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Excavations at Gonur Depe. A BMAC Bronze Age Site in 
Turkmenistan in 2014–2015: Necropolis and Residential Areas in 

the South-West

Alexey Fribus  1 – Sergey Grushin  2 – Robert Sataev3 – Nadezhda Dubova 3

Abstract

During the 2014−2015 field seasons the Margiana Archaeological Expedition continued ex-

cavations at different parts of the famous Bronze Age Site of Gonur Depe in Turkmenistan. 
We focused on several tasks: stratigraphy and chronology of different areas of the Palace, 
special researches of construction horizons; a complete analysis of the anthropological data 
from new burials; and completing the research of the living spaces at Area 12. The paper dis-

cusses the unique discovery of ceramic fragments bearing the “hut motif” and the burials, 
as well as the objects found in the Necropolis, containing a series of specific artefacts made 
from unfired clay and animal remains.

The Bronze Age site of Gonur Depe in Turkmenistan (2300–1600 BC) was discovered 
by Victor Sarianidi in 1972. Excavations began in 1974 and continue up to the present. 
Currently they are conducted by the Margiana Archaeological Expedition (MAE), working 
within the frames of an Agreement between the Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology 
of the Russian Academy of Sciences (Moscow) and the Turkmenistan Ministry of Culture 
(Sarianidi 1973; Sarianidi 1990; Sarianidi 2001; Sarianidi 2005; Sarianidi 2007a; Sarianidi 
2007b). The site is situated in the south-eastern part of the Kara Kum desert in the ancient 
delta of the Murghab River. A general description of the site and the results of the previous 
years’ excavations have been published elsewhere (e.g. Sarianidi and Dubova 2014).

During 2014−2015 field seasons, MAE continued excavations at different parts of the site. 
We focused on several research questions: the stratigraphy and chronology of different areas 
of the Palace; special researches of construction horizons; a complete analysis of the anthro-

pological data from new burials; the completion of research of the living spaces in Area 12.

Living Spaces

The study focused on the area in the south-west of Northern Gonur located behind the encr-
cling wall to the west from Room 40 at Area 12, excavated in 2012. The excavation revealed 
two rooms, designated as rooms 53 and 54 (Fig. 1), a number of open yards and household 
objects. 

Room 53. The room was rectangular, extended along the NW–SE line, and measured 
360×230 cm. It was built to the west of room 40, sharing a common sun-dried earth brick 
wall with it. The wall contained a 60cm-wide passage between the two rooms. The western 
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wall contained a 100cm-wide passage to the neighboring room 54. The eastern wall also 
contained a trapezoid niche, 40 cm wide, 35 cm high, and 50 cm deep. The northern wall of 
the room contained an open niche measuring 50×30 cm. An intrusive burial of a child was 
arranged in the north-western corner of the room at the floor level. 

In the south-eastern corner of room 53 there was a double chambered hearth. It was 
located on a podium, at a height of 40 cm from the floor level of the room. The oven had a 
quadrangular shape, measuring 78×105 cm. The top of the oven was neatly lined with frag-

ments of a large ceramic vessel (khum) and had a slight inclination to the north. A round 
cavity (70 cm in diameter, 20 cm deep) was arranged in the northern part in front of the oven.

To the east of the oven there was a furnace chamber. The furnace and the oven were se-

parated by a clay partition 15–20 cm wide. The furnace had the form of an elongated narrow 
pit (40 cm wide, 110 cm long, and 15−20 cm deep). The northern side of the chamber (facing 
the room) was open. The walls, bottom and the space around the furnace were heavily burnt 
to a bright orange color.

Very similar two-chambered hearths with piles of broken pottery were found during 
previous excavations at Gonur. The micro-complex investigated by V. I. Sarianidi at Area 
8, between the southern section of the encircling wall of Northern Gonur and the “Big 
Southern pool”, is of particular interest. The central place in this complex of buildings was 
occupied by a large yard (room 20). The floor of the room was covered with a thick layer of 
clay coating, there were three large two-chamber ovens raised on low platforms, stretched 
in one line with mouths facing the pool. The oven of one of them, as in our case, was neatly 
lined with ceramic fragments (Sarianidi 2008a: 140; fig. 59, 150). A number of observations 
allowed V. I. Sarianidi to assume that that room had extraordinary functions connected with 
the religious cults: performing acts of worship of water (Sarianidi 2008a: 141; 2008b: 13–14). 

