
A BRIEF SURFACE SURVEY OF THE PROTOHISTORIC SITE
OF SHAHDAD (KERMAN, IRAN):
PRELIMINARY REPORT (*)

S. SALVATORI - M. VIDALE

Introductory note.

The following paper, written at the beginning
of 1977 as ad interim report to the Iranian Center
for Archaeoiogical Research, was planned to be
published within a monographic volume on the
results of the excavations carried out for several
years by an iranian archaeological mission leaded
by A. Hakemi àt Shahdad (Kerman).

The well known iranian politicai evolution has
vanified that project, so that we decided to pu
blish our contribute to make available the infor
mations we collectecf on the spot.

From the time this article had been written,
one of the authors has repeatedly holded the Shah
dad problem in different contexts. Firstly with a
paper read at the VIth Annual Symposium on Ar
chaeological Research in Iran, November 1977.
Later on with two articies published on this Jour
nal,’

Furthermore an important book by O; G. Me
der 2 has been recently pubiished, largely deaiing
with a geomorphological anaiysis of the Shahdad
area. Here we have a clear picture of the relation
ship between the sedimentologic sections and the
settlemént dynamic history, rising at ieast at the
beginning of the IVth mill. E .C. The exaustive
analysis of the author allows now to iink the
archaeoiogicai data to the alternai depositionai and
erosive phoenomena encompassing the alluvional
fan from the actual village and oasis area to a
distance of 10 km to the East. The eolic and idric
erosion whose action was particularly strong on
the eastern section of the ailuvial fan ailowed orily
smail sections of the clay platform to survive, but
enough to preserve diagnostic evidence on the pre

(9. We are much obliged to A. Hakemi, former
director of the Lut Archaeological Mission, not
only for his rare spirit of collaboration in giving us
the opportunity to do this survey, but also for the
amiabie hospitaiity shown us at the Mission’s house.
Our thanks are also due to Mt. M. A. Kaboli and
the entire staff of the Mission for their cooperation.

sumabiy oidest human expioitation of the area as
a permanent settiemeiit.

***

In the last ten years intensified archaeoiogical
research which has indeed also improved in ex
cavations methods and conceptual approach has
brought about profound changes in the state of
our knowledge of the protohistoric cultures of the
Iraniari piateau. This has been accompanied by
parallel researches in Central Asia and in the re
gions of the Indian suhcontinent, resuiting in an
equally profound alteration in the by now cano
nical standards of historical thought concerning a
phoenomenon as important and complex as the
rise of urban formations.

The work done in recent years in southern Turk
menia,3 at Shahr-i Sokhta,4 in Iranian Sistan, at
Shahdad,’ Iblis,~ Tepe Yahya,’ Tepe Hissar and
in the Indus vailey with a chronoiogical redefini~
tion of the origins of this culture, has helped to
bring about a redimensioning of the leadership
mie of Sumerian Mesopotamia.

The novelty, then, lies in the changed viewpoint
of historical observation: the world of the Iranian
plateau and, stili further east, Central Asia and the
Indus valley can no longer be loolced at through
the Mesopotamian filter, but must be fitted into a
vaster complex of dialectic interrelations at various
levels of exchange, in which the geographical en
vironment, the index of demographic growth, raw
materials, commercial trends, and technological le
vels are all brought into play as highly determi
native variants.

li is not mere chance that the study of the pro
tourban phenomenon in the 3rd millennium B.C.,
which in the case of Iran has materialized in the
excavation of important centres sudi as Nissar,
Shahdad and Shahr-i Sokhta, has been directed
towards the ai~a1ysis of the environment, of modes
of production, of instruments and technology and
of the socio-economie set-up, as well as towards
the trade routes and sistematic research into the
sources for the supply of raw materiais.
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This is the pattern of research work into which
must be fitted the brief survey which the present
authors, thanks to the kindness of Engineer Ha
kemi, Director of the Lut Archaeological Mission,
were able to carry cut in the area of the protohi
storic settlement of Shahdad, Yth - lOth January,
1977.

