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CULTURAL DIVERSITY AND EVOLUTION OF CERAMIC 
PRODUCTION DURING THE PRE-ACHAEMENID  
AND ACHAEMENID PERIODS IN CENTRAL ASIA

Johanna Lhuillier 

Summary. In Southern Central Asia, the Middle and Late Iron Ages, corresponding to the pre-
Achaemenid and Achaemenid periods (Yaz II and III periods, ca. 1000-329 BC) were a period 
of significant socio-cultural change during which interruptions in material culture evidenced 
archaeologically do not coincide with political changes. This article aims to present the study of 
ceramic assemblages, based on three representative sites (Ulug-depe in Turkmenistan, Kuchuk-tepe 
and Koktepe in Uzbekistan) that permit an understanding of these major transformations following 
both a diachronic approach throughout the Iron Age and a synchronic approach at the macro-regional 
level. Major evolutionary trends emerge, which lead to the suggestion of the existence of regional 
variations within the widespread Yaz II-III culture, likely as a reflection of polities that are independent, 
but culturally related. 

Key words: archaeology, Central Asia, Iron Age, Yaz II-III, pre-Achaemenid and Achaemenid periods, 
pottery.

Резюме. В южной части Центральной Азии средний и поздний железные века, соответству-
ющие доахеменидскому и ахеменидскому периодам (периоды Яз II и III, около 1000-329 гг. до 
н.э.), были периодом значительных социокультурных изменений, во время которых перерывы 
в материальной культуре, подтвержденные археологически, не совпадали с политическими 
изменениями. Цель этой статьи - представить исследование керамических комплексов, ос-
нованное на трех репрезентативных памятниках (Улуг-депе в Туркменистане, Кучук-тепе и 
Коктепе в Узбекистане), которые позволяют понять эти основные трансформации, следуя как 
диахроническому подходу на протяжении всего железного века, так и синхронному подходу 
на макрорегиональном уровне. Выявленные основные эволюционные тенденции приводят к 
предположению о существовании региональных вариаций в рамках широко распространен-
ной культуры Яз II-III, что является, вероятно, свидетельством существования независимых, 
но культурно связанных политий.

Ключевые слова: археология, Центральная Азия, железный век, Яз II-III, до-ахеменидский и 
ахеменидский периоды; керамика.
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The long history of the Central Asian Iron Age is 
marked by two major cultural breaks. The first 
of them happened at the transition between the 

Late Bronze Age and the Early Iron Age (ca. 1500/1400 
BC), a period of profound cultural transformation that 
is characterized by the disappearance of the Bronze Age 
Oxus Civilization and the appearance of the Handmade 
painted ware cultures, also known as Yaz I (Lhuillier, 
2013a).

These cultures disappeared, in turn, around 1000-
900 BC, at the beginning of the Middle Iron Age, also 
known as Yaz II. A new material complex appears that 
is characterized by highly standardized, wheel-thrown 
ceramics, and the development of fortifications and 

small, fortified buildings. At the same time, however, the 
period is characterized by the continuation of the same 
funerary practices and occupation of the same sites as 
during the Early Iron Age.

These latter elements will remain constant until the 
next period of the Late Iron Age, which is convention-
ally considered to begin around 540 BC, when Cyrus II 
conquered Central Asia, which became a satrapy of the 
empire. Controlled from the capital of the Persian Em-
pire, this satrapy is known to us by Herodotus and lists 
of cuneiform inscriptions from Iran. Yet, archaeological 
data that would allow for the characterization of this 
period are a rare phenomenon, due to the small amount 
of purely Achaemenid artifacts that have been found 
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(Lhuillier, 2018; Briant, 2020). This period is generally 
considered to be the Yaz III period; therefore, the term 
Yaz III is used here as a chronological marker for the last 
period of the Iron Age, rather than as a term for the pe-
riod of Achaemenid control.