Room 54 at Area 12 had the sub-square form and was located to the west of room 53, 
sharing a common wall with it. Its sizes were 320×360 cm. The passage between the rooms 
53 and 54 was covered with ash (layer thickness: 15 cm), the bricks lay on top of this layer. On 
the side neighboring Room 54, a niche was arranged; it was 50 cm wide, 30 cm high, and 40 
cm deep; its walls were lined with and were lined with sun-dried bricks. A small oven mea-

suring 55×45 cm was built to the north of the niche in the eastern wall of the room. The floor 
of the room 54 had a 10-cm-thick clay covering, under which the ash layer was registered 
(layer thickness: 5–7 cm), and below it the loam layer was discovered. In the north-western 
part of the room some bricks were discovered in the ternch profile; the bricks were located 
15−20 cm above the floor level in the ash layer of the construction pit.

Summarizing the stratigraphic and planigraphic observations, it is possible to distinguish 
at least four phases of site use.

 – Phase I – the early phase, preceding the construction of buildings, is represented by a 
layer of ash and loam;
 – Phase II – related to the construction of room 54;
 – Phase III – the room ceased to function, was abandoned and covered with ash and debris;
 – Phase IV – associated with the construction of the late wall.

Thus, in this sector of Area 12 two construction horizons are reconstructed.
The findings in the studied rooms are few, except for fragments of ceramic dishes. 

Judging by the morphology of the preserved fragments of the bottoms, near-bottom parts 
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and rims, the inventory of ceramic forms is typical for the entire excavation area; similar 
ceramics were found in different parts of Area 12, both in the rooms and as accompanying 
equipment in the burials.

The other finds are ceramic “chips” and stone tools: Two chippers (one of spherical sha-

pe and the other in the form of a cube), three fragments of milling stones, and abrasives. 
However, the most interesting finds are several sherds of ceramic vessels with incised from 
room 53.

Sherd 1 was found in a small recess in front of a two-chamber oven next to two fallen 
bricks. The sherd came from a rather large vessel (the diameter of the mouth is 20.5 cm) 
with a rim. The vessel was made on a potter’s wheel from ferruginous clay (the break has 
a saturated red color) 4. The clay was plastic, without any special inclusions; as for natural 
admixtures, dusty yellow mica was present. The outer surface of the vessel is covered with 
an engobe – a thin (less than 1 mm thick) layer of a greyish clay suspension. The image was 
incised on the red base before firing and the application of the engobe. On the inner surface 
of the vessel there are characteristic traces of the wooden tool which was used by the potters 
to model the shape of the container. 

The vessel was decorated with the image of a facade of a “hut”, in the form of a rectangle 
with two vertical lines inside. The upper part has a concave crescent shape with two acu-

minate spires at the edges (the image of one of them was not preserved). To the right of the 
main picture there are four oblique lines made in a similar technique, but their meaning is 
not clear because of the incompleteness of the sherd (Fig. 2).

Sherd 2 was found in the western part of room 53. It is a small sherd from the body of a 
thick-walled vessel made on a potter’s wheel. The clay is plastic. The outer side of the ves-

sel is covered with a thin (up to 1 mm thick) layer of engobe of clay of greenish-gray color. 
Vessels made of this clay are found both in the rooms and in the burials of Area 12. The sherd 
bears a pictogram with a geometric pattern (Fig. 3). The same images were discovered a few 
times on ivory dice at Gonur Depe.

Sherd 3 was found in the western part of room 53. It is quite a large body sherd, made 
by hand with the use of a slab technology. It was made from a mixture of clays: plastic clay 
with high iron content and non-iron plastic clay mixed in ratio of 3:1. In the molding mass 
there is a natural admixture of dust-like sand and an artificial admixture of chamotte in a 
concentration of 1:3–1:4. There are three types of chamotte: red ferruginous clay, light-red  
ferruginous clay , and a mixture of light-red and grey clays. 

The presence of the latter type of chamotte in the test sample may indicate a certain 
degree of continuity of ceramic traditions (mixture of clays in the pot itself and in the cha-

motte). The vessel was made carelessly, with obvious irregularities that are characteristic of 
making pottery from flat slabs of clay. The outer surface was smoothed with a soft material. 

The vessel shows the fragment of the drawing consisting of one horizontal and three ver-
tical lines forming a sub-rectangular figure. We can assume with a certain probability that 
the lower part of the figure similar to the image on Sherd 1 was drawn there.

