such ancient 
artistic milieu , we may risk the following basic structural interpretative reading, by using the concept 
of hierarchical composition on the model of the “master” or “mistress” of animals:

 – the deities, the composite beings and the humans master dangerous beasts, or favourable animals, 
or waters, according to context of the composition; 

 – the vulture masters the snake, the tree master the ungulates, etc.
 

In short, these ornamental simple compositions can be seen as depicting the related common cycles 
of life and death, the importance of water (flowing from mountain, from sky) and of the plants, 
animals and all beings mastering the exchange cycles, or from which originate the transformation 
cycles . This group of representations from Kerman reflects an imaginary world, only partly real 
and natural, really logically structured, in spite of the fact that we are not in a position to interpret all 
the elements neither the meaning of all the compositions. However it is possible to point out that this 
natural cycle, which is carved on “dark stone” artefacts in Kerman, appears structurally very similar 
to a natural‑mythical cycle represented in Central Asia, in the Oxus Civilisation (“BMAC”). But 
there, these images appear rather on metal vases, seals and axes (bronze, silver, gold) than on stone .
 

These themes, compositions and shapes of artefacts are very different to the Oxus Civilisation 
(“BMAC”) decorative patterns on “dark stone” artefacts that are much simpler: size, shape, ornaments 
of vessels or artefacts.

If we look at of the artefacts published in the Jiroft catalogues and publications, some of them (few) 
appear different from the main typological Kerman series. Actually they look very similar to the Oxus 
Civilization standards: plain white handled stone , miniature column , flacon with circular neck and 
square base with dotted circle , bowls and cups with simple or no decoration .

Is it a problem of chronology (a later Kerman production looking more similar to Central Asia)? Or a 
question of origin (artefacts coming from an area closer to Central Asia)? Or of both time and space? 
It is difficult to tell without more detailed information. Let us take a brief look to more comparative 
material.
 

The Tepe Yahya corpus of chlorite artefacts, well excavated and published in detail , illustrates the 
problems of time and interregional relations we are dealing with: according to the publications and 
various commentaries, a key moment in the chronology of the interactions between Kerman and 
Central Asia is the Early to Middle Akkadian period. Either the “intercultural style” artefacts are 
still produced there during the Akkadian period, or not any more. But if such artefacts are not any 
more produced at Tepe Yahya, does it mean that the production was stopped also in all the Kerman 
or South East Iran? The answer is not simple. 

.  This is practically a rule in the symmetric compositions in ancient arts: the central motive is the more important 
and the flanking motives are inferior or subordinate to the central one.

.  We shall not comment here at length here on these topics. The most unusual for us is the relation between predators 
or raptors themselves. Snake and leopard look very equal to each other in basic compositions. We have also to 
take into consideration, beside such themes, the decorative value of the motives, notably the snake shaping twists.

.  Francfort 1992; Francfort 1994; Francfort 2005a; Francfort 2010.

.  Piran and Hesari 2005, no. 68.

.  Piran and Hesari 2005, no. 71.

.  Madjidzadeh 2007, p. 120 lower left.

.  Madjidzadeh 2007, p. 144‑146; Piran and Hesari 2005, p. 53‑63, p. 68, p. 72. In Central Asia in general such 
shapes of alabaster vases are not earlier than the Namazga IV period.

.  Lamberg‑Karlovsky and Potts 2001 with all relevant bibliography.
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However, before proceeding any further, let us take a short look to some relevant Mesopotamian 
“dark stones” artefacts.

It seems clear, when looking at the examples presented here, that there is a difference between the 
Khafajeh vase, probably imported from Kerman, and the others, considered to be manufactures in 
Mesopotamia, of Mesopotamian origin .

