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Tol-e Khaki: Tracing the Footsteps of a Chalcolithic Community in the highlands of Fars
Province, Southern Zagros Mountains, Iran
Saman Hamzavi Zarghani®, Cyrus Barfi®, Samira Jafari, Mohsen Zeidi¢

Abstract

In this brief paper, we present a recently discovered Bakun site called Tol-e Khaki, located in the highlands
of Tars Province. The site was discovered during an archacological survey conducted in Sarchehan County,
located in the northeast of Fars Province. The ceramics found on the surface of the site represent deposits
from vatious cultures dating from the late Neolithic period onwards. The presence of numerous Chalcolithic
painted black-on-buff ceramics scattered across the site indicates that Tol-e Khaki was primarily occupied dur-
ing the Chalcolithic Bakun period. The significance of this isolated site lies in its location at the end of a small,
enclosed narrow valley near a water source on the foothills of high mountains, providing access to pastures
and other resources. These features draw attention to the possible nomadic nature of this settlement. This area
falls within the territory of the current nomadic summer pastures, where nomads set up their tents near and
around Tol-e Khaki. By placing this site in the wider context of the distribution of Chalcolithic sites known
as Bakun in Fars Province and beyond, we propose that Tol-e Khaki could have been a nomadic settlement.”
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Introduction

The fifth millennium BC in Iran marks the
emergence of widespread ceramic traditions,
which replaced the previously localized ceram-
ic traditions of human communities during the
Neolithic period. While the western Central
Zagros region experienced the Black-on-buff
tradition, the Southern Zagros region in Fars
Province revealed the Bakun culture (Alizadeh,
et al. 2006; Henrickson 1983; Renette and Mo-
hammadi Ghasrian 2020; Tonoike 2009). The
Southern Zagros, which stretches from the
Strait of Hormuz to Khuzestan, is naturally
linked to the Mesopotamian lowlands through
a series of mountain passes. During the Chal-
colithic period, this region had a distinct cul-
tural identity compared to the Northern and
Central Zagros. This region is often mentioned
in connection with the Susiana sequence in
Khuzestan (Renette and Mohammadi Ghas-
rian 2020). The Southern Zagros had its own
unique cultural tradition during the Chalco-
lithic period (5200-4100 BC). This period be-
gan with the Black-on-buff Bakun tradition in
Southern Zagros (Alizadeh, et al 2006; Miki
2022), which coincided with the Ubaid period
in Mesopotamia, the Middle-Late Susiana pe-
riod in Khuzestan, and the Transitional Chal-
colithic in the Iranian Central Plateau (Carter
and Philip 2010; Delougaz and Kantor 1996;
Miki 2022; Vidale, et al. 2018). Black-on-buff
ceramics were not only found in the Southern
Zagros region, but also in Mesopotamia and
Khuzestan (Miki 2022; Renette and Moham-
madi Ghasrian 2020; Wong 2008). The Bakun
tradition in Fars Province went through differ-
ent stages, including Early, Middle, and, Late
phases and through time became more wide-
spread geographically (Alizadeh, er al 2000). It
is recognized as the initial stage of socio-eco-
nomic complexity in village-based communi-
ties (Alizadeh, er al 2006; Sumner 1994; Voigt
and Dyson 1992). The famous Black-on-buff
Bakun ceramics in Fars Province were initially
described by Herzfeld (1929; 1932) and later by
Schmidt (1937). Bakun ceramics were discov-
ered at the twin mounds of Tal-e Bakun A and
B near Marvdasht, on the Persepolis Plain, and
were subsequently named after the excavations

conducted at these sites. Both sites have been
excavated multiple times by various teams since
the early 20th century (cf. Alizadeh, et al 2000;
Egami and Masuda 1962; Langsdorff and Mc-
Cown 1942). Bakun A is dated to the Middle
and Late Chalcolithic periods, while Bakun B is
attributed to the Late Neolithic to Early Chal-
colithic periods.