Vessels with images incised prior to baking form a significant series at Gonur. The ima-

ges and plots presented on them are different: trees (V. I. Sarianidi compared them with the 

4 The description of the clay of the sherds was made by A. Gutkov, following the method of pottery in-

vestigation by Bobrinskiy (1978). The method uses microscopic study of the objects and experimental 
heating of the fragments in the oven with constant temperature. 
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idea of the “World tree”), plants, sidelong crosses, biconic and geometric figures, images of 
animals, humans and snakes, complex geometric compositions (for example, a rectangular 
grid, some segments of which are filled with crosses resembling the game of “noughts and 
crosses”), etc. V. I. Sarianidi argued that most of those vessels were used for religious pur-
poses. Some of them bear a pasted frieze in addition to the drawn images, often consisting 
of animal figures (goats), frogs, snakes and birds (Sarianidi 2008a: 285–287).

As for the mentioned drawing with the “hut motif”, it should be noted that direct analo-

gies to such images were not previously known in the materials of BMAC. However, this 
characteristic and recognizable motif is well known from sites on the Iranian plateau and 
adjacent regions. Those are mainly several categories of stone (steatite and chlorite) pro-

ducts with characteristic “architectural motives”. The most representative series consists of 
cylindrical vessels, plaques with handles in the form of “handbags” (also named “weights”), 
cosmetic boxes, stone “idols”, cosmetic flacons, as well as miniature bottles − vases with a 
stand in the form of a building.

Analyzing the iconography of the images on the chlorite vessels from the valley of the 
Halil Rud in Jiroft, which originated mainly from unauthorized excavations and many of 
which found their way to private collections, the Iranian researchers H. Basafa and M. H. 
Rezaei distinguish seven groups of scenes: scenes of struggle, animal motives, anthropo-

morphic images, plant motives, geometric motives, the meadow motif, and architectural 
motifs. The latter are present in about 16% of cases in this sample (Basafa, Rezaei 2014: 
196−200, fig. 2). 

It should be noted that this motif does not picture a specific building, but rather a certain 
image of a building in general. There are two types of images. The first one shows the facade 
of the building with two spires, forming a concave roof in the form of a crescent (as in our 
case), the doors (often open) are pictured as well, there are rows of facades, separated by 
columns. The second is a stepped pyramid resembling a building similar to a Mesopotamian 
ziggurat. In some cases, both motifs can be combined on the same objects, forming rhyth-

mically organized ornamental patterns.
When interpreting these scenes, many authors attribute a ritual nature to both the de-

picted buildings and the compositions associated with them. The existence of real proto-

types of such architectural forms is confirmed by the findings of similarly designed ritual 
structures at a number of archaeological sites in the Middle East and Central Asia (Gale 
Koochak, Mundigak, Altyn Depe) (Casal 1961: Pl. XI−XV; Dumarcay 1984: 47−66; Vallat 
2003: 92−97). Clay models of such “buildings” were found in the burials of Necropolis “A” 
in Shahdad (Hakemi 1986: 45−49, fig. 7−11). Images on ceramics, made in a more simplified 
and rough manner, but retaining a common recognizable canvas of the “hut motif” were also 
discovered in the graves of Shahdad (Hakemi 1986: fig. 12−17). Similar designs in the orna-

mentation of ceramics are known in Bampur (Didier 2007: 36, fig. 23−34). The discovery of 
a ceramic vessel depicting the “facade of the temple” yet again underlines the close relations 
between the ancient populations of Margiana and the wider Middle East. V. I. Sarianidi 
repeatedly wrote about the proximity of the material and spiritual culture and the historical 
relations of the BMAC with the archaeological sites of Eastern Iran and Syro-Anatolia (e. 
g. Sarianidi 1990: 80−89). The vessel from room 53 in Excavation Area 12 could not have 
been imported. The image placed on it repeats in detail the motif that was widespread in the 
Middle East, but particularly often found on steatite products from Eastern Iran. In this case, 
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it is the local, Bactria-Margianan interpretation of the hut motif, executed not in stone, but in 
ceramics, in a technique typical for Gonur Depe. This supports the theory of a  proximity of 
the ritual and mythological beliefs of the populations of Margiana, Bactria and neighboring 
regions in the late 3rd – early 2nd millennia BC.

As for the described area as a whole, it can be assumed that it is the periphery of a small 
residential/industrial quarter located between the encircling wall and the artificial canal li-
miting the Excavation Area 16 to the north-east. As we could see, the residential architecture 
was hardly preserved, only small fragments of walls, yards, sites occupied by ovens, utility 
pits (located to the south and east of the rooms) and khums (installed vertically and upside 
down) could be traced. Apparently, after the site was abandoned, it was used for burials.