The Khafajeh vase depicts exactly the elementary life and death cycles described above for Kerman, 
and in the same style (fig. 1). We can recognize easily the same three moments of the Jiroft cycle of 
life and death:

 – lion, scorpion and vulture attack or eat a dead zebu (turned upside down, legs up): death; 

 – a human looking being in skirt, with star or sun, masters symmetrically two lions and two snakes 
by holding them: a fight against lethal animals; 

 – a (or the same) human‑looking being, with sun and moon crescent, kneels or seats upon two 
mastered zebus, holding two flows of water that are in contact with trees and a palm tree flanked 
by two bear‑like animals: life.

This cycle, as said before, may be well identified also in the Oxus Civilization. It involves predatory 
lethal animals (snakes, scorpions, lions, and dragons); a fight between them and a “Hero genius/spirit” 
either with goat – or eagle – head is also represented. The main difference from the Kerman imagery 
is that in Central Asia this world is dominated by a feminine spirit or goddess or water/fertility/
fecundity who peacefully masters the dragon (references above, note 39). It would be very easy to 
refer here to some elements of the Vedic or Zoroastrian religion; the late V.I. Sarianidi followed this 
way of interpretation for a number of Central Asian structures, artefacts and images, by using the 
covering and questionable concept of “proto‑Zoroastrianism” .

On the other hand, two other examples of “chlorite” vases, notwithstanding the difference of style, 
depict more narrative scenes, festivals or cult scenes, in a totally different stylistic manner (fig. 2a-b). 
Those were probably manufactured in Mesopotamia during ED period, according to our view, since 
no narrative compositions appear on the Jiroft production .

During the Akkadian period, on the other hand, as is known, “diorite” from Makkan, another 
“dark stone” was probably imported to Mesopotamia by the sea route. This stone was used for 
manufacturing Akkadian royal bas‑relief with war and tribute scenes. One of them depicts a typical 
Harappan bulbous dish on stand, attesting of long range relations . Large blocks were also used for 
the sculpture of statues of kings or gods . 

.  Frankfort 1963, fig. 9, p. 19.

.  Among other writings, see: Sarianidi 1989, 1998a, 2010. For a discussion of some elements, see Francfort 2005b. 
More discussion in Francfort 2006.

.  Bismaya vase: Frankfort 1963, pl. 11A; Frankfort 1935, cultic scene.

.  Amiet 1976, fig. 20.

.  Large body of references from texts and archaeological evidence.

Fig. 1 – Khafajeh vase 
(Aruz 2003, fig. 85).
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But the Susa corpus of “dark stone” 
artefacts provides another important set of 
information regarding the problem, with 
the well noticed difference between the 
“série ancienne” (fig. 3a-b) and the “série 
récente” defined by Pierre de Miroschedji 
in a seminal article  (fig. 4a-b). The 
first series of artefacts is made of “dark 
stone” objects decorated with Kerman‑
type patterns, and it is dated from the ED, 
ending somewhere between 2400 and 
early Akkadian period. The second series 
is made of artefacts just plain, or engraved 
with line designs of bearing the dot and 
circle motif. The date of the second 
series begins around 2300 and last until 
the beginning of the 2nd millennium. 
Some artefacts of the “série récente” are 
considered by Pierre Amiet as imported 
from Central Asia, by comparison with 
the Bactrian and Margian “dark stone” 
material that we shall consider soon . 
Another group has been considered as an 
intermediary series between the “série 
ancienne” and the “série récente”: bowls 
with undulating “zig‑zag” incised lines .
 

Thus, in spite of the fact that the Kerman 
vases and the similar Susa “série ancienne” 
material can last until around 2300-2250, 
as perhaps seen in Tarut , in Shahdad 
possibly   and in Mesopotamia with 
some very rare vases of this style bearing 
Akkadian inscriptions (two of Rimush: but possibly inscribed later than their manufacture) . It seems clear 
that the Susa “série récente” is in relation with the similar objects of the Oxus Civilization in Central Asia 
and begins at some moment during the Akkadian period. This, as we shall see, has consequences for the 
interpretation of historical questions.
 

But before we come to the historical interpretations, we must point at an interesting phenomenon 
in Syria and in Akkadian Mesopotamia: composite statuettes, from pre‑Akkadian and Akkadian 

.  De Miroschedji 1973.