In the context of various archaeological ex-
peditions in Fars and the surrounding regions,
Stein (1936; 1937) and Vanden Berghe (1952;
1954) also documented comparable Chal-
colithic sites featuring Bakun Black-on-buff
painted ceramics. This pottery has been re-
ported and described in several excavation and
survey projects, such as Tal-e Gap in Persepolis
Plain (Egami and Sono 1962), Tal-e Nokhodi
near Pasargad (Goff 1963; Goff 1964; Sami
1971), Shiraz and Persepolis plains (Gotch
1968; Gotch 1969), Tal-e Khari in Pasargad
(Sami 1971), Fasa and Darab Plains (de Miro-
schedji 1972), Tal-e Jari A (Egami, et al. 1977),
and Arsanjan region (Ikeda 1979). In the late
1960s, William M. Sumner conducted system-
atic archaeological surveys of the Kur River
Basin (KRB) in Marvdasht. Within three field
seasons, he documented 145 sites with Bakun
painted ceramics, among other sites (Sumner
1972: 39). Later, in his synthesis of eatly set-
tlements in Fars Province, Sumner (Sumner
1977: 300) reported a total of 246 sites with
Bakun painted ceramic. This was achieved by
integrating the survey data from various sur-
vey projects conducted in the region. Contin-
ued fieldwork in the high intermountain valleys
and plains of Fars Province and neighboring
regions over the last decade (e.g,, Azizi Kharan-
aghi, et al. 2013; Bernbeck, er al 2006; Hamzavi
and Zeidi 2016; Helwing, et al 2010; Helwing,
et al. 2012; Helwing and Seyedin 2010; Potts
and Roustaei 2006; Sardari, et al. 2011; Sardary
and Taheri 2015; Zeidi 2017) has revealed the
identification of more Bakun and Bakun-relat-
ed localities with painted Black-on-buff ceram-
ics. This has also provided a broader set of data
and enhanced our understanding of the region
during the Chalcolithic period (Fig. 1).

These sites are distributed in different en-
vironmental settings and zones of a vast ge-
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Fig. 1. Distribution map of Bakun and Bakun-related sites in Fars Province and neighboring regions
(prepared by M. Zeidi).

ographical area in southern Zagros. Bakun
painted ceramics have been recorded at differ-
ent site settings, such as tells, cave/rock shel-
ters, cemeteries, and open-air surface scatter or
flat sites. However, the empty places or isolated
Bakun sites in Fars Province and neighboring
regions such as Bushehr and Hormozgan (cf.
Fig. 1) do not indicate absence or less-occupied
areas, but rather a lack of data and insufficient
information from these regions. This is due to
the intensive and repeated archaeological sur-
veys in specific regions, such as KRB, which
have more documented sites. In contrast, there
are fewer or no archaeological investigations in
other regions, resulting in a few or no recorded
sites. The onset of the fifth millennium B.C. in
Fars is marked by the emergence of sites with
the new style of Bakun painted Black-on-buff
ceramics. This style is regarded as a significant
cultural phase, as it coincides with the devel-
opment and formation of complex commu-
nities in the region. The Bakun period was an
era of fundamental economic, social, political,
and cultural development (see Alizadeh, er al

2006; Askari Chaverdi, er al 2008; Sardari, er
al. 2011; Sumner 2003). Except for a few ra-
diometric dating, however, the chronology of
the Bakun period is not well defined yet, and it
remains a matter of debate. On the other hand,
the origin and nature of Bakun and Bakun-re-
lated settlements are highly unknown, and the
growing number of Chalcolithic sites in Fars
Province and its surrounding regions raises fur-
ther questions and calls for additional investi-
gations. Here, we will examine the distribution
of Bakun sites in Fars Province and beyond.
Additionally, this study introduces the surface
collection of Bakun ceramics from Tol-e Khaki
in Sarchehan County, located in the northeast
of Fars Province.