Middle and Late Iron Ages: 
Cultural characterization 
In the Middle and Late Iron Ages, the settlements 

that had appeared during the Early Iron Age period 
were continuously occupied, but those inhabited from 
as early as the Bronze Age are generally abandoned, 
with rare exceptions. New sites were also established 
and the number of sites during this period is estimated 
at about 300. They are largely found in the areas already 
occupied in the Early Iron Age – in Margiana, in the foot-
hills of Kopet Dagh, in Bactria, in Sogdiana, in Ustrusha-
na – but also in areas newly occupied by sedentary cul-
tures – the Chorasmia – while the territory occupied by 
steppe related cultures now extend to the Chach and 
Ferghana Valley (Fig. 1). On the margins of this territory, 
evidences of interaction are found with local cultures, as 
in the inner Syr-Darya delta in Karakalpakistan (Bonora, 
2019) or in the upper Atrek Valley in Iran (Bruno, 2019). 

During this period, the territory seems to have been 
occupied by a material culture much more homoge-
neous than previously. Therefore, this apparent homo-
geneity can be explained in two ways: either the previ-
ous local cultural substrates disappeared, and whether 
this was the result of a local evolution or an exterior 
influence should be clarified, or, they are still very much 

present and the occupation of the territory in question 
is more heterogeneous than it seems at first sight. 

The main difficulty in distinguishing between the 
Middle and Late Iron Ages in Central Asia is that minimal 
evidence of markers of Achaemenid domination have 
been discovered, as well as the fact that Central Asian ce-
ramics (Yaz complex II-II) appear to have no commonali-
ties with Achaemenid Persia material culture. A. Cattenat 
and J.-C. Gardin situate the boundary between the two 
ensembles near the Helmand River Basin (Afghanistan) 
and the Kopet Dagh (Turkmenistan), the only regions of 
Central Asia, including the Chorasmia (Francfort, 2005, P. 
321), where instances of Iranian pottery are found (Cat-
tenat, Gardin, 1977, P. 242-243). Other markers of Ach-
aemenid presence in Central Asia can also be identified, 
such as coins issued in Central Asia and a few inscriptions 
of the Achaemenid era (Francfort, 2005. P. 324), as well 
as a group of administrative parchments and inscribed 
tally sticks, that date to the very end of the Achaemenid 
domination (Naveh, Shaked, 2012). Luxury objects, such 
as seals and stone vases of local tradition and fabrication 
integrate Achaemenid designs (Francfort, 2013. P. 49), 
and pieces of gold from the treasures of the Oxus and Mir 
Zakah I and II contain elements of Achaemenid-type ob-
jects either imported or locally manufactured (Francfort, 
2005. P. 337).

However, it is not necessary to re-discuss the re-
lationship between Iran and Central Asia, as the com-
plexity of these connections were already emphasized 
long ago in the seminal article by A. Cattenat and J.-C. 
Gardin. Rather, it is important to focus on Central Asia 

Fig. 1. Map of regions and sites mentioned (© J. Lhuillier)
Карта регионов и памятников, упоминаемых в тексте

Johanna Lhuillier
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itself during this same period: many researchers have 
indeed demonstrated the existence of a “polity” from 
the pre-Achaemenid period onward, in speaking of 
an “ancient Bactrian community” (D’jakonov, 1954. 
P. 140), of an “autonomous cultural entity” (Cattenat, 
Gardin, 1977. P. 245-246), or of an “old Bactrian com-
plex” (Askarov, Al’baum, 1979. P. 66), with differences, 
according to the researchers, concerning the borders 
given to this cultural entity. As this fact elicits a more or 
less clear consensus, we seek here to characterize this 
period to the extent possible, by taking into account the 
diversity of ceramics, and proposing some very prelim-
inary chronological milestones. Since V.N. Pilipko has 
devoted his career to investigate the cultures and the 
pottery of the Iron Age and Antiquity in Central Asia, we 
believe appropriate to dedicate this small study on the 
Middle/Late Iron Age to him. 

Ceramics: Evidence of manifestations 
of diversity 
In this context, where art objects are very uncom-

mon – a phenomenon accentuated by the absence of 
burials – ceramics constitute not only the overwhelm-
ing majority of the material available, but are also the 
best indicator of the existence of local characteristics, 
as well as the technological developments related to the 
cultural, socio-economic, and political transformations 
that affected Central Asia during this period. 

