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Fig. 1B: photo I. Kurita, courtesy Mr and Mrs Hirose, J. Pons. 
 
 

 
 
Fig. 2: after Carter , 1992. 
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Fig. 3: after Polosmak, 2011b. 
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Fig. 4: after Trever and Lukonin, 1987. 
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Giovanna Lombardo 
 

THE RECENT FINDS AT GELOT, KULJAB DISTRICT, 
AND THEIR IMPORTANCE FOR A RECONSTRUCTION 

OF THE DIFFUSION PATTERN  
OF THE SAPALLI CULTURE  
IN SOUTHERN TAJIKISTAN 

 
 The joint research project in Southern Tajikistan is carried out by 

the Institute for Oriental Studies; Moscow, The Institut for History, Ar-
chaeology and Ethnography, Dushanbe, The Eurasia department of the 
German Archaeological Institute and the Museo Nazionale d’Arte Ori-
entale ‘Giuseppe Tucci’ , Rome. The recent excavations in the site of 
Gelot, in the Kuljab District (fig. 1), conducted by Dr Natalia Vinogra-
dova and Dr Juri Kutimov, have brought to light, beside a number of 
burials of the mixed nomadic – sedentary Beshkent-Vakhsh culture 
(middle of the II millennium B.C.), several graves of the farming Sapal-
li culture, dating from the earlier Sapalli and Djarkutan I phases (late 
III – early II millennium B.C.). These last burials in particular are the 
first discovered in Southern Tajikistan, belonging to the earliest two 
phases of the Sapalli culture, which are in this way documented in the 
region. Before this discover, in the general opinion of the scholars, the 
diffusion of the Sapalli culture in Southern Tajikistan had not taken 
place before the late phases of the culture, i.e. the Molali and Bustan 
phases (Vinogradova, Lombardo 2002, p. 71-72; Vinogradova 2004, p. 
72; Lombardo 2011, p. 30), and its direction must have been from 
Southern Uzbekistan, eastwards to Southern Tajikistan. Together with 
numerous stray finds of the same period, scattered in the whole territory 
of Southern Tajikistan (Kaniuth et al. 2006, S. 88-98; Lombardo 2013; 
Vinogradova 2013), the Sapalli/Djarkutan graves discovered between 
2007 and 2010, and their furniture, demonstrate that the above men-
tioned point of view about the cultural development of the region in the 
Bronze Age should be reconsidered.  

The most remarkable of the Sapalli burials excavated at Gelot is a 
grave discovered in the spring campaign of 2008, burial 2, in 
excavation area 6 (fig. 2) (Vinogradova, Kutimov 2009, p. 102-116; 
Vinogradova et al. 2010, p. 398-401; Teufer,Vinogradova 2010, S. 28-
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31). The grave belonged to an approximately 40 years old woman and 
was of the catacomb type, i.e. with an entrance dromos or pit, and an 
oval burial chamber (fig.3). The skeleton lay crouched on the left side, 
the head was oriented South-eastwards, toward the entrance, in front of 
it there were 11 pottery vessels among pots, beakers, bowls, jugs, bowls 
on stem (figs. 4). All the vessels belonged to the Sapalli – Namazga V 
cultural horizon. Near the left hand of the skeleton lay a circular bronze 
mirror (fig. 5) and beside the head, on the ground, three beads of lapis 
lazuli and one of gold, in proximity of the mirror a marble fragment of 
a seal with part of a rosette in relief has been found. From a point 
outside Burial 2, immediately to the North-west, come a fragmentary 
pin with spiral head, which probably belongs to the furniture of Burial 2 
(fig. 6). 

