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THE SOUTHERN EXTENT 
OF THE KURA-ARAXES CULTURE IN IRAN: 

EVIDENCE FROM GŪNESPĀN TEPE

Abstract. During the 4th millennium BC, the Kura-Arax culture emerged as an important archaeological phenomenon 
in the Caucasus and the Near East. Over the course of several centuries, the culture spread from Transcaucasia and 
northwestern Iran to southeastern Anatolia and Levant. The culture has been referred to in Iran by various names, 
including Yanik, Kura-Arax, and Godin IV. During archaeological excavations at Tepe Gūnespān, Malayer, in 2009, 
deposits containing Kura-Arax-type pottery were discovered, providing valuable insights into the final phase of this culture 
in the central Zagros region. Based on archaeological findings from this site, this article examines the characteristics of the 
Kura-Arax culture at its southernmost limit, as well as the timing and process of its decline. The results of the excavations 
indicate that Gūnespān was first inhabited during the Kura-Arax period, and that cultural deposits up to 250 cm thick 
belong to this phase. Although no architectural remains were identified due to excavation limitations, evidence suggests 
that this was a permanent settlement. The most distinctive feature of this culture is its gray-black burnished pottery, 
which can be categorized into seven groups at Gūnespān. Most of these ceramics are plain, with incised decorations being 
rare. The findings indicate that the gray-black burnished pottery tradition of the Kura-Araxes culture was widespread 
in the central Zagros region during the first half of the third millennium BCE, demonstrating its southernmost extent of 
influence. By the mid-third millennium BCE, painted buff ware emerged and gradually replaced the Kura-Araxes gray-
black burnished pottery tradition.

Keywords: Central Zagros, Bronze Age, Kura-Araxes, gray-black burnished pottery



120

Исследовательская статья

DOI: https://doi.org/10.32653/CH221119-134

ИСТОРИЯ, АРХЕОЛОГИЯ И ЭТНОГРАФИЯ КАВКАЗА. Т. 22. №1. 2026. С. 119-134

Для цитирования: Насери Р., Ханипур М. Южная граница распространения Куро-Аракской 
культуры в Иране: по материалам из Гунеспан-тепе // История, археология и этнография 
Кавказа. 2026. Т. 22. No  1. С. 119-134. doi.org/10.32653/CH221119-134

© Насери Р., Ханипур М., 2026
© Дагестанский федеральный исследовательский центр РАН, 2026

Насери Реза
к.и.н., доцент
Университет Забол, Иран
rezanaseri@uoz.ac.ir

Ханипур Мортеза
к.и.н., доцент
Международный университет туризма и культурного наследия «Шелковый путь», 
Самарканд, Узбекистан;
Самаркандский государственный университет, Узбекистан
Khanipoor73@yahoo.com

ЮЖНАЯ ГРАНИЦА РАСПРОСТРАНЕНИЯ 
КУРО-АРАКСКОЙ КУЛЬТУРЫ В ИРАНЕ: 
ПО МАТЕРИАЛАМ ИЗ ГУНЕСПАН-ТЕПЕ

Аннотация. В IV тысячелетии до н.э. в Кавказском регионе и на Ближнем Востоке сформировалась куро-
аракская археологическая культура. На протяжении тысячелетий эта культура распространилась из Закавказья 
и северо-западного Ирана в юго-восточную Анатолию и Левант. В Иране она известна под разными названи-
ями, в   том числе Яник, Кура-Аракc и Годин IV. Археологические раскопки на Гунеспан-тепе (округ Мелайер) 
в  2009  году выявили отложения, содержащие керамику куро-аракской культуры, что дало ценные сведения о за-
ключительной фазе этой культуры в центральной части Загроса. На основе материалов данного памятника в ста-
тье рассматриваются особенности куро-аракской культуры на её самом южном рубеже распространения, а также 
хронология и  характер процесса её исчезновения. Результаты раскопок показывают, что Гунеспан-тепе впервые 
был заселён именно в период куро-аракской культуры; мощность культурных отложений этого времени достига-
ет 250  см. Хотя из-за ограниченного масштаба раскопок архитектурные остатки выявлены не были, имеющиеся 
данные свидетельствуют о постоянном характере поселения. Наиболее характерной чертой культуры является се-
рая и  чёрная лощёная керамика, которая на Гунеспан-тепе подразделяется на семь групп. Большая часть этой 
керамики гладкая (без декора), орнаментация врезными линиями встречается редко. Материалы указывают, что 
традиция серо-чёрной лощёной керамики куро-аракской культуры была широко распространена в центральном 
Загросе в  первой половине III тысячелетия до н.э., демонстрируя южную границу её влияния. К середине III ты-
сячелетия до н.э. появляется расписная светло-глиняная керамика, которая постепенно вытесняет традицию се-
ро-чёрной лощёной посуды куро-аракской культуры.