Research background

The archaeology of Fars Province has been
investigated since the late 1920s. Despite this
extensive history, the main focus has primarily
been on the KRB, resulting in other areas of
the province receiving less attention. The ex-
ploration of the KRB was initially conducted
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by Stein in 1934 (Stein 1930), but the first sys-
tematic surveys in this region were carried out
by Vanden Berghe (1952; 1954). From 1967 to
1969, William Sumner (1972) conducted sys-
tematic surveys in the KRB. Afterwards, many
archaeological investigations were carried out
by various archaeological teams in the KRB,
as well as in other regions of the province.
For example, the Shiraz Plain was surveyed
by Gotch (1968; 1969). De Miroschedji (1972)
conducted surveys in the plains of Darab and
Fasa, while Ikeda (1979) investigated Arsanjan.
Some other important archaeological investi-
gations in various parts of Fars Province were
also carried out by Iranian and foreign teams
after the Islamic Revolution in 1979. These in-
vestigations have shed light on the cultural his-
tory of the province (e.g. Alizadeh, er al 2004;
Alizadeh, et al. 2006; Azizi Kharanaghi, et al
2013; Hamzavi and Zeidi 2016; Khanipour, et
al. 2018; Khanipour, et al. 2019; Nishiaki, et al
2013; Pollock, et al 2010; Potts and Roustaei
2006; Tsuneki and Zeidi 2008; Tsuneki, er al.
2007; Zeidi, et al. 2016). Regarding the area
under discussion in this paper, in April 1934
and during his last days of the journey in Fars,
Aurel Stein (1936: 206-222) traveled along the
eastern margins of the province and reached
the Bavanat district. Besides other localities, he
reported several sites with Chalcolithic painted
ceramics along the Bavanat stream valley and
conducted test pits at some of the sites (ibid,
210-211). Before his return to Shiraz, he also
visited Dehbid, where he excavated Tal-i-Bah-
ram or Tepe Dehbid as a site with characteris-
tic Chalcolithic period (ibid, 213-217). He re-
turned to Shiraz, taking the ancient route along
Pasargad, Tang-e Bolaghi, Istakhr, and Perse-
polis. Several other Chalcolithic sites, such as
Tal-e Se Asiab, Do Tulan, an unknown site in
Tang-e Bolaghi, and Tepe Rahmatabad, were
visited by Stein (ibid, 217-221), and he con-
ducted test excavations at some of them. After
a long research gap, Khanipour and colleagues
(2019) conducted a systematic archaeological
survey of the Bavanat River Basin in north-
eastern Fars and recorded numerous localities.
Among these, there are eight Bakun sites (ibid:
58), some of which were previously reported

and examined by Stein in 1934 (Stein 19306:
210-211). Although Fars Province has a long
history of archaeological research, there are
still many regions that have not been systemati-
cally investigated. Sarchahan County, located in
the highlands of northeast Fars Province, falls
within the category of underrepresented are-
as. Our knowledge about the prehistory of this
region is very limited. However, recent archae-
ological inspections of the region have shed
new light on the prehistoric human occupation
of the region. A high mountain range with a
northwest-southeast direction divided the Ba-
vanat district into northern and southern valley
systems (Fig. 2). Although the northern part
was investigated first by Stein (1936) and more
recently by Khanipour and colleagues (2019),
the southern part, where Tol-e Khaki was dis-
covered, remained archaeologically unvisited
and unknown until recently. In the summer of
2017, two of the authors (CB & SHZ) conduct-
ed an archaeological survey in Bavanat County
to document all archaeological sites. Regardless
of their cultural remains, all sites were record-
ed during the survey. Tol-e Khaki was the only
Chalcolithic site discovered during this survey.

