
IRANIAN JOURNAL OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL STUDIES 4 (2014)

Intercultural Relations between Southern Iran and the Oxus Civilization.

The Strange Case of Bifacial Seal NMI 1660

Enrico Ascalone* 

University of Salento, Lecce, Italy

(Received: 05 /05 /2013 ; Received in Revised form: 10 /09 /2013 ; Accepted: 02 /12 /2013 )

*Corresponding author e-mail address: enrico.ascalone@libero.it

Introduction

The archaeological evidence collected in the 
last year in the Kerman and Turkmenistan 

regions change our knowledge of the cultural 
spheres in eastern Iran, reassessing the structure and 
process of political and artistic relations between 
Oxus and Jiroft civilizations (Hiebert - Lamberg-
Karlovsky 1992a). Starting from a bifacial stamp 
seal placed in the National Museum of Iran, we 
would suggest a new perspective in the cultural 
dynamics between eastern Iran and Bactrian-
Margiana Archaeological Complex (= BMAC). The 
discovery of a new civilization in the Halil valley 
(Madjidzadeh 2003a; 2003b; 2003c; 2004; 2008) 
and the new archaeological finds from Gonur Depe 
(Hiebert 1992; 1994; Salvatori 1994a; 1994b; 1995; 
2007; 2010; Sarianidi 1993b; 2002a; 2002b; 2005; 
2007) might be decisive to build up new historical 

evaluations on the role carried out by Jiroft and the 
Oxus regions in the creation of a new syncretistic 
art, identifying a cultural koiné linking eastern Iran 
to Margiana and Bactria.

The wide evidence of a homogeneous artistic 
development between southern Iran and the 
Murghab and the Bactrian territories should 
be evaluated as a joint cultural transformation, 
bypassing an expansionist approach to the 
south-eastern Iran/BMAC interactions where an 
unidirectional cultural transmission from north to 
south or vice versa has been suggested (Hiebert 
- Lamberg-Karlovsky 1992a; 1992b: 135-136 
contra Amiet 1986; 2004; Sarianidi 2009: 42-43).

The analysis of interactions among different 
cultures should be based on the exported/imported 
materials found in a foreign archaeological 
complex, but in a historical perspective the 
evidence of an artistic syncretism originated in a 

New archaeological evidences of the so-called “Bactrian-Margiana Archaeological Complex” (= BMAC) has 
invited a change in our knowledge of the cultural relations between Oxus civilization and south-eastern Iran during 
the III-II millennium B.C. transition period. The new archaeological projects in southern and western Turkmenistan, 
as well as attested at Gonur Depe, have showed a wider and more articulated  relation in Asia Media, not only 
constrained to the movement of the Central Asian Bronze Age onto the Iranian plateau, Baluchistan, and western 
coast of the Persian Gulf. At the same time new research and excavations in the Jiroft valley has demonstrated 
a new cultural horizon in the eastern Iran. In this perspective, the new information from the Oxus (Bactria and 
Margiana) and Jiroft civilizations invite new interpretations on III-II millennium historical relations among eastern 
areas. In particular, it is possible to recognize south-eastern Iranian objects or influenced materials by Jiroft 
civilization in the Bactrian-Margiana archaeological complex. For these reasons the characteristic finds of BMAC 
recovered in Iran from Susa, Shahdad, Shahr-i Sokhta, Tepe Hissar, Khurab and Tepe Yahya have to be analyzed 
as part of a wider network and not simply explained with the movement of people from Central Asia towards 
southern Iran. An unpublished bifacial seal, now placed in the Bastan Museum, is an important line of evidence 
for a reassessment of the historical relations between two civilizations, representing a conceptual and ideological 
creation originated by the union of southern Iran and Central Asian cultural developments. This evidence is a new 
and decisive contribution for the understanding of the intercultural processes between the Oxus and Jiroft cultures; 
its presence confirms a homogeneous and related-artistic knowledge in a wide territory from Margiana and Bactria 
to the Lut, Jiroft, and Elam regions in a joint cultural source, but with different indigenous developments.
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Fig. 1: ICS period in the regional archaeo-
logical sequences.

Fig. 2: Bi-facial stamp seal (NMI 1660, Photo 
by author).

Fig. 3: Bi-facial stamp seal (NMI 1660, Photo by author).

joint cultural source could be more important than a 
simple imported/exported object (Ascalone 2006a: 
112-150; 2010: 209-216). For these evaluations, 
the case of seal NMI 1660 might be considered as 
new evidence of the artistic syncretism between 
Jiroft and the Oxus regions as well as attested in 
numerous others archaeological artifacts dating to 
the end of 3rd, beginning of the 2nd millennium B.C.