Ключевые слова: Центральный Загрос; бронзовый век; куро-аракская археологическая культура; серо-черная 
лощеная керамика
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Introduction 

For the first time in the second half of the 19th century, polished red-black pottery was collected in 
the South Caucasus region [1: 23-24]. These ceramics later became the subject of archaeological research, 
leading to the identification of a culture in Transcaucasia associated with this distinctive pottery. This 
culture was named the Kura-Araxes culture because its sites were discovered between the Kura and Araxes 
rivers [2: 39-42; 1: 22-23]. The Kura-Araxes culture represents one of the most widespread cultural 
horizons of the Bronze Age in Southwest Asia [3: 231]. It marks a significant cultural transformation in the 
prehistoric archaeology of the South Caucasus, northwestern and western Iran, eastern Anatolia, and parts 
of the Levant, emerging in the fourth millennium BCE. Initially, the core area of this culture was limited, 
but after its formation in the middle Araxes Valley, it gradually expanded toward the Mediterranean 
(Levant) and northwestern and western Iran. At its peak, the Kura-Araxes culture covered vast areas of 
Transcaucasia, the northeastern Caucasus, eastern Anatolia, and Iran [4; 5]. Sagona believes that the 
Kura-Araxes culture should be regarded as a distinct material culture, or a “package,” which includes 
rectangular, semi-rectangular, and circular houses made of mudbrick, wattle and daub, and stone; fixed 
circular hearths and horseshoe-shaped andirons, often crafted in anthropomorphic or zoomorphic styles; 
burnished red and black pottery, or even entirely black pottery, often decorated with relief, incised, or 
excised designs; standardized horned animal figurines; and a limited range of metal and bone objects [1: 
22].

In recent years, several attempts have been made to explain how the Kura-Araxes culture spread, 
addressing factors such as population movement, technology transfer, and the dissemination of ideas [6; 
7]. Based on the circular architectural plans found at Kura-Araxes sites, Burney argued that its inhabitants 
were nomadic pastoralists [8: 48]. He believed they transmitted their cultural traditions through pottery, 
which remained consistent across different regions [9: 52-57]. Mason and Cooper also emphasized the 
nomadic nature of these communities [10]. In contrast, Kushnareva described their subsistence economy 
as based on both agriculture and animal husbandry [11: 183]. Some researchers have suggested that the 
Kura-Araxes culture followed a system of “semi-nomadism” combined with rain-fed agriculture [12: 35].

Contrary to earlier perspectives, recent studies indicate that early Kura-Araxes communities, 
particularly during the Early Bronze Age I, were more sedentary than previously assumed [13; 14: 
42]. While they maintained agricultural and pastoral practices, they may have occasionally engaged in 
seasonal transhumance. Today, new archaeological discoveries have shifted perspectives on the origins 
and expansion of the Kura-Araxes culture from a unified model to one emphasizing dynamic cultural 
interaction between the Caucasus, central and eastern Anatolia, northeastern Iran, Syria-Mesopotamia, 
and the Levant. Increasingly, this culture is understood as a set of processes shaped over centuries through 
social, economic, and religious interactions [5: 1–9; 14: 23–25].

Despite extensive research on this culture, debates among archaeologists persist regarding its origins, 
formation process, expansion mechanisms, and even its nomenclature. One of the southernmost areas 
of Kura-Araxes expansion in Iran is Gūnespān Tepe in Malayer. Archaeological excavations at this site, 
conducted by the first author of this paper, have identified cultural deposits associated with the Kura-
Araxes culture. These findings contribute to a better understanding of the southernmost extent of Kura-
Araxes influence.

