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Abstract

One of the important and influential cultures in the societies of the Middle Ages
in Central Asia is the culture of Bactria-Margiana/Khorasan. The cultural
materials of this culture developed in the late third millennium and the first half
of the second millennium BC (Middle and New Bronze Ages) in a wide
geographical area including Greater Khorasan, southeastern Iran, and Central
Asia. The distinctive features of this culture include characteristic pottery types
and household items made of metals such as gold, silver, bronze, as well as
precious and semi-precious stones (turquoise, carnelian, chlorite, and marble). A
collection of artifacts with ritual functions such as miniature marble columns,
composite figurines, power rods, trumpets, ceremonial axes, and burial practices
(animal burials, diversity and abundance of grave goods, placing food with the
dead, and commemorative tombs) have played a role in the formation of this
collection. Among the most important grave goods are miniature columns and
round plaques found in cemetery contexts and ritual spaces. What is important
and forms the basis for the present research is the interpretation of the distribution,
typology, function, and iconography of miniature columns and round plaques.
Based on the conducted research, miniature columns and weight stones (round
plaques) have been a prestigious item in the most important urban settlements of
Central Asia available to the elite of society. They can be interpreted as weight
stones, a type of ritual table, and a symbol of some Indo-Iranian beliefs and
Zoroastrian religion, such as pressing the Haoma plant and Barsum. Additionally,
based on archaeological evidence, a date range of 2500/2300 to 1800/1750 BC
can be proposed for this type of prestigious artifacts.
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Introduction

One of the most important features of the
Middle Elamite period in the Near East was
the cultural connections that were
established through various means. In the
southwestern Asia, important centers such
as llam, southeastern Iran, Sistan region,
Sind valley, Central Asia, and Khorasan
exist. Among the important and influential
cultures in the societies of the Middle
Elamite era of Central Asia, the culture of
Bactria-Margiana/Khorasan is significant.
The cultural materials of this culture have
developed in the late third millennium and
the first half of the second millennium BC
(Middle and New Elamite periods) within
a vast geographical area including Greater
Khorasan, southeastern Iran, and Central
Asia. The distinctive characteristics of this
culture include prominent pottery styles
and household items made of metals such
as gold, silver, bronze, and precious and
semi-precious  stones like turquoise,
carnelian, chalcedony, and marble. A
collection of artifacts with ceremonial
functions such as miniature marble
columns, composite figurines, power
sticks, trumpets, ceremonial axes, and
burial practices (animal burials, variety and
abundance of grave goods, placing food
with the deceased, and memorial tombs)
played a role in shaping this collection.
Among the important and less recognized
burial ~objects of the  Bactria-
Margiana/Khorasan culture are miniature
marble columns which have been found in
most burial contexts or in the floors of
ceremonial buildings. Specific objects that
are named miniature columns due to their
unclear shape and function have been
reported for the first time in the Hesar
Daramangan site. Schmidt, the head of the
Hesar Daramangan excavations, pointed
out the existence of grooves on both bases
of these objects as well as their
combination with lateral grooves in some
cases, and emphasized that they are usually
accompanied by round plates, also known
as weight stones. These weight stones,
sometimes with handles, may have been

Entezarian and Basafa (2025)

used during religious ceremonies, perhaps
alongside other artifacts such as stone
staffs and miniature columns. Some
believe that the origins of miniature
columns come from Egypt and Syria, while
some are related to the Andronovo culture.
Miniature columns and weight stones have
a wide distribution range in Greater
Khorasan, southeastern Iran, and Central
Asia. The significance of these objects as
prestige goods in the burial rites of the
Bactria-Margiana/Khorasan culture, from

northwest Afghanistan, southern
Afghanistan,  Uzbekistan,  Tajikistan,
Pakistan, southern Russia to Eastern

Europe, in various forms, sizes, and their
connection to commercial-cultural
relations, is of special importance in the
studies of the Middle Elamite period in
Central Asia, but the primary function of
these objects is still subject to debate.

Materials and Methods

The present research was conducted using
the documentary study method. Data
collection was carried out in a library-
based manner, meaning that the images and
information mentioned were extracted
from books, articles, and sources related to
the studies of the Middle Elamite period
and the  Bactria-Margiana/Khorasan
culture.

Discussion and Findings

Miniature columns and round stones
(round plates) have been a household item
in the most important urban settlements of
Central Asia, available to the elite of
society. These objects may have been used
in pairs; they could serve as weights, a type
of ceremonial table, and a symbol of some
Indo-lranian  beliefs and Zoroastrian
religion, such as pressing the hum and
barsom (probably holding the bars or sticks
in a shape similar to the objects mentioned
in later Iranian rituals like barsom
mentioned in the Avesta). Additionally,
based on archaeological evidence, the
period from 2500/2300 to 1800/1750 BCE
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can be suggested for this type of household
craftsmanship.

Conclusion

Miniature columns and round plates are
one of the prominent cultural products of
the Balkh-Merv/Khorasan region. Due to
the inconsistent data on miniature columns
and round plates within the geographical
range of the Balkh-Merv/Khorasan culture,
the lack of special attention to these
objects, their preservation status, and their
discovery in burial contexts during
excavations, the absence of inscriptions in
the Balkh-Merv/Khorasan culture has
made it difficult to comment on the
function of miniature columns and round
plates. The presence of these objects in
burial contexts and architecture; the
placement of one or sometimes two
miniature columns in graves and the
presence of decorations on miniature
columns and round plates, possibly
indicate personal choices in the use of these
objects. The continuity of the related rituals
of these objects with the Indo-Iranians and
Zoroastrian religion, considering the time
period in which they were used (2500/2300
to 1800/1750 BCE) and their presence in
the geographical area of Zoroaster's
appearance and the presence of the Indo-
Iranians, may be a result of commercial-
cultural relations and the expansion of the
belief system and rituals of this culture, and
is associated with the presence of the elite
of the Balkh-Merv/Khorasan culture in a
relevant settlement. Furthermore, the latest
evidence of the use of these objects dates
back to 1800/1750 BCE, which can be
attributed to the gradual decline of this
culture and its  belief  system
simultaneously.
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