Regional setting

The newly established Sarchehan County is an
intermountain plain with a mean elevation of
2100 meters above sea level. It is located north-
east of Fars Province in southern Iran (Fig. 2).
Sarchehan is bordered to the south by Arsan-
jan, to the north by Bavanat, to the west by
Pasargad and Khorrambid, and to the east by
Khatam County in Yazd Province. Following
the general trends of the Zagros Mountains,
the Sarchehan plain stretches from northwest
to southeast, spanning approximately 70 kilo-
meters in length. The widest part of the plain
measures about 10 kilometers. The region has
a hilly landscape, with cold and dry weather in
winter and a temperate climate in summer. The
major water sources of the region are mainly
permanent springs, which are mostly dry now
as a result of droughts and overuse of ground-
water during the last few decades. In the sum-
mer, runoff from the wintet's snowfall forms
seasonal streams, which provide a temporary
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Fig. 2. Topographic map of Sarchehan County and the surrounding regions is indicating the location of Tol-e Khaki
and other Bakun sites in Bavanat (map: M. Zeidi).

water source for nomads and farmers. Current-
ly, Qanat (Kariz) serves as one of the primary
sources for transporting underground water to
the populated areas and cultivated fields of the
region. The alluvial-pluvial sediments of the
plain are deposited from the erosion of high-
lands by the seasonal streams and floodwaters.
The region under study is located in the territo-
ry of the Khamseh nomadic tribes, where they
occupy the stream valleys and pitch their tents
during the summer.

Description of the site

Tol-e Khaki is located approximately 23 kilo-
meters northwest of the city of Korai, with an
elevation of 2315 meters above sea level. This
archaeological site, with its conical shape, rises
to a height of about 12 meters above the sur-

rounding plain and covers an area of approx-
imately one hectare. The mound is situated at
the mouth of a small enclosed basin in the hilly
landscape, covering an area of 5.2 km?. This
is where the summer pastures and nomadic
campsites of the Khamseh mobile pastoralists
of the region are located (see Figs. 4 — 0). Sev-
eral springs originating from the surrounding
mountains form a small stream with a north-
east-southwest direction. This stream passes
through the western part of the site and serves
as the main source of water in this basin. The
site is strategically located on the bank of the
stream, making it the only source of water in
the area. It is situated in front of the narrow
stream valley, allowing it to control access to
the summer pastures and limited flatlands of
the Jowakan basin (Fig. 3). The site has been
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Fig. 3. Satellite image is depicting the location of Tol-e Khaki, along with the surrounding nomadic campsites
(prepared by M. Zeidj).

Fig. 4. An overview of the site, looking towards the north. (Photo: S. Hamzavi Zarghani).
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Fig. 5. Tol-e Khaki looking toward the east. (Photo: S. Hamzavi Zarghani).

Fig. 6. An overview of the stream valley, looking towards the south. (Photo: S. Hamzavi Zarghani).
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looted and damaged in several directions, and
parts have been scraped off by heavy equip-
ment in the north and south, causing the ex-
posure of archaeological layers with large
amounts of ceramic fragments. In the eastern
part of the site, some ephemeral structures and
stone alignments made by drystone, created by
the current nomads, are still visible (Figs. 7-8).

Surface collection of Bakun ceramics

Based on site morphology and observed sur-
face finds, the survey team decided to conduct
a systematic survey of the site. Due to time
constraints, the site was divided into four sec-
tions in cardinal directions, and each section
was randomly sampled. A total of 227 pottery
fragments and seven chipped lithics were col-
lected from the surface. The surface collection
can be divided into two main groups: prehistor-
ic and historical ceramics. In total, a collection
of 153 prehistoric pottery fragments was col-
lected, with 98 painted Bakun ceramics among
them. Both the Middle (Bakun B2, Gap) and
Late (Bakun A) phases of the Bakun period,
featuring painted ceramics, are represented in
the surface collection. Our collected Bakun ce-
ramics from Tol-e Khaki show similatities with

previously studied sites in KRB, such as Tal-e
Bakun A, B, and Tal-e Gap (Figs. 9-10).