The survey, given its preliminary nature, but aiso
because of the limited time availabie due entirely to
the authors’ previous engagements in Italy, was not
carried out according to recently developed strategy
in this field of research.’° On the contrary it was,
far as possible, a systematic survey affecting a good
half of the site, particularly the suothern part.

Our survey was based on a map of the area
drawn from the aerial photographs placed at our
disposal by the Lut Mission. Thanks to these
photos we were able to localize easily and preci
sely the areas where a greater concentration of
material was to be found. These areas, almost all
of them within the site boundaries, have been
numbered progressively from i to 37. (fig. 1). It
must also be stated that the surface materiais ga
thered were voluntarily kept to a minimum, and
in many cases collecting was avoided altogether,
so as not to preclude the chance of a systematic
collection in the future, with criteria of surface
distribution within each of the units identified,
or so as to alter irretrievably the position and the
quantitative ratio of the materials. This is espe
cialiy true far the areas of particular interest, where
the materials are mare suitable for distributive a
nalyses. In this note we intend to give a synthesis
of the most significant results of our survey.

The actual village of Shahdad, a greeù oasis
enjoined by agrumets and date palm-trees, lies on
the western edge of the Dasht-i Lut desert (east
ern Iran), at Mnt. Joftan feets. A North-South
grassly ariented mauntain chain running from Dar
band to Bam, divides Shahdad fram the Kerman
area. Thase reliefs, reaching 4000 m. above sea
level and covered by snow till May, are responsibie
far the idric resources of the Shahdad plain in the
farm af perennial streams like the DerakhtangAn
river. The historic and prehistoric settiement pat
tern and the shifting af the inhabited area through
time are evidently linked to the idrological asses
ment of the plain and to the erosion-depositional
phoenomena related to a highly dinamic superficial
waters-pattern)’

1. Chronological aspects.

In the eastern part of the area which we visited
a certain amount of materiai, especially pottery,
was found which leades to a widening of the
chranological harizons of the Shahdad site. The
excavation of the graveyard in the various digs
conducted in the last few years had given a pic
ture of a civilization which comparative study ten
ded to piace within the 3rd millennium B .C. The
abundant and rich furnishings in the graves of the
extensive dig A would seem to belang to the
second half of the miiennium, while the burials
discavered in limited investigatians such as digs C
and B could passibiy be dated to the Erst haif of
the same millennium.”

Not only does the material gathered durinjour
survey begin to confirm the dating of part of the
settlement to the 3rd millennium, but also to in
clude all of the preceding millennium. In Point 2,
a hillock which rises in an isolated position to the
east of the rnain settlement, we gathered a certain
amount af fragments of strawtempered ware, red
dish or brown in coldur, very similar to the Laleh
zar coarse ware which is typicai of Periods I - 11 at
Tal-i-Iblis ‘~ together with a more typicai pottery
of very fine ware. This is a buff ware with black
painted decoration an a red or red-brown slip.

The few sherds which we collected, beionging
to thin-sided subcylindrical bowls, all have the
same decorative motif made up of a dense chevron
pattern which apparently covers the entire exter
nal surface. This kind of pottery can also be com
pared with that found at Iblis (Periods I-Il) as
welI as at Yahya (VB - A). The lithic industry be
longs to the same cuitural horizon; it is a blade
industry belongs to the same culturai horizon; it is
a biade industry which seems to have dose ana
logies with that at Yahya ‘~

The straw-tempered ware was identified only in
one other piace (Point 3), here too in a few sherds
of painted ware which can tehtatively be cornpared
with the Iblis IV complex. In ali probability these
materials cover the first half of the 4th millennium,
but we cannot exclude the possibility that further
surface exploration together with the digging of
trial-trenches, will give more exact information
about the chronoiogical relationship between the
straw-tempered coarse ware and the fine painted
ware at Shahdad. Far the moment, by way of hy

6 [RdA 6
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pothesis, we shall restrict ourselver to placing the
beginnings of the settlement of Shahdad early in
the 4th millennium B.C. with a warning that a
beginning in the Yth would be realistic in the
light of the dynamics of the pottery sequence in
the Period VI levels at Tepe Yahya.”

