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Recent Work on the Paleolithic of Central Asia
RICHARD S. DAVIS AND VADIM A. RANOV

For many years, the best-known Pa-
leolithic discovery in Central Asia was
the child burial found in Teshik Tash
Cave, Uzbekistan. The find was made
by A.P. Okladnikov in 1938, and its
significance was readily apparent. The
child was clearly a Neandertal and the
associated artifacts were Mousterian.
The Neandertals and their Mousterian

technology were not known at that
time beyond Palestine or the Crimea;
Teshik Tash lay more than 2,500 km
further to the east. Thus, Okladnikov
recognized that the Neandertals were
not just a European or Near Eastern
phenomenon but, instead, ranged deep
into Asia. Teshik Tash opened up hori-
zons for exploration even further to
the east, north, and south. In time,
Okladnikov became an Academician
in the Academy of Science of the
U.S.S.R., and turned his attention to
Siberian archeology. Teshik Tash be-
came part of the paleoanthropological
canon. But what has Central Asia given
to the Paleolithic world beyond Teshik
Tash, and what role does it play today
in our thinking about the Paleolithic
world?

By ‘‘Central Asia,’’ we refer to the
territories of the former Soviet Central
Asian republics with drainages into
the Aral and Caspian seas (Fig. 1).
Occupying nearly four million km2 in
the middle latitudes between the Cas-
pian and western China, Central Asian
lands range from desert basins through
semi-arid grasslands to mountain land-
scapes of great relief. Central Asia is
semi-arid to arid, and the availability

of water has been a major factor in
determining the distribution of hu-
man settlement throughout its entire
history.1

What have been the major Paleo-
lithic discoveries over the last twenty-
five years? Briefly:

● Pebble- and flake-tool industries
have been found in well-stratified loess
deposits beginning about 800,000
years ago at Kul’dara in southern
Tajikistan.

● Bifacial industries have been found
in many surface locations in western
Turkmenistan and in Kazakhstan.

● The first Central Asian hominine
fossil find since Teshik Tash was made
at Sel’-Ungur, a Middle Pleistocene
cave site in Kyrgyzstan.

● Upper Paleolithic sites in the inter-
val between 34,000 and 14,000 bp are
still virtually unknown in Central Asia
despite the last two decades of active
field work. On the basis of present
evidence, the region may have been
largely uninhabited during the Last
Glacial Maximum.

In addition to these discoveries (or
nondiscoveries), we will comment on
three thematic areas where Central
Asia can make significant contribu-
tions. The first question is the reality
and utility of the Movius line, an endur-
ing topic of the Asian Paleolithic. The
Movius line putatively divides Asia
into ‘‘Eastern’’ and ‘‘Western’’ Paleo-
lithic provinces. Some investigators
would like to draw the line right
through Central Asia. The question is,
what does the Movius line really repre-
sent? The second topical area is the
extent and significance of Middle Pa-
leolithic variability in Central Asia.
How diverse were Middle Paleolithic
technology and culture and how do
they compare to those in other re-
gions? A third issue is the magnitude
and character of glacial and intergla-
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Central Asia has played an important role in Paleolithic archeology since the
discovery of Teshik-Tash in 1938. Since the 1970s, attention has turned to Lower
Paleolithic studies following the important discoveries at Kul’dara and other deeply
stratified loess sites in southern Tajikistan. The sites, dated to as early as 800,000
years ago, are not the earliest evidence of hominids in Asia, but they do reflect early
adaptations to arid mid-latitude environments. The stone-tool industries from these
early sites are composed of pebble and flake implements; they do not include
bifaces. Along with the archeological material in the loess is an impressive
paleoenvironmental record with good chronological control. In other parts of Central
Asia, there are reported elements of the Acheulean technocomplex at sites such as
Sel’ungur and Yangadazha, but that claim cannot be substantiated. In the Upper
Pleistocene, important research questions include the extent and meaning of Middle
Paleolithic variability, the relation of Middle to Upper Paleolithic cultures, and the
effect of glacial or interglacial climatic oscillations on Paleolithic settlement and
adaptation.
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cial climatic oscillations and their ef-
fect on Paleolithic settlement.