This research aims to examine the characteristics of the Kura-Araxes culture in the central Zagros 
region, as well as the timing and process of its decline, based on archaeological findings from the excavation 
of Gūnespān Tepe. The main research questions are: What culture was the Malayer plain influenced by 
during the Early Bronze Age? What are the characteristics of the Early Bronze Age pottery at Gūnespān? 
When and how did the Kura-Aras culture disappear in the southernmost area of ​​its expansion? To achieve 
the research objectives, this study first provides an overview of the Kura-Aras culture in Iran. Then, the 
archaeological findings from the excavation of Gūnespān, which was conducted in 2009, are presented. 
Finally, this study attempts to provide a clearer understanding of the Early Bronze Age in this region 
through absolute chronology and comparison with data from other sites.
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Archaeology of Malayer in the Central Zagros

The Central Zagros, located in western Iran, has always been a focal point of prehistoric archaeological 
studies [15; 16; 17]. Excavations at the sites of Giyan [18] and Godin [19; 20: 389; 21] have played a significant 
role in establishing the chronological sequence of the eastern part of this region, particularly during the Bronze 
Age. Archaeological findings from Godin, dating from the Early to Late Bronze Age, led to the identification 
of the Godin IV and III cultural phases, which correspond to the Early, Middle, and Late Bronze Age in the 
Central Zagros [22; 23].

Among these studies, the Malayer Plain is considered a key region for understanding cultural developments 
of this period. Despite several surveys and excavations in this plain [24; 25; 26; 27; 28], a comprehensive 
understanding of the Early Bronze Age in this area remains elusive. The results of recent excavations at the site 
of Gūnespān can contribute to a better understanding of this period in the central part of the Zagros.

Terminology of Black and Grey Burnished Pottery

Over the past few decades, Near Eastern archaeologists have studied black or grey burnished pottery and 
proposed various names for it across different regions and sites. Baiburtian [29] first introduced this pottery 
under the name Shengavit Culture. In 1940, Kuftin used the term Kura-Araxes for this culture [30]. William 
Albright also referred to grey pottery found in the Jordan Valley as Khirbet Kerak Ware [31: 27; 1: 22–23].

Burney [32: 165; 9: 44] classified this period as the Early Bronze Age of Eastern Anatolia, while Winifred 
Lamb [33] referred to it as the Northeastern Anatolian Culture. 

In Anatolia, archaeologists primarily use the term Karaz Culture [34: 359–360], whereas Western scholars 
classify this pottery under the broader Transcaucasian Culture [35]. Dyson was the first to introduce the term 
Yanık for this cultural horizon [36: 310]. Young [21: 9] has also used the term Godin IV alongside Yanik to 
describe this period. 

However, Burney, the excavator of Yanık Tepe, argued that applying the name “Yanık” to the entire culture 
is inaccurate. While Yanık Tepe is significant, he believed it was not the primary center of its formation. 
Therefore, naming the entire culture after this site is inappropriate [9: 44]. The same argument applies to 
terms such as Karaz and Khirbet Kerak Ware.

The Distribution of the Kura-Araxes Culture in Iran

Archaeological research conducted in Iran over the last hundred years shows that from the Neolithic 
period to the Iron Age, diverse cultures have formed in different regions of Iran. Based on ceramic 
diversity, archaeologists have divided Iran into different cultural zones, each with its own unique sequence. 
However, in certain periods, a relatively homogeneous culture spread across specific regions. One of the 
prominent Bronze Age cultures that covered vast areas of Iran is the Grey Ware Culture, known as Yanık, 
Kura-Araxes, or Godin IV.

The first evidence of this culture in northwestern Iran was discovered during Burton Brown’s 
excavations in Layer K of Goy Tepe [37: 39]. Subsequent excavations by Charles Burney at Yanık Tepe [38; 
39: 139-161; 40] and Haftavan [41: 150; 42; 43; 44] also revealed traces of this period. Extensive surveys 
conducted by Kleiss and Kroll identified numerous sites associated with the Yanık Culture [45; 46].  Other 
notable sites of this culture in northwestern Iran include Gijlar Tepe [47], Baruj Tepe [48], Kul Tepe Jolfa 
[49], Kohneh Pasgah Tepe [50], and Qareh Qozlou Tepe [51].

