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Abstract

Over the past few decades, several excavations have covered the Bronze Age sites of southeastern
Iran, resulting in the establishment of a chronological sequence for the region centered on Shahr-i
Sokhta’s stratigraphy. As a satellite site of Shahr-i Sokhta, Tappeh Taleb Khan was excavated by the
Department of Archeology of the University of Zabol. The main goals were to enhance the available
picture of the Bronze Age cultures across the Sistan plain, and to provide the students of the
Department with mandatory practical courses. The foremost objectives of the present paper included
establishing an absolute chronology for Tappeh Taleb Khan as well as other sites throughout the
Sistan region with a special reference to their local cultural and technological aspects. Accordingly,
the major problems addressed in this research included: the occupational sequence at Tappeh Taleb
Khan; the chronological horizons with which the regional cultures coincide; the beginning and ending
dates of the occupations at the site on the basis of pottery comparisons and C14 dates; and finally,
the ways in which the C14 dates obtained for the site can be used to explain the outstanding problems
of the regional chronology. Comparison of the pottery style suggested that the occupations of Tappeh
Taleb Khan coincide with the end of Shahr-i Sokhta Periods III and IV. The radiocarbon dates
suggested an absolute date between 2500 and 2300 BC for its occupations.
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Introduction

So far, Shahr-i Sokhta has been the sole focus of most of prehistoric archaeological research in the
Sistan region [1-9], notwithstanding the fact surveys have recorded more than 900 sites contemporary
with Shahr-i Sokhta in the southern plain of Sistan [10]. Careful studies on a number of Shahr-i
Sokhta’s satellite sites are essential to better understanding of the Bronze Age cultures of Sistan.
While numerous archaeological and interdisciplinary studies have been dedicated to the cultural
material from Shahr-1 Sokhta, there still remain major problems concerning the absolute chronology
of the region [11, 12, 13]. Perhaps the main reasons for the existing state of affairs are the paucity of
archaeological excavations and investigations, unpublished or inadequately published excavation
results, and the lack of absolute dating to establish an accurate chronology. Luckily, the work by the
present author and his colleagues at the University of Zabol’s Department of Archeology at the
satellite sites of Shahr-i Sokhta has helped to a certain extent to analyze regional subsistence patterns,
economic and social circumstances, and cultural interactions. Given the existing questions regarding
the Bronze Age cultures of the Sistan plain as well as to complete the required practical excavation
courses by the students of the Department, Tappeh Taleb Khan was subjected to excavation. This
paper sets to examine the site’s chronology by analyzing the excavated artefactual assemblages,
especially pottery, drawing on the available radiocarbon dates. Therefore, the occupational sequence
at Tappeh Taleb Khan, the chronological horizons the regional cultures coincide with, the beginning
and ending dates of the occupations at the site on the basis of pottery comparisons and C14 dates,
and finally the ways in which the C14 dates from the site can elucidate the outstanding problems of
the regional chronology are discussed. Thus, in this paper first an overview of the site along with its
stratigraphic sequence will be presented. A relative chronology will then be proposed through pottery
comparisons and cultural interactions with other sites. The paper will conclude with discussing the
challenges in the regional chronology while presenting the results from the radiocarbon dating of the
samples from Tappeh Taleb Khan.

Tappeh Taleb Khan

Tappeh Taleb Khan lies in the southern part of the village of Qala-e-Rostam, 66 km southwest of
the Zabol city of Sistan and Baluchestan Province. Measuring 70 X 50 sq m and rising 8.2 m from
the surrounding lands, the site is located 15 km south of the legendry site of Shahr-i Sokhta (Figs. 1
& 2). The excavations at the site aimed at studying its cultural sequence, the function that served
during its occupations, its relationship with Shahr-i Sokhta, understanding its architectural structures,
and providing practical training to the students.

Fig 1: location of Tape Talebkhan
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Fig 2: overview of Tape Talebkhan

2-2- Trench II

Trench II, measuring 2 X 2 m, was laid out on the eastern slope of the mound. It produced about 3.5
m of cultural deposits consisting of 6 phases (43 contexts), of which only 4 phases contained
architecture and the remaining 2 were merely defined by soil and ash deposits. The latest Phase 1
extends from the trench’s surface to a depth of about 60 cm, and is comprised of soil and ash. Phase
2 begins below Phase 1 and ends at a depth of about 100 cm. Lacking architectural remains and
consisting simply of soil an ash deposits, Phase 3 extends down the depth of 160 cm. The underlying
layers yielded architectural remains that began at a depth of 161 cm and defines Phase 4. Phase 5
begins at the depth of 197 cm in and continues to -287 cm, below which Phase 6 continues down the
depth of 326 cm (Fig. 3).

Fig 3: Architectures different phases at Trench I1
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3. Absolute and Relative Chronology of Tappeh Taleb Khan

The most common category of small finds discovered from Taleb Khan is pottery sherds, which fall
into three general classes of buff, red, and gray based on surface color. Comparison of the pottery
assemblages from Shahr-i Sokhta [5, 14, 15, 16], Tape Graziani [17], Bampur [18], Mondigak [19] and
Yahya [20] suggest a relative date for the occupations of Taleb Khan corresponding to Shahr-i Sokhta
Periods 111 and IV (Fig. 4).

To determine an absolute chronology for the recorded sequence at Taleb Khan, 4 charcoal samples
were sent to the laboratory of the University of Oxford, the results of which indicate that the site was
formed around 2500 BC and continued in use up until ca. 2300 BC (Figs. 5-6; Table 2).
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Fig 4: Pottery drawing of Tape Talebkhan

Tab 2: Radio carbon date of Talebkhan

Context Trench number Depth Date BC Lab Number
2005 1I 44 2488-2338 OxA-23163
2017 11 123 2300-2343 OxA-23164
2024 I 189 2476-2297 OxA-23165
2034 11 268 2495-2336 OxA-23166
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Fig 5: C1* date, Tape Talebkhan
Conclusions

One of the main objectives of the fifth season of excavations at the archacological mound of Taleb
Khan was to establish a stratigraphic sequence as well as a relative and absolute chronology.
Excavation have identified six occupational phases, of which only four includes architectural remains
in the form of rectilinear rooms defined by brick walls, and a circular hearth. Apart from architecture,
the finds include pottery, human and animal figurines, counting tokens, metal pieces, animal bones,
and botanical remains. To pin the cultural deposits to absolute dating, 4 charcoal samples were tested.
The results date the occupations of the site between around 2500 BC and 2300 BC. The close
affinities of the Taleb Khan pottery with the assemblages from Shahr-i Sokhta Phases 1 and 0 seems
to suggest that the ending date for the terminal phase of occupations at Shahr-i Sokhta, previously
dated between 2300 and 2200 BC, should be pushed back deeper into the 3rd millennium. At the
time, important settlements such as Shahr-i Sokhta, Graziani and Taleb Khan were abandoned.
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Fig 4: Pottery drawing of Tape Talebkhan
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Tab 2: Radio carbon date of Talebkhan

Context Trench number Depth Date BC Lab Number
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Fig 5: C1* date, Tape Talebkhan
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