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Agriculture in the ancient Gonur oasis

Liliya V. Sataeva
Bashkir State Agrarian University, Ufa, Russia
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Gonur-Depe is the large and well-known center of Ancient Margiana (2300–1600 BC). The 

archaeobotanical analysis has shown that the Gonur population cultivated membranous and bare grain 
barley, soft and globular wheat, millet; of the legumes — lentils, chickpeas and peas (small-seeded 
form); of the orchards — apple, cherry-plum, plum, grapes; of the watermelons — melon; all of these 
demonstrate a diversity of the plants grown. 

The agriculture was based on the estuary and irrigation watering. The population used hoes for 
cultivating the land, sickles for harvesting and processing the crops, as well as specially constructed 
pits and vessels for storing the grain. Grain seeds were widely used in rituals of the ancient population 
of Gonur Depe. This testifies to a high level of the development of agriculture in ancient Margiana, 
which made it possible to provide the population of the city center with agricultural products in the 
conditions of progressive climate aridization.
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The distribution of the objects belongs to the so-called BMAC or the Oxus Civilization have 

been limited to the area of southern Central 
Asia with a few exceptions of usually prestige 
objects which were found outside of this area 
in Iran, Afghanistan and Pakistan. Recent data 
and material gathered through archaeological 
surveys and excavations as well as chance finds, 
and groups of confiscated objects driving mainly 
from illegal excavations in northeastern Iran that 
eventually housed in the local museum collections 
of the Mofakham Museum in Bojnurd and the 
Akbariyeh Museum in Birjand in the Northern 
and Southern province of Khorasan in Iran. 
These discoveries are contributing to re-define 
the boundaries of this archaeological cultural 
complex which now seems to be distributed 
in a much wider area than formerly perceived, 
encompassing almost the whole territory of the 
historical region of Greater Khorasan.

Fig. 1. Stone “columns” from the museums in 
province of Khorasan, Iran
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Свидетельство о сфере взаимодействий Великой Хорасанской 
цивилизации в эпоху бронзы в Северном и Восточном Иране
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* Тегеранский университет, Тегеран, Иран; ** Организация иранского культурного наследия 
и туризма, Боджнурд, Иран

Ключевые слова: бронзовый век, Восточный Иран, бактрийско-маргианский археологи-
ческий комплекс (БМАК), Великая Хорасанская цивилизация, цивилизация Окса, Разех,  
Гаванд.
Распределение объектов, относящихся к так называемому бактрийско-маргианскому ар-

хеологическому комплексу (BMAК) или цивилизации Окса, ограничено территорией южной 
части Центральной Азии, исключая ряд престижных объектов, которые были обнаружены  
за пределами этой территории — в Иране, Афганистане и Пакистане. Новые данные и матери-
алы, собранные в ходе археологических исследований, а также случайные находки и группы 
предметов, конфискованных из незаконных раскопок в Северо-Восточном Иране и в конечном 
итоге размещенных в коллекциях Музея Мофахамам в Боджнурде и Музея Акбарие в Бирджан-
де (провинция Хорасан), вносят большой вклад в переопределение границ этого археологиче-
ского культурного комплекса, который, как кажется теперь, занимал гораздо более обширные 
области, чем предполагалось ранее, и охватывал почти всю территорию исторического регио-
на, известного как Великий Хорасан.

Irrigating the desert: approaches to paleochannel 
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It is remarkable that many of the earliest complex societies developed in the large river ba-

sins situated in desert landscapes. In the past decades, the water management systems of regions 
such as Egypt and Mesopotamia have been well investigated. However, although scholars have 
long argued for the importance of the water resource of the Bactria-Margiana archaeological 
complex (BMAC) in the Murghab inner delta in Turkmenistan, some critical aspects remain 
poorly investigated when it comes to micro-scale perspective (Lisitsina 1969; Lamber Karlovsky 
2013; Cerasetti 2012). The excavations in the region by different international teams in the last 
two decades — and by mainly Soviet archaeologists in the last century — have uncovered mag-
nificent citadels and impressive material culture (Hiebert 1994; Sarianidi 2009). Certainly, the 
ancient river network played a key role in the settlement patterns and social complexity of the 
BMAC. Although largely criticized today, Wittfogel’s famous theory about early hydraulic so-
cieties still provokes questions about the relationship to water management and power. Even 
considering that the water availability during the Bronze Age in the Murghab could have been 
much greater than the present day, the water management and distribution among the settle-
ments represent crucial aspects in the current research agenda. Water distribution necessitates 
some sort of coordination among citadels and villages that — as pointed out by T. Wilkinson — 
does not always require a centralized power (Wilkinson et al. 2012). Nevertheless, differences in 
water delivery could lead to water inequality and thus to conflicts among communities. Indeed, 
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