The most important find, however, was a statuette lying near the 
right foot of the skeleton: the statuette (figs. 8-10, H. cm 13,2, max. W. 
cm 8,2), made of anhydrite, a soft white stone, represents a personage, 
of which is impossible to say if it is a man or a woman, wearing a long 
robe that covers the feet, these and the legs are not represented; the hair 
are gathered in a knot on the nape, the arms are folded on the chest and 
the hands are joint, in the attitude of prayer, well known from the art of 
Near East. The most ancient comparisons for this attitude are in pre and 
protohistoric Mesopotamia (Amiet 1980, p. 349, fig. 164, from Tell es-
Sawwan, 5800 B.C.; 352, fig. 194, from Eridu, 4000-3500 B.C.; 356, 
fig. 226, Uruk Period, 3300 B.C.). The Gelot statuette refers in particu-
lar to the famous statues of “orants” from the Early Dynastic (ED) tem-
ples of the Diyala region and from other centres of the Sumerian culture 
in Mesopotamia: (Frankfort 1970, Pls. 26, 29-31 from Tell Asmar; Pl. 
39, from Khafajah; Braun-Holzinger 1977, Tafn. 2, a-h, statuette of 
Meshkigala, ED III B, 2400 B.C.; 11, f-g, n. 106, ED III B, 2400 B.C., 
a female statue of orant from Sin Temple VIII from Khafajah, ED II, 
2750-2550 B.C.; 28 d-e, statuette of Lamgi-Mari, from Mari, in South 
Eastern Syria, end of the ED IIIB or beginning of the Akkadian Age, 
2400-2350/40 B.C.; Amiet 1980, p. 359, figs. 259, 262, 2 from Nippur, 
2700/600 and 2500 B:C.); other comparisons, more similar to our statu-
ette, for their sizes, come from Elam (Amiet 1966, s. 92, fig. 48, repre-
senting a seated (?) orant, from a hoard on the acropolis of Susa 3000-
2900 B.C., Paleo-elamite Age; 180-181, fig. 132 A-B, Susa, temple of 
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Ninkhursag, 2700 B.C.; 188, fig. 138, 2600-2700 B.C.; 190, fig. 140). 
In south eastern Iran the Gelot statuette refers in part, from the icono-
graphic point of view, to the clay statues from Shahdad, in the Kerman 
region (2600-1950 B.C.), although these are much larger, we could say 
life size, and are not exactly comparable to it (Hakemi 1997, p. 298, n. 
1453, 199, n. 1479, 345, n. 2145, see in particular 347, n. 2162, a fe-
male statue with hair gathered up in a knot, 382, n. 2629, 392, n. 2750, 
for the hairdressing see also the head p. 333, n. 1988). All the statues 
come from the A Cemetery, 2600-1950/1900 B.C.). 

The context in which the statuette has been found is however dif-
ferent from that of the Mesopotamian and Elamite statuettes of orants, 
which come mostly from sacred buildings, sometimes bear an inscrip-
tion with the name of the donor or a dedication to the god and were 
probably ex voto, reproducing the donor himself or a god, whereas the 
Gelot specimen comes from a burial, like the numerous examples of 
clay or stone statuettes in central Asia and those from Shahdad (see also 
Shirinov, Baratov 1997, S. 85, abb. 13, A-B, 113, abb. 31, 4 from 
Djarkutan, necropolis 4c; Avanesova 1997, S. 167, abb. 11 b, 1-3, 168, 
abb. 12, 3). The symbolic meaning of the Central Asian statuettes is 
probably different from that of the Mesopotamian and Elamite speci-
men: here, in the funerary contexts, they probably substitute the dead 
person, as in the cenotaphs, or represent an ancestor (Lombardo, 
Teufer, Vinogradova 2011, p. 144). 