Seal NMI 1660

A bifacial stamp seal, is currently in the National 
Museum of Iran (NMI 1660) (Ascalone 2011: n. 14.3) 
(Figs. 1-3). The seal was purchased by the Museum 
from an antiquary market, its provenience is unknown 
but the morphology, iconography and style have 
allowed to suggest the place of primary production. 

The morphology (bifacial and rectangular in 
shape) and the material (soft-stone) follow the so-
called «murghab-style» of production. This class 
of artifacts is often characterized by having a cut 

on both sides with motifs in flat reliefs. Generally 
the Margiana workshops used small drilling 
tools, broader chisels, cutters and gravers; the 
iconographic images are most commonly snakes, 
manes, limbs, tongues, wings, feet, tails, floral or 
geometrical patterns. In particular lions and eagles 
are the zoomorphic representations most used in the 
Murghab glyptic repertory; the same animals are 
often depicted in profile, while the geometric motifs 
are strongly stylized and they are represented as 
swastikas, guillochse and an endless knot. 

The “Murghab-style” seems to be widely 
diffused in the Murghab plain, although it has been 
recently advanced in wider and earlier production 
areas including the Bactrian culture and in the 
Afghanistan and Uzbekistan region (Winkelmann 
2004: 115).

However the style and iconographies of seal 
should be related to the Anshanite glyptic corpus 
where closest comparisons can be found. The seal is 
engraved on both sides, on one side two crocodiles 
and a dog (?) are represented in profile, and on the 
other side six frogs are depicted on the surface. The 
representation and style have no parallels in the 
Murghab stamp seals, while it has comparisons with 
an Anshanite cylinder seal (Rutten 1950: 176, tab. 
V, n. 51; Amiet 1972: n. 1943; Connan - Duschesne 
1996: n. 376; Ascalone 2011: n. 3B.123) (Fig. 4) 
and a Dilmunite rounded stamp seal engraved by the 
Anshanite workshops (Amiet 1972: n. 1722; Connan 
- Duschesne 1996: n. 300; Ascalone 2003: figs. 19-
20; 2011: n. 11.8) (Fig. 5), both seals coming from 
Susa. The style and the iconography seem confirm 
a production realized in the Anshanite workshops 
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Fig. 4: Anshanite cylinder seal from Susa (After: Amiet 1972: n. 1942).

Fig. 5: Anshanite-Dilmunite stamp seal from Susa 
(After: Amiet 1972: n. 1722). 

dating first centuries of the II millennium B.C. The 
use of carving is very similar to the contemporary 
Anshanite seals and the same iconographies 
cannot be considered a Central Asia production; 
if the crocodiles are well known in the Harappan 
seal corpus, this specific representation should be 
attributed to the Elamite engravers.

The seal should be considered as an evidence 

Historical evaluations

In the past many scholars pointed out the 
relations between eastern Iran and Central Asia 
principally on the base of BMAC materials found in 
Baluchistan, Makran and the Persian Gulf(Hiebert - 
Lamberg-Karlovsky 1992a).

The excavations of A. Stein at Khurab (Stein 
1937: pl. I), in the so-called “Tomb of Li”, 
allowed to know ceramics related to the Central 
Asia production (principally found at Dashly, 
southern Bactria) as trumpet shaped bowls, open 
bowls, footed bowls and goblets in red wares 
(Hiebert - Lamberg-Karlovsky 1992a: 6, fig. 2. 
See also Lamberg-Karlovsky 1969 and Lamberg-
Karlovsky - Schmandt-Besserat 1977) (Fig. 6). At 
the same time compartmented stamp seals or their 
impressions were found at Konar Sandal (Pittman 
2008: 28d-f, i), Tepe Yahya (Lamberg-Karlovsky 

of artistic syncretism originated by the union of 
the Murghab cultural experiences and the southern 
Iranian cultural complex with iconographical 
influences coming from the Indus valley or Indo-
Iranian borderlands.

Unfortunately the seal has no an archaeological 
context, but according to the Murghab seal corpora 
and the comparisons with the Anshanite specimens, 

the seal should be dated to 2000-1800 B.C., probably 
made in an Elamite cultural context, in the Fars or 
Jiroft region. 
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Fig. 7: Eagle pendent from Susa (After: Amiet 1986a: fig. 199).
Fig. 6: Pottery vessels from Khurab, Tomb of Li (After: Hiebert-
Lamberg-Karlovsky 1992a: fig. 6).