From a strictly chronological point of view, the distinc-
tion between the ceramic complexes of the Yaz II period 
and the Yaz III period is difficult. However, a few elements 
of the evolution between these two periods can be found, 
particularly in northern Bactria, where jars with beak-
shaped rims appeared during the Yaz II period and coex-
isted during the Yaz III period with those that have banded 
rims (manzhet-rims) (Sverchkov, Boroffka, 2008; Shajdul-
laev, 2002. P. 313-319). A similar pattern is observed in 
southern Bactria, at Bactra and Cheshme-Shafa (Lhuillier 
et al. in print). In the oasis of Merv, these types would have 
been more numerous, and the lips of jars would have had 
more diverse forms in Yaz III than in Yaz II period (Cattani, 
Genito, 1998. P. 76). B. Lyonnet points out that, generally, 
beak-shaped rims are characteristic of the Yaz II period 
and that jars of small dimension, with a rounded, everted 
lip and incurving walls and those with a banded rim (Fig. 
2) are characteristic of the Yaz III period (Lyonnet, 1997. 
P. 108-109). These studies have laid the groundwork for 
identifying chronological markers. The work presented 
here is based on the ceramic material from recent and 
well-stratified excavations conducted at Ulug-depe and 
Koktepe, as well as on a review of the ceramics from Ku-
chuk-tepe, and is part of the same conversation. 

Ulug-depe and the Yaz II Complex 
Located in the foothills of Kopet Dagh in Turkmeni-

stan (Fig. 1), this site is the only one in Central Asia that 

Fig. 2. Yaz-depe, banded rim jar during excavation (© V. M. Masson, unpublished excavation report)
Яз-депе, хум с воротничковым венчиком в процессе раскопок 
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was occupied continuously from the Chalcolithic period 
to the Middle Iron Age. A Middle Iron Age city, the date 
of which seems assured by both the stratigraphy and ra-
diocarbon dating, was identified in this area. It consists 
of an upper town with massive buildings located along 
a main street and a lower town, surrounded by a forti-
fication wall (Lecomte, 2013. P. 170-180; Lhuillier et al., 
2015). 

This site, therefore, offers the opportunity to 
better characterize this period: based on the stratig-
raphy, two phases that are attached to two ceramic 
complexes1 —which differ morphologically and prob-
ably also technologically – can be defined (Lhuillier et 
al., 2013). 

The oldest complex (Fig. 3-1), which follows the Ear-
ly Iron Age without interruption (Bendezu-Sarmiento, 
Lhuillier, 2011; Lhuillier et al., 2015), seems to be char-
acterized by globular jars, while those with vertical 
walls are much less frequent. While most of these have 
a beak-shaped rim, or sometimes hook-shaped rim, ex-
amples with a concave, outward slanting, or triangular 
banded rim are also found. There are also forms that 
are more prevalent in following periods, such as jars 
with flat rims or small jars with everted rims. Among 
the open vessels found, there are also forms that will 
be frequent during the following periods, including 
small basins with flared walls and either narrowed 
or down-turned rims, and semi-spherical bowls with 
incurving rims. But others seem, in the present state 
of research, to be only documentable in this period; 
examples include semi-spherical bowls with rims that 

1 19 000 sherds from this assemblage were studied. 

are either raised or everted (S-shaped), bowls with in-
curving walls and rims that are straight and flat, beak-
shaped, or thickened. Cylindrical-conical beakers were 
already present at this time, but appear to be generally 
smaller in dimension (average diameters at the base: 
4 cm). Small basins may also have carinations, with a 
concave wall in the upper half, which is not the case 
in the following ceramic complexes. The most striking 
feature of this complex is the presence of a red slip on 
some of the sherds, which appears to have been ap-
plied heterogeneously on the interior and sometimes 
the exterior, of the entire wall or only on the lip. 