LOWER PALEOLITHIC
Perhaps the most dramatic and sig-

nificant Paleolithic work that has come
out of Central Asia in the last 25 years
is the discovery of Lower Pleistocene
industries in deeply stratified loess
deposits of southern Tajikistan. Pleis-
tocene accumulations of loess more
than 200 meters deep are known in
several southern Tajik locations, and
their steeply eroded faces reveal a se-
ries of buried paleosols.2,3 At one sec-
tion, Chashmanigar, a series of 23
buried soils has been identified (Fig.
2). The rhythmically alternating loess
and buried soil complexes reflect
world-wide climatic oscillations be-
tween glacial and interglacial condi-
tions.4,5 The loess localities are diffi-
cult to excavate because the steep-
faced exposures have enormous
overburdens above the artifact-bear-
ing strata. In the 1970s, Ranov and
coworkers6,7 excavated and analyzed
pebble-tool industries found in buried
soil complexes from Karatau and La-

khuti in southern Tajikistan. These
two sites were originally dated by
stratigraphic correlation and thermo-
luminescence to less than 200,000
years ago. Recent studies of loess sedi-
mentation rates and magnetic suscep-
tibility indicate that these sites are
more likely in the age range of 400,000
to 600,000 years.8 These finds were
important because they established for
the first time the presence of Middle
Pleistocene populations in the semi-
arid interglacial environment of inner
Asia. Before the discovery of Karatau
and Lakhuti, there were no Lower
Paleolithic sites in Central Asia with
good stratigraphic context.

In general, the artifacts from Kara-
tau and Lakhuti fall under the rubric
of a pebble-tool industry. The cores
generally do not have prepared plat-
forms and the majority of the flakes
have pebble cortex striking platforms.
Pebbles were frequently fractured by
the quartier d’orange or zitron tech-
nique, which results in a wedge-shaped
flake reminiscent of an orange section.
Tools consist of pebble choppers,
rough scrapers, and marginally re-

Figure 1. A map showing the major Paleolithic sites discussed in the text. The majority of
stratified sites in Central Asia are found at elevations between 800 and 1,400 m in the eastern
portion of the region.

Figure 2. Loess section of Chashmanigar,
southern Tajikistan. This section is approxi-
mately 180 m deep and is the most extensive
record of the Pleistocene in Central Asia. Iso-
lated artifacts found in the 6th buried soil com-
plex date to more than 400,000 years. The
elevation of the section at the top is greater
than 1,500 m.
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touched flakes. The later Lakhuti site
has some flakes that Ranov has de-
scribed as Levallois or proto-Levallois.

In 1981, a significant new find was
made at Kul’dara,9,10 located near La-
khuti on a small branch of the Obi-
Mazar River in southern Tajikistan.
Here in the 11th and 12th buried soils
(counting from the top) a small collec-
tion of lithic artifacts was excavated in
a 66 m2 horizontal exposure. Paleo-
magnetic study of the Kul’dara section
revealed that the 11th and 12th buried
soils have reversed polarity and lie just
below the Matuyama–Brunhes paleo-
magnetic boundary. This boundary is
well dated at approximately 780,000
years, and the artifacts at Kul’dara are

thereby estimated to be around
800,000 years. Thus, the finds at
Kul’dara greatly expanded the known
age of the Central Asian Paleolithic
and may reach back to a time not long
after the first hominids arrived in mid-
latitude Asia.

The total lithic collection from
Kul’dara consisted of 40 specimens
with definite signs of percussion flak-
ing (Fig. 3). The raw materials used at
Kul’dara consisted of quartzite and
limestone pebbles. The overall the size
of the pieces is quite small: The aver-
age length of specimens is 3.4 cm and
the largest are just over 5 cm. The
industry is made up of small flakes
struck off pebble cores. Two kinds of

pebble cores have been found, small
multiple platform cores and the zitron
or quartier d’orange cores already
mentioned for the Karatau and La-
khuti sites.11 The flakes produced from
these cores are semicircular and
wedge-shaped with pebble cortex on
the ‘‘rind.’’ The pebble cortex served as
the striking platform and the distal
end tapered to a relatively sharp edge.
Although rudimentary, the small
pebble flakes from Kul’dara could per-
form a variety of cutting, scraping,
and piercing functions. Thus, they
would have satisfied the basic needs of
a lithic tool kit. There is certainly
nothing about the lithics that suggests
hunting equipment. There also are no
heavy-duty tools. They are appropri-
ate for scavenging and plant process-
ing, but there is no direct analysis of
their function.