1972: fig. 4; Hiebert - Lamberg-Karlovsky 1992a: 
13, tab. IIb), Damin (Tosi 1974: 43-44, figs. 20-
21), Bampur (de Cardi 1967a: 134; 1967b: fig. 2; 
1968: 148; 1970: figs. 47: 15 and 51), Shah-i Tump 
(Piggott 1950: 219, fig. 26) and Susa (Amiet 1974: 
97; Tallon 1987: nn. 1249-1250), in not primary 
production context. The compartmented seals were 
a production originated in the so-called “Turanian 
basin” (Tosi 1977: 47; 1979: 151-154; 1986: 154-
155), where Tepe Hissar (Schmidt 1933: tabs. CVII, 
CXXIX-CXXX; 1937: tab. XXVIII, fig. 118) and 
Shahr-i Sokhta (from Period II; Tosi 1968: figs. 99-
100; 1969: fig. 276; 1970: 189; 1976: 168; 1983: 
figs. 73-75, tabs. 65: 5, 66: 6; Piperno - Tosi 1975: 
196; see also Ferioli - Fiandra - Tusa 1979: 7-12) 
respectively represented the western and southern 
geographical limits. Different evaluations should be 
made on Shahdad where compartmented seals were 
widely produced and used on its territory (Hakemi 
1972: tabs. XXI: B, XXII: B, XXIII: B e XXIV: 
B-C; 1973: tab. X; 1976: 137, 138, fig. 8; 1997: 
659-660; Hakemi - Sajjadi 1989: 146; Salvatori - 
Vidale 1982: figs. 5: 19, 6: 5-6). The site of Takab 
plain could be considered a meeting point between 
the Jiroft cultural developments (many cylinder 
seals related to the south-eastern Iranian group were 
found) and the Margush region.

Furthermore the Oxus culture has been well 

identified at Susa in a gold eagle pendent (de 
Mecquenem 1934: 210, fig. 53: 3; 1946: 85; 
Amiet 1966: 260, fig. 189; 1986: 147, 201, figs. 
97, 106) (Fig. 7), an alabaster gypsum statuette 
(Amiet 1966: 156, fig. 112; Spycket 1981: 124, 
pl. 87) (Fig. 8), alabaster columns (Amiet 1986: 
147-148, figs. 97: 4 and 101-102) (Fig. 9) and 
a zoomorphic axe (Amiet 1966: fig. 307; 1986: 
149) (Fig. 10), and in the Gorgan plain and Lut 
region where the Oxus distinctive bronze trumpets 
(Lawergren 2003: 48-49; 2004) were found at Tepe 
Hissar (Schmidt 1937: 210, fig. 121), Astrabad 
(Caubet - Bernus-Taylor 1991: 21) and Shahdad 
(Hakemi 1997: 245-246, 635) (Figs. 11-13). 

However the last year of research at Gonur Depe 
has been crucial for change in our evaluation of 
the process and structure of southern Iran/BMAC 
interactions (Hiebert 1992: 1994; Salvatori 1994a; 
1994b; 1995; 2007; 2010; Sarianidi 1993b; 2002a). 
The recent knowledge of southern Iranian artifacts 
in foreign cultural contexts, as well as attested in 
the Gonur excavations, has allowed us to suggest 
a reciprocal model on the interaction cultural 
dynamics between Oxus and Jiroft civilizations, 
not simply focused on a unidirectional movement 
of peoples from Central Asia onto southern Iran or 
vice versa.

Three cylinder seals originated in the south-
eastern Iranian workshops were found at Gonur 

  4
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Fig. 8: Alabaster statuette from Susa (After: Amiet 1986a: fig. 98).

Fig. 10: Zoomorphic bronze axe from Susa (After: Amiet 1986a: 149). Fig. 11: Bronze trumpets (After: Lawergren 2003: fig. 3).

Fig. 9: Alabaster column from Shahdad (After Hakemi 1997a: 609).
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Fig. 12: Bronze trumpets (After: Lawergren 2003: fig. 4).

Fig. 13: Bronze trumpets (After: Lawergren 2003: fig. 26).

