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Overseas news H

First word from Asia’s lost civilisation

By Richard Beeston
and Emily Davies

A LOST civilisation may have
‘ developed a previously un-

Known written language more _

than 4,000 years ago, a lead-

ing archaeologist said yester-
. day. :

A small engraved stone
could hold the key to uncover-
ing a literate society that flour-
ished and disappeared in
i what are today the deserts of
: Central Asia.

The discovery, which could
lead to a reappraisal of the
ancient world, was made last
vear at a ruined site near Ash-
gabat, the capital of Turkmeni-
stan. where scholars have
been excavating for years.
They have been trying to-deter-
mine who inhabited the thriv-
ing oasis settlements stretch-
ing from present-day Turk-
menistan east through the Kar-
akum desert into Uzbekistan.

The ancient community is
known to historians as the
Bactria Margiana Archaeolo-
gy Complex after the Greek
; names for two lands in the
area. The inhabitants had
buildings made of mud bricks
and protected by fortifications.
They kept livestock, irrigated
their crops and manufactured
ceramics, bronze tools and
¢ gold jewellery. Fredrik- Hie-
! bert. an archaeologist at the
! University of Pennsylvania in
" Philadelphia, summed up the

customary assessment of
them: “They were urbanised,
sophisticated; they had every
aspect of civilisation except
writing.”

That assessment changed
when Dr Hiebert and a fellow
archaeologist from Turkmeni-

. stan were digging beneath the
main site at Annau, near the
-country’s border with lran,
once a sensitive Soviet border

Fid

<y

area. They found a large room
and among the remains a
small, black stone object en-
graved with four or five col-
oured symbols, which ap-
peared to be some sort of seal.

Stamp seals were common-
ly used in the ancient world to
mark the contents and owner-
ship of goods being transport-

Engravings on a 4.000-year-old stone seal have not been matched to any language -

ed or stored. Initially, it was
thought that the symbols had
been imported from another
civilisation from the period,
possibly that of fran, Mesopo-
tamia or the Indus. :
But the engravings, though

to be made from local material
carbon-dated to 2300 BC, have
not matched.any known lan-

guage. The only script to
which they bear resemblance
is Chinese, although the writ-
ten form of that language
evolved centuries later.

“We concluded that this was
a unique script engraved on a
local material,” Dr Hiebert
said. “It is a very exciting dis-
covery for ancient historians.
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{t could be the first evidence of
a literate society in Central
Asia. It could change the way
we view the ancient world.”

Dr Hiebert has been given a
grant from the National Geo-
graphic Society for further
excavations of the site. He be-
lieves that the excavation area
of up to 12 acres could be part
of a much larger complex.

He predicted that archaeolo-
gists would make further sig-
nificant discoveries not only in
Annau but across the region,
which for much of the past cen-
tury was dosed to. foreign
scholars by Soviet authorities.

Chris Gosden, an archaeolo-
gy ‘lecturer at Oxford and-a
curator of the Pitt Rivers
Museum, who has a special in-
terest in Turkmenistan, said
that he believed the script was
almost certainly writing.

“ft is definitely a form of
complex symbolism which is
indicative of a sophisticated ac-
counting system of some kind,
although it is impossible to

know exactly what it was used -

for,"hesaid. -

“A script like this is the first
real evidence of this dvilisa-
tion and provides a significant
piece of a much larger puzze.
This discovery confirms the
status of this civilisation be-
tween Mesopotamia on the
one hand and the Indus civili-
sation on the other.”
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