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Funerary rites of the settled agricultural people of Transoxiana in the 7th — early 8th centuries 

can be divided two types of funeral buildings — surface crypts, as well as crypts both dug in the 
sandstone hills and cut in the mountain slopes. In all the types of funeral buildings there observed 
are two methods of burials. The first method is the burial of previously cleaned bones of the dead in 
ceramic, stone and alabaster small coffins covered with a lid. The second method is the placement of 
the deceased’s body on the back on the crypt floor, accompanied by funerary equipment. Comparing 
the archaeological evidence with the data of written sources, one can say that the funeral rites of the 
settled agricultural population of Transoxiana in those times was Zoroastrian. The crypts with the on-
back-placed dead may have simultaneously performed the functions of both the dahma and astadan. 
The crypts, where the burials of previously cleansed bones of the deceased were found in coffins, were 
undoubtedly astadans.
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Excavations conducted at ancient Merv (1992–2000) provided many results on the economy 

of the ancient city. This paper looks at new evidence for the Sasanian food and fibre industries 
arising from detailed analyses of the excavated environmental remains, the first to be examined 
from a Sasanian city-site. 

Large quantities of seeds prove cotton was a major summer crop already by the Sasanian pe-
riod, long before the historically attested early medieval industry and contradicts the hypothesis 
that cotton was only introduced after the Islamic Conquest. The finds prove that Sasanian tex-
tile industries were not simply limited to the production of patterned silks. The seventh century 
Chinese history known as the Chou-shu gives a list of Persian products and places “white cot-
ton cloth” along with “damask brocade ... felt, [and] woollen rugs”, perhaps reflecting the fact 
that undyed cotton gives a purer white than either wool or linen. However, as cotton absorbs 
dyes better than bast fibres like linen, it is not surprising to see why it would have appealed  
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to cloth manufacturers. The analysis of faunal remains suggests herding of sheep/goat not only 
for their meat but also for their wool. The frequency of spindle whorls implies that spinning was a 
common household activity. 

There was also cultivation of bread wheat, emmer wheat, six-row hulled barley, broomcorn 
millet, lentil, pea, cucumber/melon, almond, peach, grape and hackberry, implying intensive all-
year round agriculture and developed arboriculture. Almonds offer a rich source of protein and 
were a popular export item from Herat according to early medieval accounts. They were repre-
sented in the flotation samples as fragmented shells, implying that they had been bought in shelled 
form. Peach/apricot and vine were represented as woody charcoal, proving them to be local culti-
gens rather than imported fruits. 

Excavated charcoals indicate a variety of local and imported wood and/or charcoal fuels. Some 
must have been local and this applies to the ash, elm, maple and plane: these probably also sup-
plied the poles used in construction as the excavated buildings were originally single-storeyed 
with flat roofs. Plane trees are also grown to offer shade and pollen core evidence from lake Ma-
harlou (Fars) indicates an increase in the cultivation of plane trees between then and the Sasanian 
period. Other fuels derived from local orchards as there was evidence for apple, peach/apricot 
and vine. Grapes may have been consumed fresh or dried as raisins but the existence of a wine 
industry at Merv is mentioned in Classical and later times: given the popularity of wine in the 
Sasanian empire it is likely that this was a major reason for its cultivation. Other species were 
probably collected from riverbanks: willow/poplar, tamarisk and black Saxaul, but the Karakum 
desert beyond was the likely source for white Saxaul. Some of these may have had multiple uses 
as tamarisk leaves are also used as an analgesic and the probable source of a yellow dye used on 
a Sasanian woollen textile found in the salt mine near Zanjan in northwest Iran. The presence of 
pistachio and juniper fuels and hackberry fruits are interesting as the closest source of these would 
have been the Kopet Dagh, implying a longer-distance trade in fuels as well as presumably nuts  
and berries. 

The evidence indicates that Merv was part of a supply network which extended beyond its 
immediate rural hinterland and included steppe, piedmont and upland zones and within the oasis 
irrigation agriculture was highly developed. The archaeological evidence strongly suggests a Sasa-
nian precursor for the elaborate practices described in later written sources. Yazdgerd’s murder at 
a mill near the head of the oasis underlines this as it implies the existence of industrialised agri-
cultural facilities associated with water-powered mills and independently suggested from the Deh 
Luran, the Kur River and Gorgan plains of Iran. 

Производство пищи и волокна  
в сасанидском Мерве
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Ключевые слова: сасанидский Мерв, земледелие, текстиль, письменные источники, архео-
логические данные.
В докладе освещаются результаты исследований окружающей среды по материалам саса-

нидских элитных контекстов VI/VII в. на территории Эрк-Калы в Старом Мерве. Семена, уголь 
и кости животных предоставляют дополнительные данные, доказывающие существование 
высокоразвитой сельскохозяйственной базы города с торговлей определенными продукта-
ми питания из соседних регионов и эксплуатацией лесных ресурсов в Каракумах и речных  
долинах.
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