.  Amiet 1986.

.  Potts 2003.

.  Cleuziou 2003.

.  In Shahdad the “série ancienne” is rare and most of the dark stone artefacts belong to the “série récente”.

.  For an overview and chronological discussion of the two series “ancienne” and “récente” Potts 1994, p. 252‑269; 
Francfort and Tremblay 2010.

Fig. 2 – a: Bismaya vase (Aruz 2003, no. 230); b: Mesopotamian 
vase (Frankfort 1935, fig. 53‑56).
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Fig. 3 – Susa “série ancienne” (a: De Miroschedji 1974, pl. I;  
b: De Miroschedji 1974, pl. II).

Fig. 4 – Susa “série récente” (a: De Miroschedji 1974, pl. VI;  
b: De Miroschedji 1974, pl. VIII).
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date, discovered at Ebla  (fig. 5a-b) and Mari  (fig. 6) are probably the models and prototypes of 
the Bactrian composite statuettes  and not the contrary for obvious reasons: the Oxus material is 
only late Akkadian or post‑Akkadian, not earlier, and the artistic and iconographic principles of 
these statuettes belong to a definite Mesopotamian tradition, absent in Central Asia. All details are 
consistent: the way to combine body, eyes and arms, the wigs, the inlays for eyes and eyebrows, 
sometime the kaunakes skirt. These composite sculptures are earlier than the presently best dated 
Bactrian statuettes. We must notice, for example, that the relations between Syria and Central Asia 
were attested until the time of Zimri‑Lim of Mari (1774‑1762) and the Elamite Siwepalarhuppak: tin 
and lapis lazuli were imported to Mari .

 

In Central Asia, the corpus of “dark stones” artefacts dates from the period of flourishing of the Oxus 
Civilization, that is between ca. 2300 and ca. 1700 BC, or, in Mesopotamian dynastic chronology, 
between Sargon (ca. 2300) and Hammurabi (1761) or, in Elamite royal chronology, from the mid 
Awwan to Sukkalmah period .
 

The corpus of Oxus Civilization dark stone artefacts is made of the following categories of rather 
small or mobile artefacts (we give here only examples with general references mainly to V. Sarianidi’s 
regular excavations – many more are known without known provenience):

.  Merola 2008; Matthiae 1980; Aruz 2003, no. 108‑110.

.  Aruz 2003, no. 105 and the Mesopotamian type of ornamented “chlorite vase” Aruz 2003, no. 231.

.  Benoit 2004; Khaniki 2003; Meadow 2002; Sarianidi 2007 for example.

.  For syntheses and overviews, see Francfort et al. 1989; Francfort 2005b; Francfort 2009; Guichard 1996; 
Joannes 1991; Michel 1999; Potts 1994; Kozhin, Kosarev and Dubova 2010; Lamberg‑Karlovsky 2012; 
Salvatori 2008a; Salvatori 2008b; Sarianidi et al. 2008.

.  Francfort 2009; Francfort and Tremblay 2010; Francfort et al. 2014.

Fig. 5 – a‑b: Ebla composite statuettes (Aruz 2003, no. 108, 110).
Fig. 6 – Mari head of composite 
statuette (Aruz 2003, no. 105).
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 – anthropomorphic monster or dragon statuettes (however, yet no one still found in any regular 
Central Asian excavation)  (fig. 7);

 – composite statuettes of women, princesses or goddesses, sitting or standing, with white stone 
head and arms, but body and wig carved out of “dark stone”; interestingly, one has been found 
in Neyshabur some years ago  (fig. 8a-c);

 – long staffs (ca. 1 m) sometimes ornamented, carved or with metal ornaments, symbols of power  
(fig. 9);

 – miniature columns sometimes decorated with colour stones inlays (here in a burial in Togolok 1 
in Margiana)  (fig. 10a-b);