No features or faunal remains were
found at Kul’dara. The density of the
lithic artifacts there averaged less than
3 per cubic meter. They were distrib-
uted vertically over a span of 1.8 me-
ters with no sign of patterning or
concentration. It is evident that the
lithics were subject to some postdepo-
sitional disturbance, but their associa-
tion with their particular buried soil
horizons seems secure. This lack of
patterning is true of all of the Paleo-
lithic loess sites in southern Tajikistan,
as is the general lack of features and
fauna.

Although no formal comparisons
have been made, a reasonable similar-
ity is apparent between the Kul’dara
artifacts and those at sites known from
the Nihewan Basin in northern
China.12 The Nihewan sites, among
them Xiaochangliang and Dunggutuo,
were also found in reversed-polarity

Figure 3. Chipped stone implements from Kul’dara, Tajikistan. Dating to approximately 800,000
years ago, they are the earliest known artifacts from Central Asia. These stone tools are
produced from river pebbles and cobbles and show a minimum of retouch. 1: Cortical flake. 2:
Multiplatform flake core. 3–5: Wedge-shaped ‘‘zitron’’ flakes 6: Utilized flake. 7: Flake with
marginal retouch. 8: Laterally retouched flake. 9 and 10: Retouched flakes. 11: Bifacially
retouched fragment.

. . . the finds at Kul’dara
greatly expanded the
known age of the
Central Asian Paleolithic
and may reach back to
a time not long after the
first hominids arrived in
mid-latitude Asia.
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deposits below the Brunhes-Matuyama
paleomagnetic boundary, which puts
them on a chronological par with
Kul’dara. The simple core and flake
forms found at the Nihewan sites and
their relatively small dimensions seem
similar enough to those at Kul’dara to
warrant further comparison. Of
course, technical or typological resem-
blances in the Lower Paleolithic can
be a weak or even misleading indica-
tion of cultural historical relation-
ships, so that we cannot expect too
much to come from such a compari-
son. Nevertheless, the chronology and
artifact similarities make it reasonable
to conjecture that they represent the
general lithic technology of the earli-
est inhabitants of mid-latitude Asia.

HAND AXES IN TURKMENISTAN
AND KAZAKSTAN

Scattered surface finds of hand axes
have been reported from central Kaza-
khstan and western Turkmenistan sev-
eral times over the last twenty years.13

In his recent review of the Central
Asian Paleolithic, Leonid Vishniatskii14

identified more than a dozen locations
where such finds have been made.
(Fig. 4). The basic problem is that
none of the sites are firmly dated, so
that one has to rely on technological
and typological comparisons with far
distant collections. On this basis, they
could belong to the Middle Paleolithic

or, perhaps, as Rolland15 observed, ‘‘a
late Acheulian probably synchronous
with the Caucasus cave Acheulean.
Although they are suggestive of an
Acheulean presence in Central Asia,
the surface finds from Kazakhistan
and Turmenistan do not have suffi-
cient chronological resolution or docu-
mentation to make a convincing case.

NEW HOMINID FINDS AT
SEL’-UNGUR, KYRGYSTAN

Sel’-Ungur has received consider-
able notice because it revealed the first
hominid remains in Central Asia since
Teshik Tash, and its lithic industry has
been classified as Acheulean by its
excavator, Dr. Utkur Islamov,16 Insti-
tute of Archaeology, Samarkand. Sel’-
Ungur is located on the southern edge
of the Ferghana basin in Kyrgystan. It
is a large cave site at an elevation of
1,900 meters. First tested by A.P. Okla-
dnikov in 1955, it was excavated by
Islamov’s team from the Institute of
Archaeology in Samarkand beginning
in 1980.