The Gelot statuette appears as belonging to the Bactrian artistic and 
iconographic tradition, which reinterpreted the Mesopotamian 
prototypes, but in the same time it has no exact comparisons either 
among the Bactrian statuettes coming from the plundered graves of 
Afghanistan. These differ from it, being composite, made of various 
materials, like steatite or chlorite, limestone and other stones, and 
representing, at least most of them, seated personages dressed with the 
characteristic Sumerian garment, the kaunakes, made of wool locks 
(Pottier 1984, Pls. XXXVII-XL; Salvatori 1990, p. 181-182 and col. 
figs. 108-115). Nearer to the Gelot statuette, in the Bactrian tradition, 
are a copper female figurine of orant, dressed in a long robe, with the 
hands on her chest (Pottier 1984, Pl. XLI, n. 305 and p. 46) and a 
bronze cosmetic container in the form of a woman, very similar to the 
copper figurine (Amiet 1990, colour fig. 83) both dating between the 
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last third of the III and the beginning of the II millennium B.C. 
Notwithstanding the lack of precisely comparable specimen we can 
conclude that the Gelot statuette can be ascribed to the Bactria-
Margiana Archaeological Complex, and that it is a reinterpretation of 
the sumero-elamite statuettes of the IV and III millennia B.C..  

The importance of the discovery of Burial 2 at Gelot lays not only 
in the rich furniture, but also in the fact that the furniture itself is an 
unicum for the area, being the first Sapalli-Djarkutan complex discov-
ered in Southern Tajikistan, at some extent comparable with the burial 
furniture of the great Sapalli Middle Bronze cemeteries of Uzbekistan 
and Northern Afghanistan. This modifies, at least in small part, the im-
agine of Southern Tajikistan as the area of the whole Bactria where the 
Sapalli culture shows its poorest aspect. 

Besides the rich Burial 2 other graves, belonging to the Sapalli and 
Djarkutan phases of the farming culture, have been excavated in the 
2007-2010 campaigns, as I said before: a cenotaph of the catacomb 
type (excavation area 4, burial 2), the burial chamber of which con-
tained four vessels of the Sapalli culture and, in the filling, disarticulat-
ed ram bones (fig. 11). All the vessels, a large spouted pot, a tall globu-
lar jug, a goblet and a small ellipsoidal pot, are wheel made, some with 
red, some with white slip (Vinogradova et al. 2010, p. 395-396). An-
other Sapalli grave (excavation area 4, burial 3) contained the skeleton 
of a woman and again four wheel made vessels and a fragment of a pot 
of kitchen ware (Vinogradova et al. 2010, p. 396), fig. 12. Finally, two 
more cenotaphs with the skeletons of two rams were discovered at 
Gelot (Vinogradova et al. 2010, p. 401) and one in the Darnaichi area, 
containing a large pot of the Sapalli phase and a miniature bronze bowl.  

To sum up, all the Sapalli graves excavated in the years between 
2007 and 2010, not only at Gelot but in the contiguous area of Dar-
naichi, demonstrate that this culture began to spread in Southern Tajiki-
stan in the last centuries of the III millennium. This is confirmed also 
by a great number of fortuitous finds of the Middle and even of the Ear-
ly Bronze Age (?) discovered in the whole region during several years 
(Kaniuth et al. 2006; Lombardo 2013, Vinogradova 2013). This means 
that the Gelot statuette is not an isolated find or only an import, and that 
definitely the Gelot-Kulyab area and perhaps the Danghara region, pos-
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sibly even the whole territory of Southern Tajikistan, must be full of 
products of the art and handicraft of the Bactrian civilization. 

The first two phases of the Sapalli culture are so documented in the 
region, at least in the Kuljab District, which lays at few kilometres from 
Afghanistan and although it is not contiguous to the centres of the 
Dashly oasis, is in any case near to Southern Bactria: the farming buri-
als discovered in the Gelot-Darnaichi area must therefore belong to the 
same cultural continuum. 

The discovery of burials of the Sapalli and Djarkutan phases at 
Gelot opens therefore a broader perspective in the archaeology of 
Southern Tajikistan and leads us to reconsider, at least in part, as I said 
before, the theory, accepted up till now by the scholars about the chro-
nology of the appearing of the farming culture in the region.  