Concluding remarks

The Zagros Mountains are characterized by
high intermountain valleys and plains that pro-
vide unique opportunities for the establishment
of human settlements. They have also served
as routes of communication since prehistory
(Helwing 2005: 40). The Iranian Plateau, in
general, and the Zagros Mountains, specifically,
have long been inhabited by pastoral nomads.
Several archaeological studies have proven this
statement (e.g. Abdi 2003; Abdi, er al. 2002; Al-
izadeh 2008; Alizadeh, et al 2004; Azadi 2015;
Esmaeili Jelodar 2009; Haerinck and Overlaet
1996; Hole 1974; Hole 1975; Mortensen and
Mortensen 1989; Shirazi, er al 2015; Yamauchi
and Nishiyama 2008; Zagarell 1982; Zeidi, et al
2016) . Current pastoral nomads in Fars Prov-
ince typically travel long distances between
their winter and summer pastures. For instance,
the distance between the summer and winter
pastures of Qashqai tribes can exceed 500 kilo-
meters. The Qashqai Confederacy is the largest
group of tent-dwelling pastoral nomads in Iran
and occupies the central and northern regions

Fig. 7. The remains of ephemeral dry stone architecture belonging to the current nomads can be found on the eastern
side of the site. (Photo: S. Hamzavi Zarghani).
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Fig. 8. The remains of the tent dwellings of the current
nomads can be found on the eastern side of the site.
(Photo: S. Hamzavi Zarghani).

of the Fars Province (Beck 1986; Beck 1991).
Their summer pastures are located in high al-
titudes of northern Fars, where small inter-
mountain valleys and plains exist. In the agri-
culturally marginal zone, various tribal groups
sparsely occupy the region. Usually, the tribal
chiefs used to settle in logistically secured and
protected places in these valleys, both for sum-
mer and winter pastures, surrounded by tents
(Alizadeh, et al 2006: 130). Here, they have
semi-permanent and permanent residential ar-
eas with solid architecture. Ruined remnants
of these places can be seen in both summer
and winter territories (Beck 1986: 187). Every
Qashgqai tribe has its migration route or trib-
al road. These routes and passages are specif-
ic and unique for each tribe (Barth 1961; Saf-
inejad 1995; Shahbazi 1987). Along the entire
migration routes of modern nomads, many
small temporary nomadic stopping points that
are used for short breaks during their seasonal
round can be found. Tol-e Khaki is located in

one of the current Sarhad or summer pastures
of Ashrafi and Ghani tribes of the Khamseh
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Fig. 9. A selection of Bakun painted ceramics from the
site (prepared by M. Zeidi).

Confederacy. Their summer pasture is the
stream valley near Tol-e Khaki, which they
call Jowakan, and their winter pasture is Jabri
Shah-e Gheyb in Larestan County of southern
Fars. Tol-e Khaki is located in an area with a
hilly landscape and limited potential for agri-
culture, suggesting occupation by a group of
mobile pastoralists, as it is today. With its harsh
winter climate, the inhabitants of Bakun period
in the Jowakan basin may have occupied this
place during the spring and summer to utilize
the available pastures and water sources. As
suggested by Alizadeh (Alizadeh 2003; Aliza-
deh, er al 2000), since there is no known prec-
edent for painted Bakun ware in Fars, it is most
likely that they were introduced into Fars by the
mobile pastoralist societies of the region who
moved between highland Fars and lowland
Susiana. The sedentarization of the southern
Zagros by these groups of people could have
played a role in this introduction. Although it is
beyond the scope of this study, and no direct
archaeological data support this suggestion, it
can be assumed that there was a nomadic com-
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Fig. 10. A selection of Bakun painted ceramics from the site (prepared by M. Zeidi).
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ponent in societies in southern Zagros during
at least part of the fifth millennium BC. How-
ever, much more data is required. Only through
systematic excavations accompanied by de-
tailed bio-archaeological analysis at Tol-e Kha-
ki can evidence for the social complexity and
nature of occupation at the site be obtained.
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