The deposits in the cave are up to
8.5 m deep. Paleolithic finds have been
made in five ‘‘cultural layers’’ at depths
ranging from 2.5 to 6.5 m. Faunal
remains number more than 4,000, but
are generally in a poor state of preser-
vation. Most of the ungulate fauna
consists of Upper Pleistocene steppe

forms such as Capra sibirica, Ovis
ammon, and Cervus elaphus, but the
‘‘especially archaic appearance of the
small mammals, especially Microtus
(Neodon) ex gr. juldaschi, exclude the
probability that it is of Upper Pleis-
tocene age.’’17 There is a uranium-
thorium determination of 126,000 6
5,000 from a travertine layer that over-
lies cultural layer 1. Thus, the fauna
and absolute dating suggest a prob-
able late Middle Pleistocene age for
the site. The hominid remains, which
all come from Layer 3, consist of six
teeth (three upper incisors and three
lower premolars) belonging to two or
three individuals and a fragment of a
juvenile’s right scapula. Zubov consid-
ers that they fall between paleoanthro-
pus and archantropus (H. erectus and
H. sapiens neanderthalensis), but de-
scriptions of these remains have been
published only in preliminary form.
Velichko17 notes that the late V.P. Alek-
seev classified an occipital fragment as
‘‘preneandertal,’’ but there is no elabo-
ration of that interpretation.

The archeological collection from
Sel’-Ungur consists of more than 500
stone artifacts. Islamov’s claim that
this is an Acheulean industry rests
primarily on a single biface described
as a hand axe and other artifacts de-
scribed as cleavers (Fig. 5). Our exami-
nation of the artifacts in question
suggests that their typological identifi-
cation is doubtful. In any event, the
collection is mostly derived from river
cobbles that have been worked by
discoidal and opposed platform-core
techniques. Retouched pieces basi-
cally consist of scraper-like flake tools
and some notched or denticulate
forms. Retouch tended to be irregular
and did not usually result in a smooth,
contoured edge. Vishniatskii14 has ref-
ered to it as a pebble-tool industry,
while Ranov18 has drawn parallels to
the industry from Karatau. There is

Figure 5. Bifacially retouched artifact from
Sel’-Ungur Cave, Kyrgystan. (Redrawn from
Vishniatskii.14)

Figure 4. Bifacially retouched artifacts found at surface localities on the Krasnovodsk Plateau,
Turkmenistan. (Redrawn from Vishniatskii.14)
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little from this site that would fit into
the Acheulean technocomplex. Rather,
the collection much more easily falls
into the pebble and flake industries
known from the Central Asian loess.

THE MOVIUS LINE
In light of recent Lower Paleolithic

discoveries, does the concept of the
Movius Line have any validity for Cen-
tral Asia? Basically, the Movius Line
was an early empirical generalization
about the distribution of Lower Paleo-
lithic archeological remains in Asia,
Europe, and Africa. In the 1940s, Pro-
fessor Hallam L. Movius, Jr. observed
that there was an almost complete
absence of bifacial hand axes and
cleavers throughout the entire East
Asian Lower Paleolithic. Instead, the
East Asian sites are characterized by
pebble tools and simple cores. Mo-
vius19 described these industries as the
‘‘chopper–chopping tool culture.’’ Mo-
vius inferred that the original hominid
dispersal from Africa brought the
pebble-tool-based, chopper–chopping
industries all the way to East Asia, but
that the core and biface industries
subsequently developed in Africa (the
Acheulean technocomplex) were never
introduced into East Asia. East Asia re-
mained, according to Movius, a ‘‘mar-
ginal region of cultural retardation.’’19

It is still the case that Acheulean
core and biface industries are not
found in East Asia, although some
bifacial technology is present.20 It re-
mains an unanswered question as to
why the Acheulean technocomplex,
which first appears in Africa 1.5 to 1.6
million years ago, never extended fur-
ther east than the Middle East. Thus,
Movius’s basic empirical generaliza-
tion concerning the distribution of
hand-axe industries still stands. How-
ever, his cultural historical interpreta-
tions should be discarded.