(respectively in Sarianidi 1998: fig. 27: 3; Salvatori 
2000: fig. 15: 8; Amiet 2004: 15, fig. 5; Ascalone 
2003: fig. 9g; 2006b: fig. 181; 2008: fig. 9g; 
2011: n. 4B.17; 2012: fig. 3k; the second seal in 
Sarianidi 2005: 283, fig. 137; Amiet 2005: fig. 17; 
Ascalone 2011: n. 4B.23; 2012: fig. 3i; the last 
seal in Sarianidi 2002b: 278; 2007: 105-107, fig. 
181, tab. 245; Francfort 2010) (Figs. 14-16); same 
iconography, style and shape are widely attested in 
the specimens collected in private collections or 
coming from Yahya, Shahdad and Konar Sandal 
excavations (Ascalone 2011: 331-345, 447-450, 
nn. 4B.1-34). From the same site, an Akkadian 
seal (Sarianidi 2002b: 326-334; Francfort 2005b: 
fig. 6a) (Fig. 17) and a Mesopotamian-type duck-
shaped weight (Lamberg-Karlovsky 2013: 26, 
fig. 4d) were found in necropolis area, while two 
epigraphic signs in Linear Elamite on a sherd were 
recently again published by D.T. Potts (Klochkov 
1998: fig. 1; Potts 2008: 174-178) (Fig. 18). 

Fig. 14: Gonur seal (After: Sarianidi 2005: fig. 137).

Fig. 16: South-eastern Iranian cylinder seal from Gonur Depe (after 
Francfort 2010: fig. 1).

Fig. 15: Gonur seal (After: Sarianidi 1998: fig. 27: 3).
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Fig. 17: Akkadian cylinder seal from Gonur Depe (After: Francfort 2005b: 
fig. 6a).

Fig. 18: Linear Elamite signs from Gonur Depe (After: Potts 2008b: 
174).

Statuettes with certain archaeological contexts were 
found at Gonur Depe in Graves G.2900, G.1799 and 
in later contexts of Gonur South (Salvatori 2007: 
23-24); while fragments of them were discovered 
in G.2655, 2780 and 2790 (Sarianidi 2007: figs. 
38-39, 53). Other evidence with stratigraphical 
references were collected at Togolok 21 (Hiebert 
1994: 150, fig. 9.12), Nishapur (Kaniki 2003: 36-
46) and Harappa (Meadow 2002: 191-212, fig. 1). 
The Bactrian goddess, as known in the Bactrian 
statuary, is well known in the Anshanite seals 
produced at Susa and Anshan (= Tall-i Malyan) in 
the same period of above statuettes (Ascalone 2011: 
211-214). The female figure is depicted with large 
skirt generally below shoot›s wine, while receives 
a high functionary or king with a cup or water low 
in her hands. The strong iconographical relations 
between Oxus composite statuettes and the Elamite 
glyptic art have allowed us to suggest in the past 
multiple influences between the BMAC and the 
Elamite culture (see also Sarianidi 1998: fig. 34; 
Winkelmann 1998) (Figs. 19-20). 

Same historical evaluations could be made on 
a cylinder-stamp seal found at Jalalabad during 
the Paul Gotch›s survey (Chakrabarti - Moghadam 
1977: 165-167) and now placed in the National 
Museum of Iran (Ascalone 2003: fig. 5; 2008; 2010: 
figs. 24-25; 2011: n. 6B) (Figs. 21-22). The seal, 
dated to the XXIII century B.C., shows a composite 
nature for its iconographical, morphological and 
epigraphic evidence, probably conditioned by the 
role carried out by southern Iran in the interactive 
dynamics among Oxus, Indus and the Persian Gulf. 
The seal (NMI 2698) was engraved in soft-stone (4,1 
x 1,7 cm, its measures); its morphology (handled 
and cylindrical with worked base) is unknown 
to the Elamite region and it is widest diffuse in 
Central Asia and Indo-Iranian borderlands where 
specimens were found at Akra (Collon 1987: 142, 
n. 598; 1996: n. 17b), Gonur Depe (Sarianidi 1989: 
fig. 5.2; 1993a: fig. 1), Taip Depe (Masimov 1981: 
145-147, figs. 10-12), Maski (Thapar 1975: pl. 
17b; Joshi - Parpola 1987: 358, Msk-1), Daimabad 
(Joshi - Parpola 1987: 353, Dmd-4), Kalibangan 
(Thapar 1975: 28, n. 4, Joshi - Parpola 1987: 311, 
K-65), Sibri (Shah - Parpola 1991: 412-413, Sb2-3 
A) and in the Sistan region (Knox 1994: fig. 32). 
On the contrary, style and iconography have to 

However, as described above, the evidence of 
imported or exported materials in foreign contexts 
cannot be enough for a deeper analysis on the models 
explaining the cultural interactions among far 
regions. We should analyse the cultural interference 
on the archaeological material in order to identify 
the role played by each single region in the creation 
of each single artefact. If the imported material is 
an evidence on the commercial contacts among 
states, regions or sites, the artistic syncretism of 
an object is a proof of the cultural relations among 

different social, geographical and political contexts, 
and it allows us deeper historical evaluations on the 
society and culture of a region in a specific period.