Within the second complex, new forms emerged 
(Fig. 3-2). There is a continuation of jars with beak-
shaped rims, with either globular or more or less 
vertical walls, sometimes with a cordon decorating 
the shoulder. But essentially, from this point on, jars 
had vertical walls and a banded rim that has a verti-
cal, triangular, concave, or convex profile. These jars 
are often carinated, and the carination may be angled, 
convex, thickened, or slanted. There are also small 
narrow-necked jugs with a thin or rounded outcurv-
ing rim, as well as jars with everted rims and in some 
cases, a neck. Large storage jars with a flat, horizontal 
rim have a coarser fabric that is often rich in mineral 
temper. Open vases also show a large variety of forms: 
small basins with flared or incurving, and sometimes 
carinated, walls; larger basins with a cordoned rim; 
plates with a rim that is either narrow, rounded, angu-
lar, or down-turned; carinated bowls with a rim that is 
more or less everted, or even ovoid bowls with incurv-
ing rims; beakers with flat bases or more frequently, 
with truncated bases. 

Fig. 3. Ulug-depe, vases from the Yaz II period: 1. Phase 1; 2. Phase 2 (© MAFTur/ J. Lhuillier & P. Hamouda) 
Улуг-депе, вазы периода Яз II: 1. фаза 1; 2. фаза 2 (© MAFTur/ J. Lhuillier & P. Hamouda)

Johanna Lhuillier
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Kuchuk-tepe and the Yaz II and III Complexes 
Kuchuk-tepe, located in Bactria in southern Uzbeki-

stan (Fig. 1), was occupied throughout the Iron Age. The 
site was excavated in the 1970s (Askarov, Al’baum, 1979). 
The study of the material shows a trend towards increased 
complexity over time. The earliest forms of wheel-thrown 
pottery from the Iron Age, which, at this site date back to 
the Yaz I period,2 are very simple and essentially similar to 
handmade shapes. These include: bowls, small basins, jars 
with everted rims, but also jars with pointed beak-shaped 
rims, and the first truncated beakers with shallow walls 
(Askarov, Al’baum, 1979. Pl. 3-7, 10-11, 13). 

Beginning in the Middle Iron Age (Kuchuk II period), 
new forms appeared (Askarov, Al’baum, 1979. Pl. 15-18). 
These include globular or vertical wall jars, with beak-
shaped rims that are frequently pointed and almost 
hook-shaped, often with a cordon around the shoulder. 
There are also jars with banded rims, with vertical, con-
vex, triangular, or raised profiles, as well as jars with 
everted rims. The truncated beakers have a prominent, 
angular carination. According to A. Askarov, V. Aminov 
and U. Rakhmanov, there are very few banded rims in 
the earliest stages corresponding to the Yaz II period 
(Askarov et al., 1978. P. 54-55). From the following stage 
on, which correlates approximately to the second part 
of the Yaz II period, there are a variety of banded rims; 
these become more common in the Yaz III period. 

Indeed, in the following period (Kuchuk III), jars still 
may have beak-shaped rims, though more rounded, but 
the rims are more commonly banded rims, with verti-
cal, concave, or convex profiles. The truncated beakers 
from this period have a prominent, angular carination, 
but the overall form becomes more elongated. There are 
also semi-circular bowls with incurving walls.

The preliminary study of this material3 shows that 
morphological variations are more significant than 
what is currently cited in publications: there are much 
rarer forms, such as beakers with slightly banded rims, 
evidenced by only a few examples (Fig. 4). This shape is 
also known in the lower and the upper layers of Talash-

2 This is not the case at all sites (see Lhuillier, 2013b. P. 122-124).
3 We were able to study more than 1 800 sherds from Yaz II and 
III levels. 

kan-tepe (Shajdullaev, 2002. Fig. 32-5, 50-4,7). Study 
also shows that the jars with banded rims are more nu-
merous than at Ulug-depe, and that these same banded 
rims present a larger quantity of variants, with so-called 
“complex” banded rims, which are either cordoned, 
raised/pinched, or triangular. 

Koktepe and the Yaz III Complex
This site, about 30 km north of Samarkand in Uz-

bekistan (Sogdiana), was occupied primarily between 
the Early Iron Age and the Hellenistic period (Fig. 1). No 
architecture clearly associated with the Middle Iron Age 
period has been identified, but two fortified buildings 
and various others relate to the Late Iron Age (Rapin, 
2007. P. 36-38). 