 – goblets with simple geometric engraved decoration, small boxes, trays and flacons, some of 
them decorated with incised patterns are not uncommon  (fig. 11a-e);

 – small dish on stand decorated with an incised pattern and derived from Middle Eastern art, and 
the typical Bactrian picture of a tulip (from Gonur Depe)  (fig. 12);

 – special figurines with female head and horizontal plaque representing a flowing patterns, possibly 
a variant of the composite statuettes ;

 – jewellery, collars, pendants made out of – or inlaid with – “dark stone” (fig. 13a-c): 
 � lapis associated with carnelian for example; 
 � turquoise associated with carnelian for example; 
 � and: very important: steatite, carnelian, lapis associated with a “dark stone” used as medallion .

 

Like most of this material (and, again, we gave here just a small sample), the long staffs in “slate” 
are found in looted tombs or in regularly excavated burials . “Dark stone” is also widely used 
in Central Asia for biconical engraved beads and for the engraving of stamp seals, from the time 
of Mundigak IV (before 2500)  (fig. 14). Engravings may, beside geometric designs, represent 
vegetal such as the very popular tulip, or, like here, a winged human being, a goddess, flanked by 
two tulips  (fig. 15).
 

.  Francfort 1992; Francfort 1994.

.  Benoit 2010, see also note 49. P. Amiet and A. Benoit take them for princesses, I would prefer to recognize 
them as deities because, beside the fact that some are winged or sitting on lions or dragons, there are no female 
represented in the prestige silver narrative vases where only male rulers are present (except on a pyxis in the 
Louvre, but here again a female deity is partially visible); on the other hand, the female statuettes are found in 
burials whereas no male statuettes are known in the Oxus Civilization. My conclusion is that one (or several?) 
female goddess seems dominates the whole “universe”, when the terrestrial society is ruled by male rulers (on 
gender and function in burials, see: Luneau 2008; Sarianidi 2007, fig. 54‑60, p. 73‑75; fig. 38‑39, p. 153.

.  Sarianidi 2007, fig. 7, p. 33; fig. 188, p. 109.

.  Sarianidi 2002.

.  Sarianidi 2007, fig. 115, 117, p. 92‑93; fig. 198‑200, p. 112‑113; fig. 228, p. 120.

.  Sarianidi 2007, fig. 198, p. 112.

.  Pottier 1984, p. 303, pl. XLI.

.  Ligabue and Salvatori 1989.

.  Sarianidi 2007 gives an account of his excavations of the Gonur Depe necropolis, p. 73‑75 composite stone 
statuettes; p. 108‑109 mace heads; p. 110 stone disk with engraved groove; p. 112 ornamented vessels; p. 118‑120 
the burial of the stone carver (or lapidary); p. 153 a composite stone female statuette in situ.

.  Casal 1961, pl. XLV, A; Sarianidi 2007, p. 176; numerous examples in Sarianidi 1998b.

.  Pottier 1984, fig. 20, no. 150.
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Fig. 7 – Louvre composite monster  
(photo author, courtesy A. Benoit).

Fig. 8 – a‑b: Gonur Depe composite statuettes (Sarianidi 2002, p. 142, 283); 
c: Miho Museum (Catalogue 2002, fig. 5, p. 17).

Fig. 9 – Gonur Depe staff (photo author, courtesy V. Sarianidi).
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Fig. 10 – a: Margiana small columns 
(Sarianidi 2002, p. 132); b: Togolok 1 inlaid 
miniature column (Sarianidi 2002, p. 166).

Fig. 11 – a‑b: Bactria vases (Ligabue and 
Salvatori 1989); c‑d: Gonur (Sarianidi 2002, 
p. 25, 126).
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Fig. 12 – Gonur Depe small dish on stand (Sarianidi 2002, p. 131).

Fig. 13 – a‑b‑c: Bactria collars and pendants (Ligabue and 
Salvatori 1989, fig. 65‑67, p. 206‑207).