This more articulated analysis might be carried 
out on some materials, including our seal NMI 
1600. Same intercultural evidence is known in the 
Bactrian statuettes with large kaunakes coming from 
BMAC and generally dated to the end of the 3rd, 
beginning of the 2nd millennium B.C. (Ghishman 
1968: 237-238, figs. 1-5; Amiet 1980: 162-166, 
tab. III; Francfort 2003: figs. 1-2; 2005a: fig. 5). 
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Fig. 19: Bactrian composite statuette (After: Amiet 1980: tab. III).

Fig. 20: Anshanite seals and Bactrian composite statuette.

be considered related to the south-eastern Iranian 
workshops as well as attested by the composite 
being flanked by dragon›s heads, globes, tulips and 
head with beard and horned hat depicted on the 
base (Ascalone 2008: 256-259); all iconographical 
elements were widely diffused in the south-eastern 
Iranian glyptic corpora coming from antiquary 
market and archaeological excavations (Yahya, 
Shahdad and Konar Sandal); finally the inscription, 
located in the upper part of seal, is composed by 5 
signs which should be harappan or pseudo-harappan 
following the Parpola›s harappan epigraphic groups 
(Parpola 1994). The Jalalabad seal is an important 
evidence on the artistic syncretism generated 
in southern Iran during the last centuries of III 
millennium B.C. where Oxus (morphology), Indus 
(inscription) and Elamite (style and iconography) 
cultural entities were reciprocally interacting in a 
common artistic knowledge. 

The conical silver vessels are an Oxus 
production as well as confirmed by the specimens 
found at Gonur Depe and coming from antiquary 
market (Amiet 1986: fig. 202; Francfort 2003: n. 12, 
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Fig. 21: Cylinder stamp seal from Jalalabad (NMI 2698, Photo by Author). Fig. 22: Cylinder stamp seal from Jalalabad 
(NMI 2698, Photo by Author).

Elamite tradition, with an important role carried out 
by the nomads distributed across the Iranian plateau 
to Central Asia (Amiet 1986; 2004). Very similar 
considerations were advanced by P. Steinkeller who 
believed in a diffuse origin from the Iranian plateau 
(Lamberg-Karlovsky 2013: 24). On the contrary, a 
backwards movement was suggested by Lamberg-
Karlovsky and F. Hiebert who hypothesized a 
migration of BMAC peoples from Central Asia to 
the eastern Iran and Persian Gulf on the base of 
BMAC materials found in south-eastern cultural 
contexts (Hiebert - Lamberg-Karlovsky 1992a: 12).

However in our opinion the new evidence 
collected from the Jiroft valley, Indo-Iranian 
borderlines and Oxus oasis should be studied in a 
more wide perspective, not simply used as a proof of 
an unidirectional movement of people from north to 
south or vice versa. Oxus and south-eastern Iran had 
a local origin and their distinctive culture originated 
within their geographical landscapes. The cultural 
origin of  the Jiroft and Oxus civilizations was 
indigenous, the imported/exported materials and 
the artistic syncretism between two areas has to be 
explained in a different perspective. Both regions 
had different but uninterrupted cultural development 
since the end of the 4th millennium B.C., when 
the Jiroft valley showed strong affinities with the 
western transformations. Beveller rim bowls and 
others protoelamite artefacts were discovered in 
the Mahtoutabad excavations (Vidale - Desset 2013 
232-243; Desset - Vidale - Alidadi Soleimani 2013)  
and in Konar Sandal earlier layers (Madjidzadeh 

figs. 11-12; 2005a: 30, 36-37, note 28, figs. 6, 26) 
(Figs. 23-28). However a silver vessel found in the 
Persepolis plain shows a Linear Elamite inscription, 
read in the past by W. Hinz (1969), well-related to 
the writing introduced by Puzur-Inshushinak around 
last two centuries of III millennium B.C. As argued 
by D.T. Potts the inscription could be added in a later 
time (Potts 2008: 171-175), but new Linear Elamite 
inscriptions on silver vessels have been recently 
published (Mahboubian 2004: 50-55; Desset 2012: 
Pl. IX), allowing to suppose an artistic syncretism 
where iconographies and inscriptions known in 
Elam were engraved on surface of Bactrian silver 
vessels (Amiet 1986: 201, figs. 200-202; Francfort 
2005b; 2005c: 33-46, figs. 1-8. See also the silver 
vessels placed in the Miho Museum in Catalogue 
1997; 1998; 2002).