Necropolis Area 12 
In the 2014−2015 season the excavations of the Necropolis, located near the southern part of 
the encircling wall, were continued. The peculiarity of this site is that a fairly large number 
of burials were found stratified above the previous ones. It’s important to underline that in 
the construction of the later graves, the earlier ones were not destroyed or robbed. This fact 
and the increase in the frequency of rare anthropogenic traits among the individuals buried 
there may testify to the fact that it was a cemetery of specific families. The number of tombs 
increased from the north to the south. Apparently, the graves in this area began to appear 
when the rooms were abandoned. In the end, a small burial ground formed here. By archa-

eological context, it can be dated to 2300−1900 BC.
Over the last two years, 129 burial structures were studied in the northern part of Area 

12. Their constructions are different: there are 86 simple pit burials, 38 shaft tombs, 4 cists 
and one large pit (with the diameter of about 3 meters). It should be noted that 19 pits and 
12 shafts are not real graves, but pits without any human or animal remains. Some of them 
contained artefacts. 

The majority of the burials are individual. Typical funerary sets include ceramic vessels 
of different forms, decorations, cosmetic sets, terracotta figurines, sometimes bronze, stone 
and ivory objects. Typologically, the majority of this pottery belongs to the Namazga VI 
phase. Yet, some original forms were discovered as well, e.g. the vessel on a low leg with 
folded rim from tomb 4466 (Fig. 4).

Among the burials from Excavation Area 12, the shaft tomb 4438 stands out. It is arran-

ged in a pit measuring 160×150 cm. At a depth of 45 cm in the middle of the pit along its 
longitudinal axis (from north to south) lay a row of 5 sun-dried bricks, one of which (in the 
north) was laid perpendicular to all the others. At 65 cm depth we discovered a row of 6–7 
sun-dried bricks and their fragments, four of which (in the southern part) were laid perpen-

dicular to the longitudinal axis. This row was shifted 30 cm west of the upper one. At the 
depth of 75 cm lay the third row of 4 bricks whose short edges practically rested against the 
western wall of the grave. A man aged 25–30 years of age lay on his right side with his head 
to the north. His hands were positioned in front of the face, his thighs were perpendicular to 
the spine, and his heels were at a short distance from the pelvis. In the northern part of the 
pit there were 4 ceramic vessels, and there were 3 more in the southern part (at the feet). A 
biconical steatite bead was found in one of the ceramic jars at the buried man’s feet. On his 
right hand there was a bronze bracelet, and a small piece of wood was found nearby. 
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Of particular interest are two roughly made anthropomorphic figures of unfired clay and 
two tiny “bowls-cups” (Fig. 5), which were found between the man’s vertex and the pottery 
standing at his head. In contrast to the similar figures found previously, these specimens are 
not distinguishable by gender. The lower part of one of the figures was located at the head of 
the other. The cups lay next to the statues, upside down. 

The pits and other structures that were located next to the burial are of considerable in-

terest as well. As mentioned before, a number of constructions did not contain remains of 
bones. Some of them were empty, but in others clay objects were found: primitive anthro-

pomorphic and zoomorphic figurines and balls, including unfired clay balls with holes and 
pottery sherds. Possibly, they had their uses in some funeral rituals, but their meaning is not 
entirely clear (Fig. 6).

Thus, the filling of the pit burials 4454, 4457 and 4500, apart from ash and coal chips, 
contained the remains of different animals: sheep and goats, cattle, pigs, camels, and kulans. 
In a few burials the remains of complete sheep and goat carcasses were found (burials 4449, 
4450, and 4451). The skull of the goat from burial 4449 was missing, which suggests that it 
was decapitated before being put in the grave. Some of the bones are burnt. By its nature (the 
presence of split and burnt bones) the material is comparable to kitchen waste, but given that 
the pits are within the necropolis with a high concentration of human burials, it is possible 
to assume that the bones (or a part of them) were the remains of funeral feasts. Also, next 
to burial 4447 a hole was identified in the ground; it had an almost regular round shape, and 
was filled with burnt bones of one goat and saxaul coal. 

Thus, Area 12 of Gonur Depe has a certain specificity. This is particularly true of the 
necropolis. The completion of studies at this site will clarify a number of issues related to 
the planning, stratigraphy and chronology of the complex, as well as the relative dating of 
construction horizons, residential buildings, economic zones and burials in the north-west 
of Gonur Depe.
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Fig. 1: General view of the rooms 53 and 54 at Area 12. The arrow shows the location of the sherd 
with “hut motive”

Fig. 2: Sherd with “hut motive” from room 53
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Fig. 4: The vessel on a low leg and folded rim from tomb 4466

Fig. 3: Sherd with “geometric motive” from room 53
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Fig. 5: Primitive clay anthropomorphic figurines from tomb 4438

Fig. 6: Clay objects from Area 12
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