As described earlier, both pebble-
tool industries and surface hand-axe
assemblages are known in Central
Asia. The hand-axe occurrences are in
the northern and western parts of Cen-
tral Asia and the pebble-tool and flake
industries are known from the south-
east. Should we, therefore, draw the
Movius line through Central Asia?
Vishniatskii14 has suggested that it
would be reasonable to do so. The
chronological controls on the surface

hand-axe industries are very weak,
and some authorities have suggested
that they are very late, belonging to
the Middle Paleolithic.15 Thus, the pic-
ture might well be that all of Central
Asia was occupied by pebble- and
flake-making peoples until the end of
the Middle Pleistocene.

The Movius Line concept reminds
us that the cultural history of the Old
World Lower Paleolithic was not uni-
form and that a conclusive interpreta-
tion of the currently known distribu-
tion of industries eludes us. Perhaps
there is merit in Rolland’s15 clever idea
that Acheulean industries at the begin-
ning of the Pleistocene traveled east
out of Africa, lost hand axes and cleav-
ers while adapting to southeast Asian
forested environments, moved north

into China, and then spread back west
again via Central Asia, onto the Ira-
nian Plateau, across Transcaucasia,
and into Europe.15 That would at least
explain why Kul’dara resembles the
Nihewan industries of northern China!
Unfortunately, however, uncontrolled
comparisons across such great spans
of time and space have little meaning.

MIDDLE PALEOLITHIC VARIABILITY
The extent of stone tool technologi-

cal and typological variation found in
the Central Asian Middle Paleolithic
has long been an issue. The chronologi-
cal framework is also currently under
reevaluation.

Okladnikov’s celebrated discovery of
Teshik Tash revealed a much-expanded
eastward distribution of Neandertal
industry, which François Bordes21 de-
scribed as Quina-Ferrassie Moust-
erian. In the late 1950s, V.A. Ranov22

began excavations at Kara Bura along
the Vaksh River in southern Tajikistan.

The Kara Bura industry featured a
high percentage of pebble tools and
Mousterian scrapers. Ranov6 called
this and similar southern Tajik sites
the Mousterian of Soan Tradition, a
label that reflects the South Asian style
predominance of pebble tools. Ranov
looked to the subcontinent for a pos-
sible origin of this variety. Thus, Kara
Bura and Teshik Tash were identified
by the early 1960s as reflecting distinct
techno-typological traditions. Shortly
thereafter, several more Mousterian
cave and open-air sites were discov-
ered and, by the 1970s, Ranov had
identified a total of four technological
variants or facies: Levallois, Levalloiso-
Mousterian, Typical (Mountain) Mous-
terian, and Mousterian of Soan Tradi-
tion.

Most recently, Vishniatskii14 has
pushed the pendulum in the opposite
direction. Instead of making finer dis-
tinctions, he has lumped all of the
Central Asian Middle Paleolithic into
one category, ‘‘ordinary Mousterian,’’
or must’e obyknovennoe. Very briefly,
Vishniatskii makes the argument that
the original stimulus toward defining
subdivisions or facies of the Moust-
erian in various parts of the U.S.S.R.
was simply a reaction to and emula-
tion of Bordes’s work in France. Vish-
niatskii attributes most of the Central
Asian Middle Paleolithic variability to
site type (for example, workshop or
base camp) and especially to the avail-
ability of raw materials.

As a whole, the Central Asian Mous-
terian is based on flakes struck from
platform and discoidal flake cores.
There is also a significant presence of
blade and blade-like blanks at sites
like Obi-Rakhmat and Kul’bulak. Lev-
allois flake-core technique is present,
particularly in the Ferghana basin of
Uzbekistan. A variety of scrapers con-
stitute the majority of retouched tools,
with Mousterian points being the sec-
ond most frequent major tool class.
Bifacial hand axes, leaf-shaped bifa-
cial points, or other bifacial forms are
almost entirely absent.