Summing up theevidence for support of a strong 
cultural relation (koiné?) between eastern Iran and 
the Oxus regions allows a deeper analysis focused 
on the understanding of structures and modalities of 
relational systems between different civilizations. In 
the past V. Sarianidi believed to identify the origin 
of the Oxus civilization in Anatolia; he supposed 
a great migration (Aryans/Indo-Iranians who 
followed proto-Zoroastrian beliefs) from Central 
Anatolia that, crossing the Iranian plateau, arrived 
in the Murghab river region, and successively part 
of the same group arrived in north-western China 
(Sarianidi 2009: 42-43, fig. 3). Different evaluations 
were proposed by P. Amiet who identified an 
affiliations of BMAC cultural horizon to the 
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Fig. 23: Silver Cylindrical vessel 
from Persepolis plain (After: 
Amiet 1986a: fig. 202).

Fig. 24: Silver vessel from Bactria (After: Desset 2013: 
pl. IX: W).

Fig. 25: Silver vessel from Bactria (After: 
Desset 2013: pl. IX: X).

Fig. 26: Silver vessel from Bactria (After: Desset 
2013: pl. IX: Y).

Fig. 27: Silver vessel from Bactria 
(After: Desset 2013: pl. IX: Z).

Fig. 28: Silver vessel from Bactria (After: Desset 
2013: pl. IX: AI).

2008: 90), the earlier phase of Konar Sandal glyptic 
art is related to the contemporary western production 
(Early Dynastic III and Akkadian time) (Ascalone 
2011: 336). The settlement development of Halil 
civilization shows an urban continuity from IV to 
the firsts centuries of the II millennium B.C. without 
break or settlement crisis. A change appears to be 
attested in the material culture around the end of the 
third quarter of III millennium B.C. (see the seals 
production) in a local, uninterrupted and continuous 

cultural sequence.

In the first half of the 3rd millennium B.C. 
Margiana and Bactria were in a formative phase 
with a scanty settlement development (Kohl 1992: 
185), probably without an urban structure; only 
around 2400 B.C. (Middle Bronze Age or Namazga 
V) can there be an attested radical transformation 
of society with a new organization of urban space 
and new technological knowledge in pottery and 
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control of its territory and far regions. In mid-III 
millennium B.C. a monumental and impressive 
Citadel was built at Konar Sandal (Earliest Phase); 
the glyptic art changes in a new iconographical 
and stylistic phase, far from the contemporary 
western productions. The strong affinities with the 
Mesopotamian cutting workshops dating Early 
Dynastic III/early Akkadian times were replaced 
by a new and local glyptic production (ca. 2400-
2300 B.C.) with closest comparisons in the 
compartmented stamp seals corpora originated in 
the BMAC. 

Same changes are attested in the same period 
(half of III millennium B.C.) in the stratigraphies of 
Adji Kui 1 (from 1 to 2 period), while transformation 
of society and the appearances of cities are attested 
for the first time; Shortugai (period I) and Gonur 
Depe were created and a new cultural horizon was 
represented by the composite statuettes in chlorite 
and limestone, bi-facial stamp seals, cylinder-stamp 
seals, bronze zoomorphic axes, silver vessels, etc.

In a uninterrupted cultural sequence, a new period 
was born around 2500/2400 B.C. in the Oxus area 
(= Namazga V or Middle Bronze Age) and in the 
Halil valley, a period with close relations between 
two regions. In a more wide analysis, changes have 
been identified in the chronological sequences 
collected in the Fars region in the transitional phase 
between Banesh and Kaftari periods, in Miri Qalat 
IV period (Makran), with a local culture replaced 
by Indus civilization, Takab III2 (Lut) and Shahr-i 
Sokhta III, the period of maximum settlement (80 
ha) of the site (Sistan). All these regions had the 
same settlement development with a general crisis 
around 1800/1700 B.C., when Yahya IVA, Gonur 
sud, the Kaftari period in Fars, Shahr-i Sokhta IV, 
Yahya IVA and Shahdad (Takab III1) ceased their 
life (Ascalone 2014).

In this time-span (2500/2400-1800 B.C.) an 
Integrated Cultural System (= ICS) appears, linking 
southern Iran, its eastern boundaries and Central 
Asia. However this interactive and integrative 
period was not homogenous; during the second 
half of III millennium B.C. a break in the local 
sequence of Iranian sites is attested: two main 
phases should be identified on the base of ceramic 

metallurgy productions (Kohl 1992: 186-189). As 
for south-eastern Iran, the settlement development 
and the sequence of pottery horizon of Turkmenistan 
and Afghanistan oasis seem to be well-integrated 
in their cultural contexts, in a continuous and 
indigenous cultural growth.