Researchers believed until recently that, in Sogdiana, 
the ceramic forms of Yaz II-III type were known from the 
Middle Iron Age (Isamiddinov, 2002. P. 104-109), but the 
identification by B. Lyonnet (2013) of an entirely original 
ceramic complex from Koktepe during the Yaz II period, 
known as pinkish burnished ware (Fig. 5-1), provides 
new perspectives (see also Khasanov, 2021). It seems 
that in Koktepe the handmade painted pottery of the Ear-
ly Iron Age (Lhuillier et al., 2012) was replaced during the 
Middle Iron Age by this pinkish burnished ware and not 
by wheel-thrown pottery. The fabric, which has a rose to 
dark purple coloration, is rather coarse and tempered 
with shale that is very visible on the surface. The vessels, 
handmade, include both high quality bowls and cups with 
straight, flat rims, as well as coarse large storage jars and 
blackened cooking pots. Among these, the forms of cook-
ing pots with lugs partially fall within the continuation 
of certain forms that appeared during the Yaz I period, 
but most importantly, they show parallels with Saka cul-
ture cooking pots from the Central Asian steppe (Lyonnet, 
2013. P. 264-266). The appearance of these ceramic types 
probably indicate an influence of the northern Central 
Asian cultures, and could be related to the various raids 
carried out by these nomads to the south of their usual 
territory; these raids are mentioned later in Achaemenid 
textual sources. 

According to B. Lyonnet (2013), these ceramics 
seems to have had a long duration of use, since they are 
found in the following period, where they even imitate 

Fig. 4. Kuchuk-tepe,  
bowls with banded rims  

(© J. Lhuillier) 
Кучук-тепе, сосуды  

с воротничковым венчиком
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wheel-thrown shapes. Indeed, during the Late Iron Age, 
wheel-thrown ceramics related to the Yaz III type com-
plex appears in Koktepe, similar to pottery known else-
where in Central Asia during the same period, both by 
its forms and fabric, as well as by its color. 

Therefore, because of the particularity of these ce-
ramic complexes, it remains difficult to link the occupa-
tion of Koktepe to the overall Central Asian chronologi-
cal sequence. It appears that none of the forms consid-
ered to be characteristic at the beginning of the Yaz II 
– particularly, jars with pronounced beak-shaped rims 
– are attested at Koktepe.4 Some forms, such as jars with 
everted lips, bowls with flared walls, or truncated bea-
kers with either convex or angular carinations are pres-
ent, but they appear to have changed little during the 
Yaz II-III periods, and are therefore not good markers. 

However, some characteristic forms from the sec-
ond part of the Yaz II period are attested. Notably, this is 
the case for banded rim jars with vertical profiles, and 
bowls with triangular, down-turned rims.  

Finally, most of the forms from the Yaz III period are 
present (Fig. 5-2). The appearance of banded rims that 
are either raised or pinched, triangular, or ridged is evi-
denced during this time. Truncated beakers with angu-
lar carinations can be related to this stage. However, it 
should also be noted that some of the most characteris-
tic forms from the Yaz III period in Bactria are absent, 
especially complex banded rim jars. 

A Study from a Macro-Regional Perspective
Thus emerge common characteristics that can be 

considered as reliable chronological markers, which 
confirm earlier observations (beak-shaped rims at the 
beginning of the period Yaz II; the appearance of band-
ed rims later in the same period, which become more 
varied and more frequent in the Yaz III period; tendency 

4 Approximately 4 000 wheel-thrown sherds from the KT II and KT 
III levels were studied.

toward more elongated ceramic walls). The first results 
obtained on these ceramics show that the overall im-
pression of homogeneity in the Yaz II-III complexes in 
fact effectively mask smaller, less noticeable differences 
that constitute the most valuable information concern-
ing the confusing chronology and other problems of cul-
tural attribution in the Central Asian Iron Age. 

Other elements must be understood from a regional, 
synchronic perspective. Indeed, there are certain sites 
where a cultural differentiation is observed, in part due 
to various influences: more circumscribed patterns ex-
ist, such as at Koktepe, where wheel-turned ceramics 
only appear at the end of the Yaz II period. 