It is instructive to point out that a
recent review and assessment of the
Zagros Mousterian has lent support to
the long-held view that there basically
is only one variety of Mousterian in
that large area.23 In other words, it is
not required to find multiple variants
of the Mousterian in a single region.

. . . the picture might well
be that all of Central Asia
was occupied by
pebble- and flake-
making peoples until the
end of the Middle
Pleistocene.
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Moreover, both Vishniatskii and Ranov
point to the Zagros as the most likely
source of the Central Asian Moust-
erian because the two regions share
many similarities. Similarly, Okladni-
kov, almost 60 years ago, saw the
strong resemblance between the Leval-
loiso-Mousterian of the Near East and
Teshik Tash. Chard24 also viewed the
Central Asian Mousterian as originat-
ing in the Middle East and then con-
tinuing on to Mongolia and the Altai.

So is the Central Asian Mousterian
basically just one variety? Total agree-
ment on this issue is probably not in
the cards. Vishniatskii should be cred-
ited with bringing this question into
discussion, and the discussion should
prompt archeologists to rethink the
meaning of variability within Central
Asia. Raw-material availability may
have played a significant role in deter-
mining industrial varients such as Kara
Bura.25 More quantified technological
and typological work on Central Asian
collections must be done before this
issue of variability can be taken any
further.

Recently, Middle Paleolithic chronol-
ogy has been greatly expanded be-
cause of discoveries in the Tajik loess.
The prevailing view stemming from
excavations in caves and open-air sites
had placed the Middle Paleolithic
within the last glacial period with a
maximum age on the order of 100,000
years. One of the few radiocarbon
determinations for the Middle Paleo-
lithic is from Khudzhi near Dushanbe
in Tajikistan and it is (GIN 2905)
38,900 6 700 years. Since the mid-
1990s, however, Ranov and Schafer
have excavated a Middle Paleolithic
industry from Pedocomplex 2 at the
Khonoko locality in the Khovaling val-
ley in southern Tajikistan. This soil
complex has been dated to 200,000
years, thus doubling the time for the
Middle Paleolithic.5,8 There is no inter-
vening or linking archeological mate-
rial between Khonoko and the cave
Middle Paleolithic. Hence, this gap
remains one of the important chal-
lenges for future archeological re-
search.

WHERE IS THE UPPER
PALEOLITHIC?

Twenty-five years ago, there were
only two well-known Upper Paleo-

lithic sites in Central Asia: Shugnou in
eastern Tajikistan and the Samarkand
site in the city of Samarkand, Uzbe-
kistan. At present there are a few other
candidates, but essentially the Upper
Paleolithic, in contrast to the Middle
Paleolithic or Epi-Paleolithic, is un-
known.26 Why that is the case remains
an open question. However, we will
consider some possible explanations.

Both Shugnou and Samarkand are
open-air sites. Shugnou is found at an
elevation of approximately 2,000 m,
and is stratified in reworked loess de-
posits in the narrow Yaksu River val-
ley, which drains the western Pamirs.
Vadim Ranov27 began excavating it in
1968. There is only one C-14 determi-
nation from the site: Layer 1, 10,700 6

500 BP (GIN 590). Layer 1 has abun-
dant blades, including many with
curved longitudinal profiles, as well as
carenated scrapers and endscrapers.
Layer 2 is distinguished by some ele-
ments of the Mousterian technological
tradition combined with Upper Paleo-
lithic characteristics. Notable are a
few backed pieces that Ranov com-
pares to Gravettian points. Moust-
erian technological elements increase
in frequency in layers 3 and 4. Based
on typological and technological con-
siderations, Ranov dates layers 3 and 4
to the early Upper Paleolithic. Horses
(Equus caballus) are, by far, the most
abundant faunal remain. Overall,
Shugnou appears to be a hunting camp
located in a narrow river valley in
order to intercept seasonally migrat-
ing fauna as it moved to lower eleva-
tions at the onset of winter.