We were not able to distinguish a clear assem
biage of materials parallel to Iblis III, whereas
the Iblis IV horizon seems to be well represented.
Materials of this period are spread over a vast
area, that is to say, the area where the large mound
marked on the map as Point 4 is situated. Fiere
the buff ware with black-painted decoration pre
dominates. Some fragments have a characteristic
green oxidization.

A certain number of sherds of pai.nted ware
from Point 37 in the north-east corner of dig A in
the graveyard are of mixed character and can be
linked with similar ware from Yahya VA-IVC.

A group of sherds collected in Point 3 (fig. 14)
can be referred to a tradition which goes back to
Yahya IVC-B. At this Point weze noted, amongst
other things, numerous fragmeùts of querns, and
stone sockets or weights.

In Point 6 we left « in situ» a spouted jar of
plain orange-buff ware with a black and red paint
ed decoration on the spout. This has a dose pa
rallel in Y~hya IVA.’6

Among the surface materials in the western part
of the area visited the red ware is widely present.
This ware is weIl known, thanks to the abundant
furnishings recovered in dig A in the graveyard.
Also present, but in a limited quantity, is a hand
made ware of a coarse-grained grit-tempered fabric
with a red-brown surface.

On a first examinatiori it seems then that the
materials collected cover the whole span of the
4th and 3rd millennia B.C. and their distribution
confirms Eng. Hakemi’s theory about the the ter
ritorial dynamism of the pre-protohistoric settle
ment of Shahdad. The picture which emerges is that
of a fairly marked shift of the nucleus of inhabi
tatioh from east to west during the 4th mfflenniurn,
a shift which seems to continue in the same direc
tion during the 3rd millennium. All the sarne, in
the 3rd millennium a shift along a south-north line,
too, cannot be excluded. This second directrix can
not be documented at the moment, since only a
limited part of the sector north of dig A was vi
sited by us.

2. Pottery production.

Numerous kilns far the firing of pottery ware
were localized in Point i and on the eastern slopes
of Point 4. These latter kilns are rather limited
in number, not exceeding four, and can be dated,
thanks to the pottery, to the second half of the
4th millennium. Point i on the other hand seems to
have a larger number of lcilns (twenty or so). It
was visited, without materials being collected, by
one of the authors, M. Vidale, and by M. A. Kaboli,
and it is not possible to give a chronological col
location.

3. Metallurgica! activity.

The very large number of items in bronze found
in the burials in dig A - vases, pins, axes, objects
of art such as embossed plates, and the famous
standard - left no room far doubt that their pro
duction was local.17 Furthermore the Kerman area,
very rich in copper minerals as can be seen from
an examination of the new mineralogical map of
Iran, was already known as an area of advanced
experimentation in bronze-working technology. As
early as the Yth millennium, going by the evidence
of Tal-i-Iblis, copper smelting was well advanced.

In the future Shahdad will certainly be seen to
be a key site far our knowledge of the techno
logical levels of bronze production in the 3rd and
perhaps also in the 4th millennium. In fact, large
expanses, in an areac. 500x500 m. (fig. 2) are
literally covered with slags from the smelting of
copper, nor is it rare to see on the ground traces
of circular or rectangular structures which denote
the presence of furnaces. We restricted our co•
lecting to a few scoriae, some fragments of cruci
bles, and finished bbjects (fig. 6: 1-6).

The vastness of the area aver which the scoriae
are scattered makes us think of a considerable
volume of producfion which could not be explain
ed if its purpose were to meet internal demand
only. The question shall remain open, to be taken
up again after a dose study of the slags, furnaces
and crucibles. We must not forget, however, that
the Kerman area may have been one of the major
sources of supply of copper minerals far Sumerian
Mesopotamia, as well as the Oman peninsula, the
other great centre of production in the 3rd mil
lennium, as literary sources and archaeological evi
dence seem to indicate .~
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4. Working o/ semiprecious stones.