In this perspective the uninterrupted development 
of both regions (Oxus and Jiroft) should allow us 
to bypass an unidirectional approach to explain the 
iconographical affinities, the imported/exported 
materials or the cultural syncretism between 
two regions, rejecting a picture where a foreign 
civilization acculturates an indigenous urban/tribal/
nomadic entity. 

A cultural continuity in the Murghab depression 
is attested in Namazga and Altyn Depe settlements 
where the recent excavations have allowed to 
suggest a local emergence for the BMAC (Kircho 
et al 2008; Masson 2001). Same evaluations can be 
made for the evidences collected at Adji Kui 1 where 
a continuous chronological sequence has been 
identified from 2800/2700 to 1800/1700 B.C. (Rossi 
Osmida 2008; 2011), supporting an indigenous 
development of so-called ‘Oxus civilization’.

In the Kerman province first preliminary 
chronological proposals have been advanced on 
the base of excavations carried out in the Jiroft 
area (Madjidzadeh 2008); the Halil valley seems 
to be inhabited from the late V millennium B.C. at 
Mahtoutabad (I period) with a ceramic assemblage 
related to the Iblis III sequence. The stratigraphical 
sequences in the Lower Town of Konar Sandal 
South show a uninterrupted settlement life from 
first century of III to the beginning of II millennium 
B.C. (Phases 1-3), while the occupation of the 
Citadel appears to be dated to the second half of III 
millennium B.C. (Madjidzadeh 2008). 

All these evidences support for the indigenous 
development of the Jiroft and Oxus civilizations, 
however new archaeological data in both regions 
allow to identify around the half of III millennium 
B.C. a change in eastern Iran and Central Asia. A 
change originated by local cultural development 
and probably conditioned by a new socio-economic 
system now launched towards a more articulated 
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assemblage, material culture, architectonical phases 
and settlement analysis. This integrated cultural 
period (2500/2400-1800 B.C.) should be divided 
in an early (ca. 2500/2400-2200 B.C.) and a later 
phase (ca. 2200-1800 B.C.) where a wide change 
was identified in the local archaeological sequence 
of main Iranian and BMAC sites. In the Sistan 
region a change in the material culture is known in 
the transition from Shahr-i Sokhta III to IV, while 
same changes were identified in Takab III.2-III1 
and Yahya IVB-IVA. In the Oxus civilization a so-
called «Gonur Phase» began in Late ICS (ca. 2200 
B.C.), while a radical change was documented in 
Shortugai III period. Similarly in the uninterrupted 
sequence identified in the Adji-Kui 1 archaeological 
excavations two sub-phases were identified: 2A 
(ca. 2350-2100 B.C.) and 2B (ca. 2100-1800 B.C.) 
(Rossi Osmida 2008: 2011). Furthermore the 
recent archaeological explorations at Konar Sandal 
have allowed to confirm an internal division of 
ICS period in the Jiroft area. The architectonical 
phases and the material culture of Konar Sandal 
support a change in the cultural horizon of northern 
Halil around 2200 B.C.: Konar Sandal South was 
abandoned, last operations were identified in 
the upper phase of Citadel where mud-bricks of 
previous period (Trench III) were used as filling in 
the western side citadel wall (Madjidzadeh 2008: 
77-79, 85). In the same period the settlement seems 
to be shifted towards north, where the terrace of 
Konar Sandal North was built (Pittman 2013: 310). 
The South-eastern Iranian glyptic art seems to 
change with a new use of seals surface, a decrease 
of iconographies or figures or secondary elements, 
and a new symmetry in the representations. A 
later group (2200/2100-1900/1800 B.C.) of South-
eastern Iranian glyptic art should be confirmed by 
contextual references of Gonur, Yahya (= IVA), and 
Tôd seals (Ascalone 2011: 336-337). 

Summing up the period of intercultural 
relations (ICS) born in the mid-3rd millennium 
B.C., its chronological diffusion should be attested 
until to the first centuries of the 2nd millennium 
B.C. (ca. 1800 B.C.); in this ICS period two 
main phases should be identified (Tab. 1):

- Early ICS (ca. 2500/2400-2200 B.C.) (Fig. 29): 

Indus and Oxus civilizations were born, the Jiroft 
valley shows an intensive settlement development 
and the main site of Konar Sandal assumes the 
control of northern Halil; a regional cultural 
development is now replaced by an integrated 
cultural system where a wide evidence of imported 
and exported materials is documented; increasing 
of artefacts generated by an artistic syncretism 
where Jiroft, Oxus and Indus valley seem to play an 
important role in its diffusion and elaboration. Indus 
impact on Makran coast (Miri Qalat) and Bactria 
(Shortugai). Forced relation with Mesopotamia 
(Akkadian reign).