The Samarkand site has been exca-
vated intermittently since 1939, but no

C-14 determinations have been re-
ported.28 The stratigraphy of this site,
located on two terraces of the Chash-
masiab, is complex and, indeed, has
never been fully delineated and under-
stood. The artifacts might best be de-
scribed as a mixture of Upper Paleo-
lithic materials from various time
intervals. The lithic inventory features
choppers, heavy-duty scrapers, den-
ticulated or notched pieces, retouched
blades, and endscrapers. M.D. Dzhur-
akulov, director of the last major exca-
vation, noting similarities between the
Samarkand site and the Yenisei Upper
Paleolithic, places the site within a
Siberian-Chinese zone of cultural de-
velopment. In any event, the assem-
blages from Samarkand are not well
delineated chronologically or typologi-
cally and subsistence data is not devel-
oped.

Other possible Central Asian Upper
Paleolithic sites have been reported in
the Russian literature. The most prom-
ising are Kharkush, on the upper
Shirkent River in southern flanks of
the Gissar range of Tajikistan; Siab-
cha, an open-air site on the northern
outskirts of Samarkand; and the three
uppermost layers of Kul’bulak, an
open-air site located approximately 60
km east southeast of Tashkent.29–31

While all of the preliminary reports
attest to the potential of these sites,
not enough is known about them to
allow an informed judgment as to
their chronological and cultural as-
pects.

In contrast to the few known Upper
Paleolithic sites, there are abundant
Middle Paleolithic localities and a mul-
titude of Epi-Paleolithic/Mesolithic
sites. For many years, one of us (RSD)
has taken the position that the cold,
dry climate of the last glacial maxi-
mum significantly reduced the plant
and animal resources available to
hunter-gatherers so that, in conse-
quence, populations were reduced sub-
stantially or disappeared altogether.32

Virtually all paleoclimatic data and
models for the Central Asian last gla-
cial maximum point to intensified arid-
ity and depression of the mean annual
temperature to approximately 6°C.33

Even close to the Mediterranean, Bar-
Yosef34 has noted the distinctly limited
distribution of Kebaran sites during
the last glacial maximum in the Le-

There is no intervening or
linking archeological
material between
Khonoko and the cave
Middle Paleolithic.
Hence, this gap remains
one of the important
challenges for future
archeological research.
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vant, and suggests that this is due to
the prevailing cold, dry conditions.34

Increased aridity and lower tempera-
tures would have diminished the qual-
ity of range, causing a reduction in
grasses and an increase in deep-rooted
shrubs. Vast areas of dry artemesia
steppe would have characterized much
of the Central Asian landscape. Mak-
ing conclusions based on negative evi-
dence, in this case the absence of sites,
is risky. However, we can point out
that a similar gap exists in the Zagros,
where no sites are known or dated
between 28,700 and 14,350 radiocar-
bon years BP: Those dates bracket the
hiatus between the youngest Barados-
tian date and the oldest Zarzian deter-
minations.35 Upper Paleolithic peoples
are well recognized for their adaptive
capabilities, but the environmental
conditions at the height of the Würm
over wide areas of Central Asia may
have been too limiting for a hunting
and gathering existence.

During the last glacial, Central Asia’s
hydrology would have been signifi-
cantly different from today’s. Major
perennial watercourses filling the Aral
and Caspian seas would have drained

the Pamirs, Hindu Kush, and Zerevs-
hanski mountains throughout the
Würm. Lower temperatures during the
last glacial maximum would also have
meant lower evaporation rates and an
attendant rise in the level of these
inland bodies of water. Grosswald36

has proposed that giant proglacial
lakes in western Siberia actually over-
flowed during the last glacial and
drained south into the Central Asian
basin via the Uzboy canal. The in-
creased inflow resulted in drainage
connections among the Aral, the Cas-
pian, and the Black seas. The riparian
environments along the major drain-
ages may have been the most produc-
tive areas for hunting and gathering
populations during the last glacial
maximum. Holocene alluvial deposi-
tion, however, would have tended to
bury and destroy any sites that might
have existed. In sum, there is a reason-
able prima-facie case for a climate-
controlled population reduction and
movement during the last glacial maxi-
mum in Central Asia. The magnitude
of these demographic changes is a chal-
lenging problem for future research.