It is true that from the very beginning of the excavations in the ar-
ea, in the seventies of the XXth century, until the late nineties, only set-
tlements and cemeteries belonging to the Molali and Bustan phases 
have been discovered, among these we can mention the necropolises of 
Tandyriul and Zar-Kamar, in the Hissar valley: the first one is on the 
border between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, has been thoroughly exca-
vated and belongs to the early Molali phase (Vinogradova 1991, p. 68-
88; Vinogradova 2004, p. 13-23). In the upper Vakhsh valley the ceme-
teries of Nurek, and Kangurttut are respectively of the middle and late 
Molali and, partly, of the Bustan phase (Kangurttut). Like the necropo-
lis of Tandyriul, two catacomb burials found near the town of Kishlar 
Kala (Shah Oasis, district of Shaartuz), can be also ascribed to the early 
Molali phase (Vinogradova, Lombardo 2002, p. 84). Other farming 
sites excavated in Southern Tajikistan are the settlements of Teguzak, 
Dakhana, Kangurttut, Baraki Kurug, all dating to the Molali and Bustan 
phases, and the Early Iron Age village of Karim Berdi, in (Vinogrado-
va, Lombardo 2002, p. 78-83, 114-118).  

In the light of the new finds at Gelot we should not only 
acknowledge that the diffusion of the Sapalli culture had already begun 
in the Middle Bronze Age but also consider that it could also have fol-
lowed a different trend: according to the generally accepted view in the 
Late Bronze Age the spread of the Sapalli culture took place along a 
line running from Southern Uzbekistan to Southern Tajikistan. We 
must take into account, however, that the Sapalli culture was also pre-
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sent, in the Middle Bronze Age, in Southern Bactria, i.e. Northwestern 
Afghanistan where, in the Dashly Oasis, monumental complexes of the 
Sapalli and Djarkutan phases of the Sapalli culture have been excavated 
in the sites of Dashly 1 and 3 (Sarianidi 1976, p. 21-86). Therefore, we 
should consider the hypothesis, not so improbable, that perhaps a first 
group of population of the Sapalli culture could have appeared in 
Southern Tajikistan in the Middle Bronze Age, starting from the Dashly 
oasis instead that from the Surkhandarja area of Southern Uzbekistan, if 
we hypothesize that the Dashly centres can be contemporary of the Uz-
bek ones. 

The geographic position of Gelot and Darnaichi is not proximal to 
the Dashly sites but still it is in the Southern part of Southern Tajiki-
stan, moreover, the area between Gelot and the Dashly Oasis is only 
partially investigated and other sites of the Sapalli/Djarkutan phases 
could be discovered there, providing a link among all the sites of these 
earlier phases of the farming culture and a continuous line of its diffu-
sion towards Tajikistan.  

The Sapalli graves discovered at Gelot and Darnaichi belong to co-
herent funerary contexts, whereas the other finds dating to the first 
phases of the Sapalli culture consist, as I said above, in random finds, 
separated from a contemporary homogeneous context and spread in the 
territory of Southern Tajikistan. This difference could indicate that the 
diffusion of the Sapalli culture more Northwards was still at an initial 
stage between the end of the III and the beginning of the II millennium. 
As we know, most of the Molali and Bustan sites excavated up till now 
are in the northern part of Southern Tajikistan, at the moment no real 
Sapalli or Djarkutan site has yet been found there. The only finds of the 
Sapalli Djarkutan phases in a more northern region are in the area of the 
Nurek reservoir, where A. Yusupov in 1983 brought to light, in the 
cemetery of Krug-Sai, a group of 15 graves, one of which contained the 
bones of a ram and three vessel comparable to the Dashly 3 assem-
blage; outside the burial, in the ashes of a hearth a clay figurine of the 
Namazga III type has been found (Vinogradova 2011, 2013; Lombardo 
2013). Also in the Nurek reservoir area, in one of the hills of the site of 
Teguzak, some intact vessel of the late Sapalli phase have been found 
in the course of the 2009 campaign, in a sounding made by Dr Kutimov 
and Dr Filimonova, but these finds were out of any context, as no ne-
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cropolis has yet been discovered there. These are up till now the only 
finds of the Early(?)/Middle Bronze Age found more to the north of the 
Danghara-Kulyab areas. 