Thus, the comparison between the Yaz II period as-
semblage from Ulug-depe and that of Bactria – including 
that of Kuchuk-tepe (Sverchkov, Boroffka, 2008; 2016), 
shows that there are variations even within the domi-
nant assemblage. At Ulug-depe, the oldest ceramics are 
characterized by an abundance of beak-shaped or hook-
shaped rim jars, which is consistent with the evidence 
found by L. Sverchkov and N. Boroffka: these ceramic 
types are characteristic of stage Yaz IIA at Bektepa, Ku-
chuk, Kyzylcha 6, and at small sites near Denau in north-
ern Bactria, as well as at Tillya II in Southern Bactria,5 
or at El’ken III or Garry-Kjariz I in the foothills of Kopet 
Dagh. According to them, the Yaz IIB complex is mainly 
defined by the appearance of vertical banded rim jars, 
which only become abundant during the Yaz III peri-
od. However, at Ulug-depe, there are numerous banded 
rim jars found in buildings occupied already during the 
second stage of the Yaz II period. Ulug-depe is also dis-
tinguished by some scarce evidence of carinated bowls 
with convex walls and S-rims (tulip bowls), a form that 
was widespread in Iran during the Achaemenid period 
and before (Cattenat, Gardin, 1977. P. 235-236. Fig. 5). 
This seems to confirm the observations of Cattenat and 

5 The same observation can be drawn from the pottery excavated 
at Bactra (Lhuillier et al. in print). 

Fig. 5. Koktepe: 1. Handmade pinkish, burnished ware vases from the KT II period; 2. Wheel-made vases from  
the KT III period (© Mafouz-Sogdiana/ J. Lhuillier & J. Valley Raewsky). 

Коктепе: 1. Лепные красно-ангобированные вазы периода КТ II; 2. Вазы периода КТ III,  
изготовленные на гончарном круге
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Gardin (1977. P. 243), that the Kopet Dagh was a zone 
of co-occurrence of Iranian and Central Asian shapes. 
Some of the features that have been observed may be 
explained, in part, by this geographically privileged po-
sition at the interface between Iran and Central Asia. 

Also during the Yaz III period, indications of re-
gionalization can be pointed out at Koktepe (absence 
of complex banded rims, for example), as well as at 
Kuchuk-tepe (where, on the contrary, there is a large 
variety of banded rims). During the same time period, 
the ceramics from Chorasmia are also characterized by 
their singularity: these forms are Yaz II-III types, but the 
fabric is coarser and the vessels are decorated with a 
red slip on the interior and exterior (Jagodin et al., 1985. 
P. 329. Pl. CLIX) (Fig. 6). 

So the phasing of the Yaz II and Yaz III ceramic com-
plexes do not coincide exactly from one site to another. The 
following two hypotheses, which should be considered as 
potentially complementary, could offer an explanation: 

1. Either it is necessary to adhere to a chronological 
perspective only, and postulate the existence of a gap 
between Margiana and the foothills of Kopet Dagh on 
one hand, Bactria on the other hand, and, finally, Sogdi-
ana. Banded rims would have appeared earlier in Mar-
giana and in the foothills of Kopet Dagh, beginning in the 
Yaz IIA stage. In contrast, in Sogdiana, their appearance 
would have been later, with less variation. If this hypoth-
esis is correct, this would mean that the Yaz IIA stage is 
represented at Yaz-depe6 as well as at Ulug-depe, which 
would be consistent with the stratigraphic continuity ob-
served between Yaz I and II levels at both sites;

2. Either this difference indicates the existence of re-
gional particularities that have been thus far obscured 
by the apparent uniformity, from one site to another, of 
the ceramics from the Yaz II-III periods. This phenom-
enon is well known in the Late Bronze Age (Luneau, 
2014) and the Early Iron Age (Lhuillier, 2013a), and it 
is therefore quite reasonable to consider a comparable 
process for the Middle to Late Iron Ages. 

