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IWHAT IN THE WORLD? 

Unique Bronze Age Stamp Seal 
Found in Central Asia 

T he University of Pennsylvania Museum Central Asia archaeology 
project has recently completed its third season of investigation 

at Anau depe in Turkmenistan. This region, part of the Soviet Union for most of 
the 20th century, was surrounded by ancient literate civilizations-China, the Indus 
valley, Mesopotamia, and Iran. Although the ancient societies of Central Asia also 
had cities, temples, palaces, irrigated landscapes, and vivid artwork, until recently 
they lacked evidence of number or writing systems. 

At the small archaeological site of Anau, we This object has parallels only at the Central 
uncovered this June the eroded top of a large Asian site of Altyn depe. The engraved symbols or 
room complex dating to the Bronze Age (2300 letters are unlmown to us. At first we thought the 
Be). We did not expect such a large and well-built inscription might be Harappan, from the Indus val-
construction. We spent the entire season excavat- ley, but we now realize that it is unconnected with 
ing this building, whose walls, even now, stand any of the writing systems in. Mesopotamia, Iran, 
more than 2 meters high. The fill from these Harappa, or China. It most likely reflects a local 
rooms contained nnely made ceramics and many symbolic system. Seals are used in the administrative 
pieces of clay used to seal vessels or parcels. Within system of an economy that needs to keep track of 
the building we found the remarkable engraved goods such as supplies for temples, barracks, or 
stamp seal pictured here. palaces. Even a small site likeAnau has imposing 

This small (ca. 1.3 by 1.4 cm), beautifully carved seal found 

at the site of Anau depe is made of shiny black jet, and its 

inscription is emphasized with a reddish brown pigment. I had 

the honor of announcing its discovery on October 10, 2000, at 

a conference presided over by the President of Turkmenistan, 

Sapmurat Niyazov. 
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. architectural remains, and now we have in this 
seal evidence for Anau' s ~volvement in a managed 
system of distribution. This pattern of small and 
large sites having elite and bureaucratic functions is 

unique to the Central Asian Bronze Age. 

Fredrik T. Hiebert 
Robert H. Dyson Assistant Professor of Anthropology 
Assistant Curator, Near East Section 

Kazakhstan 
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Iran 
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Wednesday. November 22, 2000 the inscription 

Subject:the inscription 
Date: Thu, 9 Nov 200019:24:08 -0500 (EST) 

From:vmair@sas.upenn.edu Nictor Mair) 
To: hiebert@sas.upenn.edu CFredrik T. Hiebert) 

CC: vmair@sas.upenn.edu (Victor Mair) 

Hi Fred, 

Either because of the date or the form of the letters, mostly the latter, 
I have determined that your Anau inscription is not: 

proto-Elamite 
Egyptian 
cuneiform 
Harappan (proto-Indian) 
Sinaitic 
Linear A or B 
South Semitic 
North or Northwest Semitic 
Iberian, Punic 
Chinese 
Phoenician 
ugaritic 
Cretan 
Old European 
Runic 
Aramaic 
Hittite 
African 

As to what script(s) the Anau inscription IS related, by a process of 
elimination, I have narrowed it down to a particular group that often 
escapes the attention of researchers. Furthermore, this is a group of 

. scripts that, after working on the evolution of writing for about 20 
years, I would have expected to be pertinent for any evidence of writing 
at Anau. Before proceeding further, however, I need to know how (and 
when) you plan to make any detailed information I might supply you 
available to the scholarly world. 

In any event, to do a thorough job on this inscription, I'd need to spend 
at least another month (while I'm doing lots of other things, of course). 

Victor 

****************************************************************************** 
Victor H. Mair Dept. of Asian & Middle Eastern Studies 
University of Pennsylvania 
Philadelphia, PA 19104-6305 
USA 

Tel. : 
Fax. : 
e-mail: 

215-898-8432 
215-573-9617 

vmair@sas.upenn.edu (read once or twice a week) 

****************************************************************************** 
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