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WHAT IN THE WORLD?

Unique Bronze Age Stamp Seal
Found in Central Asia

The 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
uncovered this June the eroded top of a large
room complex dating to the Bronze Age (2300
BC). We did not expect such a large and well-built
construction. We spent the entire season excavat-
ing this building, whose walls, even now, stand
more than 2 meters high. The fill from these
rooms contained finely made ceramics and many
pieces of clay used to seal vessels or parcels. Within
the building we found the remarkable engraved
stamp seal pictured here.

5 A AT D T AMA: _.:‘&
This small (ca. 1.3 by .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. [ had
the honor of announcing its discovery on October 10, 2000, at
a conference presided over by the President of Turkmenistan,
Sapmurat Niyazov.

48 EXPEDITION 42/3

This object has parallels only at the Central
Asian site of Altyn depe. The engraved symbols or
letters are unknown to us. At first we thought the
inscription might be Harappan, from the Indus val-
ley, but we now realize that it is unconnected with
any of the writing systems in Mesopotamia, Iran,
Harappa, or China. It most likely reflects a local
symbolic system. Seals are used in the administrative
system of an economy that needs to keep track of
goods such as supplies for temples, barracks, or
palaces. Even a small site like Anau has imposing

- architectural remains, and now we have in this

seal evidence for Anau’s involvement 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 Qurator, Near East Section

Kazakhstan

Turkmenistan
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Drawn by Ardeth Abrams
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Tafel 4: Alelamische Silbervase mit Géttin Narunde und Inschrift aus der Gegend von Persepolis,
heute im Altertumsmuseumn zu Teheran.
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Tafe/ 5: Altclamische Silbervase mit Darstellung einer kauernden weiblichen Gestalt,
moglicherweise der Priesterin Kuri-Nahiti. Vgl. auch die Tafeln 1, 2 und 4.
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Recent Archaeological Evidence
Relating to the Origin
of Chinese Characters

CHEUNG KWONG-YUE
(Translated by Noel Barnard)

As a result of continuing archaeological activities over the past fifty
years ceramic vessels and sherds bearing what are termed marks, symbols,
or characters have come to light from many sites representative of pre-
historic and early historic cultures. I shall simply call them inscriptions,
graphs, or marks, without seeking, in this preliminary survey of the ma-
terials, to bring into the picture modern conceptions of what constitutes a
pictogram, an ideograph, a glyph, a logograph, a symbol, and other such
terms.! Where radiocarbon dates are available, I date the materials accord-
ing to the revised (DFLW) calibrations of carbon-14 assessments. I offer
tentative assessments of sites not yet dated by carbon-14 tests with ref-
erence to the generally accepted datings of comparable cultures; such
chronologies are necessarily relative.

(_EARLY POTTER
1928-1977 '

1. Pottery inscriptions fromi Pan-p’o-ts’un, Hsi-an-hsien (Sian), Shensi:
Unearthed between 1954-1957 (CKKH and Shen-hsi 1963).

Y MAR FIELD SURVEYS,

1. Itisappreciated that readers would like to see greater precision than this. My view is that
the time is not yet ripe to systematize our understanding of the marks until there is a large
enough “vocabulary” resulting from further excavations which may help clarify the role of the
marks in the development of Chinese characters. Without more examples of two or more
graphs in one inscription (we have only the Liang-chu and the few Wu-ch’eng examples to
draw upon) scholars can do little more than speculate.

323-39|
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How did such an advanced culture remain lost?

ciy from C1
that these people had a written
language. And the characters
engraved in the stone stamp are
unlike any ever seen.

“It's not ancient Iranian, not
ancient Mesopotamian. [ even
took it to my Chinese coi-
leagues.” he said. “It was not
Chinese.™

How could such an advanced
culture have been so over-
looked?

Tn the 1970s, Soviet archaeolo-
gists working in remote deserts
west of Afghanistan came upen
wvast ruins, each one bigger than
a foutball field. All were built
with the same distinct fortress-
like pattern — a central build-
ing surrounded by a series of
walls,

By the mid-"70s, the Soviet ar-
chaeologists had discovered sev-
eral hundred of these struc-
tures in the areas known as Bac-
tria and Margizna.