Conclusion
During this prolonged period of more than a millen-

nium, Central Asia underwent a major transformation 
from an autonomous territory during the Early and 
Middle Iron Ages, to a colony of the Achaemenid Em-
pire during the Late Iron Age. However, it is still difficult 
to explain the discrepancy between this major political 
rupture that is well documented by available texts, but 
almost imperceptible archaeologically (Achaemenid 
domination), and rupture in material, likely cultural, 
that cannot be associated with any clear internal or 
external cause (the disappearance of Yaz I Handmade 
painted ware cultures). 

How can these various elements be resolved? As the 
zone of Saka culture steppe influence overtook that of 
the Bronze Age steppe influenced culture (Andronovo 

6 By analogy with the Yaz IIA et Yaz IIB complexes defined in Bac-
tria, L. Sverchov and N. Boroffka (2008. P. 53) conclude that the 
occupation of Yaz IIA is not represented at Yaz-depe, the reference 
site for the Iron Age, where the Yaz IIB stage would directly suc-
ceed Yaz I. However, there does not seem to be a stratigraphic hia-
tus between the Yaz I and Yaz II periods at this site (Masson, 1959. 
P. 29-34). 

culture), the map showing the distribution of Yaz II-III 
sites more or less clearly overlaps with the sites of the 
Oxus civilization, even though the territory occupied by 
the Handmade painted ware culture during the Early 
Iron Age was much larger. This indicates the existence 
of major cultural and underlying socio-economic trends 
that withstand disruptions in material culture. 

It seems, therefore, that the cultural entity that we 
have already mentioned above was likely previously 
formed, and is evidenced from at least the Late Bronze 
Age on. After the rich Oxus civilization, the Early Iron 
Age appears to be a period of significant breaks with the 
previous period. But if these ruptures do undeniably ex-
ist, they are not alone, and it is simultaneously possible 
to distinguish a clear, parallel tendency toward cultural 
continuity. This latter is marked by a certain consisten-
cy in settlement patterns, architecture, ceramic technol-
ogy, and likely glyptic in Margiana, in the foothills of Ko-
pet Dagh, in Bactria and to a lesser extent in Sogdiana. 
It is also within this sociocultural system, distinguished 
both by persistence and innovations, that it is possible 
to see the reappearance, in the Middle Iron Age, of ele-
ments that disappeared at the end of the Bronze Age. 
This phenomenon is particularly evident in monumen-
tal architecture, evidenced by the development of large 
fortified sites throughout Central Asia, whose charac-
teristics are largely similar to Bronze Age fortified ar-
chitecture, defining a Central Asian tradition of military 
architecture (Francfort, 1979. P. 18, 42). The ceramics 
reflect the same phenomenon, with a return to the Late 
Bronze Age tradition of wheel-turning. A global analysis 
of faunal remains from Iron Age contexts of various sites 
in Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan had similarly demon-
strated that localised cultural choices, perhaps re-
sponding to local environmental constraints, persisted 
throughout the Iron Age sequence, despite successive 
cultural or political shifts (Lhuillier, Mashkour, 2017).

What is the nature of this cultural entity? The dis-
appearance of the powerful Oxus civilization, which 
ensured the homogeneity of a large area, at the end of 
the Bronze Age, likely led to the emergence of a more 
variable and less centralized form of power in the Ear-
ly Iron Age. This resulted in the existence of regional 
variations within the same cultural group: the society 
of Early Iron Age was composed of a mosaic of indepen-
dent polities, which nevertheless shared a common set 
of characteristic material culture, the same economic 
base, the same mortuary practices and, thus, probably 
the same religion. 

During the Middle and Late Iron Ages, it is likely that 
the coherence observed throughout this territory is due 
to the emergence of a new, strong structure (polity?), 
though it was apparently not centralized, allowing the 
expression of some regional and temporal variations. 
The study of ceramic complexes from this period, from 
Ulug-depe, Koktepe, Kuchuk-tepe, and other contempo-
rary sites in Bactria, shows that the societal structure, 
composed of independent but connected units, is likely 
comparable. The data thus converge to underline the 
existence of a Central Asian “cultural entity,” or “polity”, 
clearly noticeable from the Middle Iron Age on, but the 
roots of which were probably in place well before that 
time. 
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