One of the most interesting results of our survey
was without doubt the discovery of areas \vhere
semiprecious stones were worked, in particular
carnelian and agate and, to a lesser extent, chal
cedony1 inciuding the blue variety of oriental chal
cedony, calcite, chiorite, lapis lazuli, turquoise. The
« fossil indicators » to the localization of these areas
were the drill-heads which in recent times bave
attracted the attention of scholars and bave been
the subject of specific studies.’°

We can ]ist a totai of sixteen points where we
coliected flint drill-heads and semi-precious stone
wastes, especialiy carnelian, in various stages of
manufacture (figg. 3-5). These points have been
plotted on a map (fig. 2) and grouped under a
generai graphic index. Within this generalization
of area we have kept distinct the collection points
where a greater amount of drill-heads was ga
thered (more than 50). We must make a special
mention of Point 17 where in a very short time
we gathered more than 700 drills. The area over
which the drils were scattered in Point 17 is
c. 1800 sqm. and we reckon that over this sur
face are spread some thousands of drffls. On the
whole, among the various collection points we
were able to gather about 1100 drills of diffe
rent types. The greater part (88.41%) consists of
ffint microdrills obtained from burin blows, with
dimensions which vary between 5 and 20 mm.
(most widely represented are those in the 5-12 mm.
range). A second type, which represents 2.6%
of the total, is obtained from short, thick blades.
A third type, of which there is only ~ limited num
ber of specimens — about 26, equal to 2.90% of
the total — consists of drills of flint, and in three
cases of basali, with a cylindrical functionai part
and a central depression in the head.

This iast type is known eisewhere at Shahr-i
Sokhta, at Mehrgarh (J.-F. Jarrige, personal com
munication), at Amri, Chanhu-daro and Mohenjo
daro in the Indus valley where, however, it is
never in flint but exclusively in basalt or a type
of granite.2’ The study of the function of this type
of drili has shown that it was used at Shahr-i Sokh
ta not only for drihing beads of a certain size but
also for executing the geometric patterns which
are a characteristic feature of the numerous stamp
seals in chiorite Y -

The other two types of drill are typologically
siinilar if not identkal to those found during a
recent survey at Tepe Hissar as Mrs. Bulgarelli
herself has confirmed to us. The microdrffls from
Shahdad and those from Hissar coincide compie
tely, and the coincidence can also be established
in the subtypes. Naturally, in both sites the tech
nique used in the manufacture of these impie
ments is the same, also from the standpoint of
the support, which, both at Shahdad and at His
sar, is the burin-blow for the ftrst type and a short
thiclc biade for the second.

It shouid be emphasized that from the technical
point of view of the manufacture of microdrills,
the province of Shahdad/Hissar is quite distinct
from that of Shahr-i Sokhta/Kyzyl Kum (Kel’temi
nar culture 24) where this type of implement is oh
tained from a regular retouch on flint microblades .~

At Shahdad as at Hissar the microblade tech
nique seems to be almost entirely absent, even
though in both sites there are attested pyramidal
and prismatic cores of smail size from which micro
blades could be detached. It seems, however, that
the flakes from these cores were produced by burin
blows. The drils were obtained from these flakes
by retouching.

As has aiready been mentioned above, a fair
number of beads was gathered together with those
impiements, for the most part carnelian, in various
phases of processing. The manufacture process
of the beads can easily be followed in the circular
ones with a central hole (fig. 4).

From- the large number of beads broken during
their manufacture (this fact is made clear b’v their
incompleted drilling, of a bipolar type) we may
supposediy infer a high proportion of waste, which
is understandable both on account of the delicate
nature of the drffling operation and aiso due. to a
lowering of the standard of work in the case of a
material like carnelian which was certainly plen
tiful in the shape of pebbles in the dried-out bran
ches of the river-beds that chasacterize the mor
phology of the Shàhdad area.