Fig. 14 – Bactria stamp seal (Ligabue and Salvatori 1989, fig. 46, 
p. 196).

Fig. 15 – Bactria (Louvre Museum) small container with engraved 
winged goddess and tulips (photo author, courtesy A. Benoit).
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It is obvious that all these objects are not similar to the Kerman corpus, their shape, function and 
decoration are different. They are smaller (except the staffs and the miniature columns that are the 
largest); they are totally different in shape (except perhaps some boxes); they display a repertoire of 
ornaments very specific, devoid of any compositional scheme or narration; and when we look for 
instance to deities, the Mesopotamian convention of horns on the head is absent. Undoubtedly, however, 
the relations with Iran and the Middle East are there: composite statuettes, ornamental patterns and the 
stylistic and artistic conventions, etc. and much more outside the world of the “dark stones” .
 

Were these objects manufactured in Central Asia? We can argue that the answer, once more, is “yes”.

For example, the burial no. 1200 at the necropolis of Gonur Depe where the skeleton of a man of about 
30 years old was discovered is called the “lapidary tomb”. Professor V. Sarianidi found in this tomb a very 
interesting set of material: many rough chunks 
of various stones, some finished white stone 
arms for composite statuettes and one duck 
weight indicating links, exchanges, with the 
Elamite and Mesopotamian worlds  (fig. 16).
 

Were the “dark stones” discovered in “BMAC” 
contexts imported in Central Asia from Kerman 
or elsewhere, or were they extracted in Central 
Asia itself, from the territory or vicinity of the 
Oxus Civilization? The answer, we think, here 
again is “yes”.

A map recently published by Dr Bushmakin 
indicates the location of various minerals: the 
turquoise, of course the lapis lazuli, but also 
serpentine in the Nuratau range . This is fine 
but we may also add that in Badakhshan and 
Hindu Kuch, slate, gabbro, serpentine, ophio‑
lite and other “dark stones” were available . 
Interestingly, in the Khorasan province, 
serpentine is available near Mashad Tûs, and 
gabbro (ophiolite) appears in the Sabzevar 
area. Moreover, “dark stone” artefacts of 
the two series, but more from belonging to 
the “série récente” were found at Sahdad 
and Tepe Hissar . These finds give more 
importance to NE Iran and Central Asia and 
to the Northern Road for the late third and 
early second millennium.
 

In conclusion, we may insist on the differences between the two corpuses, on their succession in time, 
but admitting a possible overlap during the Akkadian period, around 2300, when the BMAC (Oxus 

.  Francfort 2005a; Sarianidi 2007.

.  Sarianidi 2007, p. 118‑120.

.  Bushmakin 2007; Bushmakin 2008.

.  See: mineral geological map of Aghanistan and Bubnova 2012.

.  Casanova and Piran 2012.

Fig. 16 – Gonur Depe necropolis weights and alabaster 
hands of composite statuettes (Sarianidi 2007, fig. 223, 
225‑226, p. 118‑119).
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Civilization) emerges as a regional power in relation with Elam and Mesopotamia, and before its partial 
collapse around 1700 and a total disappearing around 1500 BC.

Another question therefore arises: this 2300‑1700 period, when the “BMAC” flourishes and exhibits, in 
many fields, strong links with Elam and Mesopotamia, is also exactly the period where the Mesopotamian 
sources (Akkad, Ur III and until Hammurabi) mention not only a “dark greenish stone” (called duhshia 
or duhshum) from the land of Markhashi, but also military expeditions in the East as well as diplomatic, 
matrimonial exchanges with Eastern powers . Thus we have now to consider the chronological and 
cultural question of Akkadian, Ur III and Isin‑Larsa texts mentioning realia acquired from the East and 
events occurring in the East, in relation with what we know of the archaeology of Kerman and Central 
Asia. The date of the flourishing of the chlorite industry in Kerman, “intercultural” or “série ancienne”, 
is definitely massively earlier than the mentioned texts. Something happened during the reigns of Sargon 
(2334‑2279) and Rimush (2278‑2270) in Iran and in Central Asia, but what?