UNANSWERED QUESTIONS
AND PROSPECTS

Central Asia has been a part of the
Paleolithic world for at least 800,000
years (Fig. 6). Throughout that inter-
val, its basic land-locked, semi-arid to
arid character has prevailed, as wit-
nessed by the glacial-interglacial oscil-
lations clearly recorded in the loess
record. Until the Holocene, Central
Asia seems to have accommodated
relatively sparse hunting and gather-
ing populations, but it may have been
nearly depopulated during peak inter-
vals of glacial periods. All of the Paleo-
lithic discoveries in the loess sites are
from interglacial soils; no artifacts
have been found in the intervening
loess. The picture we have of Lower

and Middle Pleistocene populations in
Central Asia is very unclear. According
to all indications, their tool kit was a
very basic Mode I type. Virtually no
archeological features, subsistence re-
mains, or hominid fossils have been
discovered that shed much light on the
particularities of their way of life. Nev-
ertheless, these populations persisted
outside of the Acheulean technocom-
plex for a half a million years.

In the Upper Pleistocene, there are a
good number of Middle Paleolithic
sites, and these bear a close resem-
blance to well-known sites in South-
west Asia. The degree of this resem-
blance has yet to be systematically
assessed. The variability of Middle Pa-
leolithic industries also needs further
delineation. Nevertheless, it has long
been clear that Central Asia was part
of the eastern extension of the Nean-
dertals along the mid-latitude foothills

Figure 6. Chart summarizing the chronology of major archeological sites in Central Asia. The
age estimates in the left-hand column are based on recent extrapolations of loess sedimenta-
tion rates and are only approximate. The right-hand column has the majority of the known
absolute dates for Central Asia.

Virtually all
paleoclimatic data and
models for the Central
Asian last glacial
maximum point to
intensified aridity and
depression of the mean
annual temperature to
approximately 6°C.
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of the Zagros, Kopet Dagh, Hindu
Kush, Tien Shan, and Altai mountain
ranges. Upper Paleolithic sites from
these areas are still poorly known, and
it is possible that during the last gla-
cial maximum large areas of South-
west, Central, and North Asia were
uninhabited. So far the rich Upper
Paleolithic assemblages of the type
known in Europe and Siberia are not
present in Central Asia. The numerous
cave excavations in Central Asia have
not revealed any clear Upper Paleo-
lithic levels. Some years ago, Ranov
suggested that the Middle Paleolithic
continued well into Upper Paleolithic
times, and that this would account for
some of the Middle Paleolithic ele-
ments in the lower levels of Shugnou
and also for the paucity of conven-
tional-appearing Upper Paleolithic as-
semblages. While still a possibility,
this interpretation needs evidence from
dated Upper Pleistocene assemblages.
So far, Central Asia has not shed much
light on the intensively studied questions
of the origins of anatomically modern
Homo sapiens or on the transition from
the Middle to Upper Paleolithic. The
possibility that this transition occurred
much later in Central Asia than in other
parts of Asia has not been excluded.

THE ARCHEOLOGICAL
INFRASTRUCTURE IN CENTRAL

ASIA AFTER 1991
The fall of the Soviet Empire in 1991

brought major cuts in funding,
changes in research priorities, and, in
some areas, civil war. Nationally, the
budget for the Russian Academy of
Sciences is a small fraction of what the
Academy had under the Soviets. Acad-
emy workers now have very low sala-
ries and frequently are not paid for
months at a time. The sciences, includ-
ing the historical sciences, have lost
much prestige and are far less attrac-
tive to young students.

Many of the independent Central
Asian republics have even greater diffi-
culty. For example, in Tajikistan up
until 1991 there were 12 standing ar-
cheological expeditions, which, every
year, carried out field work projects.
By 1994 the number was down to two
and these projects were heavily fi-

nanced by foreign colleagues who re-
ceive the right to publish part of the
results of the work. Foreign finance
also plays a major role in Turkmeni-
stan and Uzbekistan. There has also
been substantial outward migration of
ethnic Russian scientific workers. The
institution of new language laws make
linkage to the international scientific
community more difficult. By almost
any measure, archeological institutions
in Central Asia are in a depressed state.
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