Other types of stones were noted much less
frequently in our survey, e.g. agate, chalcedony,
oriental chalcedony, calcite, turquoise (we found
only one bead; another was found in the gravey
ard), chiorite, lapis lazuli. li is worth making a
special mention of this last-named stone. Amongst
the finds at the Shahdad graveyards lapis lazuli,
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iii the form of beads whose types vary consider
ably, is frequently attested. We found only two
ffnished beads (a cylindrical and a circular one)
and five smali waste fragrnents. Nevertheless, we
also found two prepared blocks on which the out
of a groove made by a flint biade Is clearly evi
dent (fig. 5: 1). This detail is a characteristic step
in the process of working lapis Iazuli2° and, un
like the finished article, it suffices to show that at
Shahdad in the 3rd millennium B.C. this stone was
also worked. It is thus highly probable that some
where in the settlement of Shahdad, perhaps out
side the area which we visited, there can be found
a workshop for the manufacture of lapis lazuli. If
this is so, it will be a well-defined place of restrict
ed area, as is logical where an imported, and the
refore very valuable, material is worked, unlike
the case of other types of semiprecious stones which
are easily obtainable in loco. As regards carnelian,
we have in fact seen that the areas of manufacture
appear to be fairly widely scattered over a rather
extensive area.

Returning to the drffls, we sbail point out that
their importance has previously been neglected, as
has in practice the greater part of lithic industry,
both in excavating and in studying urban and
protourban centres. This importance has been
stres~ed more than once 27 and we shall not repeat
it here. All the same, it is worth while empha
sizing the basic concept, i.e. that the study of
technologicàl levels and of the productive and
manufacturing processes connected with them, can
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be an incalculable aid in the historical reconstruc
tion of economic and cultural phoenomena, also in
the case of urban and protourban cultures. The
study of these features of material culture beco
mes particularly meaningful in the geographical
setting of arid and semi-arid regions, where higb
Ievels of craftsmanship appear to be born of in
centives and of necessity which anse in environ
rnents where there is a chronic shortage of raw
materials.28 For the Iranian plateàu this stimulus
carne from Sumerian Mesopotamia with its ever
increasing demand for luxury goods which was a
result of its rapid socio-economic growth. Whe
bave evidence of this as far back as the Eearly Dy
nastic [I in Surnerian texts such as «Enmerkar- ami
the Lord of Aratta» and « Enmerkar-Lugalban
da » 29 but we think it possible that the process
may have had remoter origins, as early as the se
cond hall of the 4th rnillenniurn B.C, though with
different forms and mechanisrns.’°

This thickening of trade relationships, which in
the 3rd millennium B.C, not without ups and
downs, appears to involve the whole Middle East,
from Mesopotamia to the Indus, from Turkmenia
to the southern regions of the Persian gulf, Is on~
of the .most impressive phoenornena linked to the
busting out of urban centres on the Iranian pia
teau, resulting in large and flourishing centres such
as ilissar, Shahr-i Sokhta and Shahdad.
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Fig. 2. - Shahdad: areas of working activities within the surveyed area.



SALVATORI - VIDALE

Fig. 5. - 1: iapis-lazuli block with groove produced by
a flint biade; 2: green stone bead; 3, 4, 6, 9: Carnelian
beads; 5: white stone bead; 7, 8, 11, 13, 14, 15: Ca!
cite beads; 10: lapis-lazuli bead; 12: chalcedony bead;
16: chiorite unfinished bead; 17: chiorite spindie
whorl; 18: alabaster unfinished bead; 19: chiorite un-

i’

—1—

3

Fig. 6. - 1-6: copper and bronze implements and stamp
seals; 7: white stone cylinder seal; 8-9: chiorite bowl
fragments.
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~ ~ ~13 Li
Fig. 3. - Nos. 1-10: flint and basalt (no. 5) drills and - — 2

drill-heads; 12: double side retouched bladelet; 13-14:
sickle blades.
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Fig. 4. - Different stages of carnelian bead-making — :t~ -— 9

process.
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Fig. 7. - Black on buff pottery ware from Point 18.

finished stamp-seal.
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Fig. 8. - Black on buff pottery ware from Point 37.

sherd with stamped mark from

LC~

Fig. 13. - Black on buff pottery sherds from Point 18.
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Fig. 9. - Shahdad landscape. Fig. 12. - Red pottery
Point 22.

Fig. 10. - Traces of merging structures of a metal work
shop in the working area at Point 8.

Fig. 11. - Idem. Fig. 14. - Black on green pottery sherds from Point 5.