But their findings remained
little known to the cutside world
because they had been pub-
lished in Soviet journals, and

scientist excavates the site at Anau, near the Iranian border. The
city, the oldest of the three desert ruins, dates to 4500 B.C.
vately funded fellowship that al- |
lowed him one- visit, which ke

gist, Raphael Pumpelly, had dis-
covered ancient ruins at Anau
in 1904, but the site did not re-
ceive much attention from the
Soviets. Only now, said Hiebert,
are all the pieces, once divided
by political boundaries, falling
into place.

" storms posed a constant threat.
Ope stranded him and his

of the Bronze Age civilization in
the oases, however, he turned
his arteation to studying them.
: With the collapse of the Soviet
Union, he has been able to re-
turn each spring when the

“]1 stayed for 15 months,” he
said, trying to make the most of
his one chance to see the archae-
ological riches of the area.

of Mesopota-
mia or China, said Harvard's
Lambert-Karlovsky. “The size

There is a foot-tall alabaster
column, a carved marble plate
on a stand, an alabaster bowl,
pieces of delicately painted pot-
tery, and a bone pipe, possibly
for drug use, carved into a little
stylized human figure. Near the
pipe, Hiebert found remains of
the herb ephedra as well as pop-
py, which might have been
made into opium.

Small bronze axes carry de-
signs, including one of a wild
boar, and a piece of pottery is
decorated with leopards.
“Their world was full of dan-
gers — wild boars, snakes,
scorpions,” Hiebert said.
‘These animals show up in their
ritual art.

‘The animal patterns support ~
an idea, suggested by the Sovi-
€t archaeologists, that the peo-
ple practiced an early form of
the religion known as Zoroas-
trianism, invented in ancient
Persia. Animal worship was
part of Zoroastrian ritual, as
was the use of fire, suggested
by some hearths. or altars

never translated. Hiebert, 40, had graduated riles the
“I was absolutely stupned,” from college with an art degree Gesery by e with a0 phobes
said Harvard archaeclogist Carl W was 0 or radios and with daytime tem-

drawings for an anthropologist.

He was by the field

120 degrees
Fahrenhbeit. Blinding sand- |

+

first read some of the Soviet lit. and went to Harvard for his doc- expects a French team to
erature on this unknown world. (0rate. As an archaeologist, he Abone ritual tube is carved present findings pointing 1 a
He his decided “W"‘ﬁm’"‘:“fm into a [itle stylized human migration from the north,
to Hiebert. who was one of his @ading s and wanted to figure. er than from Anau.
graduate students. go to Ceatral Asia to study the might
No one knows the extent of famed Silk MA‘“;”’S‘%‘"“ Lambert-Karlovsky said thar reveal what the climate was like
this civilization, which may 2bout A.D. 500 1o AD. 1500 by many of the artworks, utensils during the Bronze Age — proba-
reach beyond Margiana, in camel caravans transporting and jewelry were buried with bly much wetter and more con-
the Kara Kum desert, and Bac- 800ds between the Middle East the dead. In an unusual pattern  ducive to farming than it is
tria, which the - for other early people, the wom- now.
Afghan b It was never a road, exactly, en were buried with mare valu. plans to go back in
Hiebert that a third buta route that wound ables than the men. June, armed with satellite maps
area, Anau, near the Iranian bor. through the waves of sand’ : Most of the artifacts Hiebert obtained with the help of
der, is connected to this civiliza- dunes and stopped at varigus oa- found remain in Turkmenistan NASA. These reveal wet casis
tion, perhaps even the origin of ses in the desert. EEsaAL i — the politically correct way to areas — where other lost cities
the culture. It is about 2,000  Saviet officials restricted for- do. ‘today. But in his are likely to be found.
A stamp seal cast, which dates to office on the fifth floor of

years older, back to 4500 eign access to the area, but Hie-
B.C,, or the Copper Age. bert, in his quest to study the the Bronze Age, was found at
i Silk Road, .

Penn’s University Museum, he Fayo Ram's o-mail address is
A New dtogetapri- one of tha desert ruins. fam@phifiyrows.com.
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First word from Asia’s lost civilisation

By Richard Beeston
and Emily Davies

A LOST civilisation may have

- developed a previously un-

known written language more .

than 4000 years ago, a fead-
ing archaeologist said yester-

~ dav.

A small engraved stone

. could hold the key to uncover-

ing a literate society that flour-
ished and disappeared in

: what are today the deserts of

! University of

Cenrral Asia.