Regional sequences: Yahya IVB, Shahr-i Sokhta 
III, Takab III2, Shortugai I-II, Adji Kui 2A, Konar 
Sandal South.

- Late ICS (ca. 2200-1800/1700 B.C.) (Fig. 30): 
an integrated system of contacts continues in Oxus, 
Jiroft and Indus regional contexts. A new cultural 
phase is now attested in Elam (Kaftari period) where 
new iconographical relations are identified between 
Anshanite seals and the Oxus silver vessels. A so-
called «Gonur Depe phase» was born in Margiana 
and the Konar Sandal settlement radically changes 
now shifted towards north. New contacts are 
attested with the western entities of the Persian Gulf 
and diplomatic relations were developed with Ur 
III and Isin Mesopotamian kings. Around XVIII 
century this period drastically ceased, each single 
regional context had a crisis widely attested in main 
sites and in the settlement analysis of the regions. 
Oxus, Indus and Jiroft (?) civilizations collapsed, 
the Kaftari period in Fars was substituted by a new 
cultural regional phase, Miri Qalat, Shortugai, Tepe 
Yahya and Shahr-i Sokhta were abandoned and 
Shahdad reduced drastically its settlement.

Regional Sequences: Yahya IVA, Shahr-i Sokhta 
IV, Takab III1, Shortugai III-IV, Adji Kui 2B, Gonur 
Phase, Kaftari period, Konar Sandal North.

Summing up, from the half of the III millennium 
B.C. regional cultural complexes (Fars, Kerman, 
Sistan, Makran, Margiana and Bactria) taken part 
to a more wide relational system where artistic 
syncretism were produced and commercial links 
were developed. The reasons of an ICS during the 
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Fig. 29: Interactive spheres during Early ICS.

Fig. 30: Interactive spheres during Late ICS.

second half of the III, beginning II millennium B.C. 
are questionable; the control of water resources 
was surely a cause of the emergence of a settlement 
hierarchy in BMAC; the access to water and 
its use was the key to develop the urbanization 
and a new and more articulated cultural system. 
Different city-state were born, probably with 

alliances, cooperation, competition and conflicts 
between them and tribes or local entities (Lamberg-
Karlovsky 2013: 56-57). However this «irrigation 
hypothesis» (see also Wittfogel 1963) might help to 
understand the reasons for a local development in 
Central Asia from Early to the Middle Bronze Age, 
from Namazga IV to Namazga V periods in order 
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to support the local way for the emergence of Oxus 
civilization, but it does not allows to explain why 
and what happened in a more wide geographical 
integrated system including also Fars, Jiroft, 
Kerman, Makran, Baluchistan, Indus and Persian 
Gulf regions between the later half of III, beginning 
II millennium B.C. (Figs. 29-30). 

Oxus and Jiroft developed relations within 
a reciprocate model where multiple factors 
contributed to this wide relational system. In a 
local and unbroken development, both regions 
were stimulated by a commercial network aimed 
to supply raw material to their community. In this 
perspective Shahdad and Gonur Depe carried out an 
important role in ICS where Shahdad represented 
a bridge towards the Jiroft civilization and an 
obligated passage for its vicinity to the mines of 
copper, lead, molybdenum, and zinc (Salvatori 
1978: 8-10, tab. 1). Gonur Depe was a gate towards 
the Sogdiana and Bactria mountains where lapis, 
gold and silver were exploited (Salvatori - Vidale 
1982: 7-9). The stimulus coming from the external 
demand carried out an important role in the 
formation and development of both civilizations and 
ICS period. The strong relations between Oxus and 
Jiroft regions, as attested in the artistic syncretism 
and imported/exported materials, do not support an 
unidirectional view (from Iran to Central Asia or 
vice versa), but they suggest an integrated cultural 
complex of two distinctive civilizations probably 
developed on a reciprocal utility where the nomadic 
entities played an important role in the transmission 
of artistic elaborations, writing systems, beliefs, 
traditions, and knowledge.

The seal NMI 1660 is an evidence of an 
intercultural production as previously identified 
in the Jalalabad cylinder-stamp seal and in the 
Anshanite glyptic corpus. The morphology is well 
known along the Murghab river, while the style 
and iconography have closest comparisons in the 
Anshanite glyptic art dating first centuries of II 
millennium B.C. The seal can be insert in a more 
wide integrated cultural system representing a new 
proof on the artistic syncretism between southern 
Iran and the Oxus civilization.
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