In the settlement of Kangurttut, moreover, levels of the neolithic 
culture of Hissar lay directly above those of the Late Bronze Age, with 
no intermediate stratum belonging to an earlier Bronze Age phase 
(Vinogradova, Lombardo 2002, p. 78; Vinogradova 2004, p. 102-103; 
for the description of the Hissar levels at Kangurttut see Ranov, Fili-
monova 2008, p. 43-66): although the hypothesis that the Hissar culture 
could have lingered in this area till the middle of the II millennium is 
not confirmed, and, on the contrary, a hiatus of 1000 years is docu-
mented in the stratigraphy (Vinogradova 2004, p. 102-103), the pres-
ence at Kangurttut of a level with remains of the neolithic Hissar cul-
ture and, in the same time, the absence of any trace of the Sapalli and 
Djarkutan phases lets us think that there is actually no cultural stratum 
belonging to the Middle Bronze Age in this settlement. At present, in 
any case, there is no evidence of the earlier phases of the Sapalli cul-
ture, not only at Kangurttut but also in most of the other excavated Mo-
lali and Bustan sites. The almost total absence of documentation of the-
se phases in the Northern part of Southern Tajikistan can possibly be 
due, as I said before, to lack of complete investigation of the area, but 
we must also consider the hypothesis that the Sapalli culture spread in 
the region of Southern Tajikistan in an irregular and discontinuous way, 
perhaps even in different moments, reaching the whole northern part of 
the region, in this case from Southern Uzbekistan, at a later time, 
around the second quarter /middle of the II millennium, during the Mo-
lali and Bustan phases, whereas now we can reasonably state that it had 
begun to spread in the South-eastern part of Southern Tajikistan be-
tween the last century of the III and the beginning of the II millennium.  

The archaeological research should establish if it is possible to 
speak at least of Middle Bronze Age in the whole Southern Tajikistan 
(we cannot entirely rule out the presence even of the Early Bronze Age, 
given the presence of a centre such as Sarazm in the Northwestern part 
of Tajikistan and some sporadic early Bronze Age find in the South – 
Lombardo forthcoming), whether these phases can also be documented 
farther North and West in the previously excavated area, i.e. in the 
Vakhsh, Kafirnigan and Kyzylsu valleys, and more to the West, in the 
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Surkhandarja and Hissar valleys or, on the contrary, they are present 
only and in the Kuljab zone and perhaps in the Danghara area. Further 
researches should, in conclusion, allow to understand whether the 
diffusion of the Sapalli culture of the last centuries of the III 
millennium extended to the above mentioned more northern region or it 
was arrested in this contiguous southern area.  
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The figures courtesy of the Archaeological Expedition in 
Southern Tajikistan, Institute for Oriental Studies, Sciences Acad-
emy of Russia, Moscow. 

 

 
Fig. 1: The area of the sites of the Sapalli culture 
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Fig. 2-3: Burial 2 in area 6 of the necropolis of Gelot 



492 

 
 
Fig. 4: Burial 2, pottery vessels  
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Fig. 5: Burial 2, particular of the mirror 
 

 
Fig. 6: Burial 2, particular of the statuette 
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Fig. 7: Burial 2  
1-4, beads; 5, fragment of a stone seal (?); 6, bronze mirror; 7, spiral headed 
bronze pin; 8, designs of the statuette 
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Figs. 8-10: Burial 2, stone statuette of a personage in the attitude of prayer 
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Fig. 11: Excavation 4, Burial 2, cenotaph , pottery vessels  
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Figs 12: Pottery vessels from Burial 3, Area 4 
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