The discovery, which could
lead to a reappraisal of the
ancient world, was made last
vear at a ruined site near Ash-
cabat, the capital of Turkmeni-
stan. where scholars have
been excavating for years.
They have been trying to-deter-
mine who inhabited the thriv-
ing oasis settlements stretch-
ing from present-day Turk-
menistan east the Kar-
akum desert into Uzbekistan.

The ancient community is
known to historians as the
Bactria Margiana Archaeolo-
gy Complex after the Greek

i names for two lands in the

area. The inhabitants had
buildings made of mud bricks
and protected by fortifications.
They kept livestock, irrigated
their crops and manufactured
ccramics, “bronze tools and
gold jewellery. Fredrik Hie-
bert, an archaeologist at the
Pennsylvania in
Philadelphia, summed up the
customary assessment of
them: “They were urbanised,
sophisticated; they had every
aspect of civilisation except
writing.”

That assessment changed
when Dr Hiebert and a fellow
archaeologist from Turkmeni-

. stan were digging beneath the

main site at Annau, near the
-country’s border with lIran,
once a sensitive Soviet border

FRED HIEBERT

Engravings on a 4,000-year-old stone seal have no ed to any language

area. They found a large room
and among the remains a
small, black stone object en-
graved with four or five col-
oured symbols, which ap-
peared to be some sort of seal.

Stamp seals were common-
ly used in the ancient world to
mark the contents and owner-
ship of goods being transport-

ed or stored. Initially, it was
thought that the symbols had
been imported from another
civilisation from the period,
possibly that of Iran, Mesopo-
tamia or the Indus. .
But the engravings, thought
to be made from local material
carbon-dated to 2300 BC, have
not matched.any known lan-

guage. The only script to
which they bear resemblance
is Chinese, although the writ-
ten form of that language
evolved centuries later. -
“We concluded that this was
a unique script engraved on a
local material,” Dr Hiebert
said. “It is a very exdting dis-
covery for ancient histonians.
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it could be the first evidence of
a literate society in Central
Asia. It could change the way
we view the ancient world.”

Dr Hiebert has been given a
grant from the National Geo-
graphic Society for further
excavations of the site. He be-
lieves that the excavation area
of up to 12 acres could be part
of a much larger complex.

He predicted that archaeolo-
gists would make further sig-
nificant discoveries not only in
Annau but across the region,
which for much of the past cen-
tury was clesed to. foreign
scholars by Soviet authorities.

Chris Gosden, an archaeolo-
gy lecturer at Oxford and-a
curator of the "Pitt Rivers
Museum, who has a special in-
terest in Turkmenistan, said
that he believed the script was
almost certainly writing.

“It is definitely a form of
complex symbolism which is
indicative of a sophisticated ac-
counting system of some kind,
although it is-impagssible to
know exactly what it was used -
for,” he said.

“A script like this is the first
real evidence of this civilisa-
tion and provides a significant
piece of a much larger puzzie.
This discovery confirms the
status of this civilisation be-
tween Mesopotamia on the
one hand and the Indus civili-
sation on the other.”
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Wednesday, November 22, 2000 the inscription

q2

Subject:the inscription
Date: Thu, 9 Nov 2000 19:24:08 -0500 (EST)

From:vmair@sas.upenn.edu (Victor Mair)
To: hiebert@sas.upenn.edu (Fredrik 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

0ld 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

khkhkhkhkdkhkhhkdhhkhkhkhhdhkhhkhbhhdhbhbhhhhbhhkhkdhhkdbhdhkhhbhddhhkhdhhkdhhhhbhdkdhdbhhhbhhdhhhhhbhdkdththkhhhk
Victor H. Mair Dept. of Asian & Middle Eastern Studies

University of Pennsylvania

Philadelphia, PA 19104-6305

Uusa

Tel.: 215-898-8432
Fax.: 215-573-9617
e-mail: vmair@sas.upenn.edu (read once or twice a week)
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Since June 2006, all new issues of Sino-Platonic Papers have been published
electronically on the Web and are accessible to readers at no charge. Back

issues are also being released periodically in e-editions, also free.

For a complete catalog of Sino-Platonic Papers, with links to free issues, visit

the SPP Web site.

www.sino-platonic.org
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