The switch of the polarity for the “dark stone” road from South to North gives the possibility to propose 
again the hypothesis that the Oxus Civilization was indeed the country (kingdom) of Markhashi. 
After and in complement to a seminal paper of P. Steinkeller who located Markhashi beyond Elam, 
in Kerman, mainly on the basis of “dark stone” (chlorite). We may offer an alternative hypothesis .
 

We can list shortly here the artefacts from the Oxus Civilization matching the items which are 
mentioned in the texts quoting Markhashi, dated from the Late Akkadian Period, Ur III and Isin Larsa 
Periods. Again, schematically, this is exactly the period of the flourishing of the Oxus Civilization, 
and “série récente”, occurring logically later than the ED texts corresponding to the earlier flourishing 
of the Jiroft/Halil Rud Kerman international Mesopotamia‑oriented trade and “série ancienne”:

 – relations with India (Meluhha), the artefacts are: imported or copied ivories, jars, Indus seals, 
etched and long tubular carnelian beads, sculpture;

 – relations with Mesopotamia and the Levant:
 � jewellery (various types of beads), harpès; 
 � composition of art scenes and typical iconographical motifs and artistic conventions;
 � composite statues (as seen before) and imported cylinder seals.

 – incrustations and inlays made out of semi‑precious stones including lapis lazuli, carnelian, 
turquoise AND “dark stone”, indicate that it had a great value too;

 – presence of monkeys (Hindu Kuch species) and of their images;

 – presence of tulips and of their images (possibly the sum sikil Markhashi);

 – the “harp of Markhashi” probably the unique shape of angular harp, present also on a Shahr‑i Sokhta 
artefact and an Oxus silver vase, but different from all other Near and Middle Eastern Harps .

.  Steinkeller 1982; Steinkeller 2006; Steinkeller 2007; Steinkeller 2014; in his last paper Prof. Steinkeller proposes 
that the Oxus Civilization (BMAC), he dates only to the first half of the 2nd millennium BC, should be identified 
with the land of Tukrish. However, many discoveries and recent excavations point strongly for earlier beginnings 
for the Oxus Civilization, around 2300 if not 2400: new datations from Gonur Depe in Turkmenistan, the finds of 
the Farkhor cemetery in Tajikistan. New sites and cemeteries near Sabzevar, Jajarm, Bojnurd in Iranian Khorasan 
attest of the large extension of this Civilization: See for instance all material from excavations at Tepe Chalow in 
North Khorasan (Vahdati et al. 2018), and a striking example, a rectangular dark stone tray on squat feet, engraved 
with scorpions on the small sides and snakes on large sides (Vahdati and Biscione 2014, “stone vessel”), an exact 
replica of a Bactrian item (Pottier 1984, no. 312, fig. 42 and pl. XLII). Therefore, the Markhashi hypothesis for 
the Oxus is still valid, for many reasons, and perhaps stronger than before.

.  Francfort and Tremblay 2010.

.  Steinkeller 2012 puts in one and the same category the curved harps and angular harps, when we take only the 
second, Central Asian, as “the harp of Markhashi” (his fig. 8 and 10 only).
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The recent discovery and excavations by the Archaeological Museum of the Institute of History, 
Archaeology and Ethnology of the Academy of Sciences of Tajikistan of a remarkable and large 
Bronze Age cemetery in Farkhor, dated from all the periods of the Oxus Civilization from the earliest, 
and not only of its last phase (as previously generally thought for Tajikistan), is of great importance . 
It changes completely the old picture of the origin and evolution of the Oxus Civilization considered 
as coming to the East out of the Kopet Dagh piedmonts, if not from Iran, during centuries. Moreover, 
since this site is located on right bank of the Panj River, exactly opposite of Shortughaï, don’t we 
have here a place of contact, at some point, between Markhashi and Meluhha ? Further researches 
will undoubtedly bring more evidence, data, and material.
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