The presence of this culture in western Iran was confirmed through excavations at Godin Tepe [21: 
11, Fig: 11-12].  Additional evidence of this cultural horizon has been found at Pissa [52], Gourab Tepe 
[53], Shizar Tepe [54], Arastou Tepe, and Kelar Tepe in Kelardasht [55] and Sarsakhti Tepe [56], further 
extending its distribution into the Central Zagros, the Central Plateau, and northern Iran.
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Gūnespān Site
The Gūnespān site is located 3 km southeast of Malayer County, in a village called Patape, near the Kalan 

River, approximately 1 km south of the Kalan Dam (fig 1). As it flows, it passes by the city of Malayer and the 
Nushijan Tepe. The site is an oval-shaped mound with a rocky foundation, measuring 160 meters in length and 
130 meters in width. Its elevation is 1,936 meters above sea level and 27 meters above the surrounding plains 
(fig. 2).

Fig. 1. The location of Gūnespān [69]

Рис. 1. Расположение Гунеспана на карте

Fig. 2. Overview of Gūnespān (photo by Reza Naseri)

Рис. 2. Общий вид Гунеспана (фото Резы Насери)

Excavations at Gūnespān

The site was excavated in six seasons between 2002 and 2010. The first season, led by Ali Khaksar, focused 
on the Islamic layers. The second season, under Hasan Rezvani, excavated both Islamic and Parthian layers. 
The third season, directed by Mehrdad Malekzadeh, excavated Parthian layers. The fourth (fig. 3) and fifth 
seasons, led by Reza Naseri, focused on Parthian, Seleucid, Iron Age III, Godin III, and Godin IV layers [57]. 
The sixth season, conducted by Hossein Tofiqian, concentrated on Iron Age III deposits [58].
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Fig. 3. Topography of Gūnespān and the Location of Trenches in the Fourth Excavation Season
 (map by Reza Naseri)

Рис. 3. Топографическая карта Гунеспана и расположение раскопов в четвертый сезон раскопок (карта Резы Насери)

Chronological Sequence of Gūnespān

Excavations conducted in 2009 revealed settlement layers from the Early Bronze Age to the Islamic period. 
Based on archaeological findings, the stratigraphic sequence of Gūnespān can be divided into five main periods:

Gūnespān I (Islamic Period): The upper layers of the site date back to the Islamic period, from which 
numerous architectural spaces have been discovered. The first two seasons of the excavation, led by Khaksar 
and Rezvani, excavated remains from this period [59; 60].

Gūnespān II (Parthian Period): Below the Islamic period deposits, there were deposits with pottery 
from the Parthian period. The presence of pottery from this period, along with a coin attributed to Ardawan V, 
indicates a Parthian settlement The presence of glazed and buff-ware pottery, along with a coin attributed to 
Artabanus, suggests a Parthian occupation [60].

Gūnespān III (Iron Age III): Beneath the Parthian structures, a massive mudbrick fortress was 
discovered (fig 4). Architectural comparisons with sites such as Nushijan [61: Figure 1.9] and Godin II [23: 
Figure 2.8], along with ceramic analysis from Central Zagros and the Iranian Plateau as Zarbolagh [62], 
indicate that this fortress belonged to the Iron Age III [57].
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Fig. 4. Architecture discovered from Gūnespān III Phase (photo by Reza Naseri)

Рис. 4. Архитектурные строения, открытые в слое Гунеспан III (фото Резы Насери)

Gūnespān IV (Middle and Late Bronze Age): Below the Iron Age III fortress, deposits containing buff-
painted ceramics, characteristic of the Middle and Late Bronze Age in Central Zagros (previously identified at 
Giyan and Godin), were unearthed (fig. 5). This phase is further subdivided into five subphases: Gūnespān IV1 
corresponds to Godin III p2; Gūnespān IV2 corresponds to Godin III:2; Gūnespān IV3 corresponds to Godin 
III:4; Gūnespān IV4 corresponds to Godin III:5; Gūnespān IV5 corresponds to Godin III:6

Gūnespān V (Early Bronze Age): The deepest layer contained gray-black burnished pottery, 
characteristic of the Early Bronze Age. These ceramics are identified with the Godin IV, Yanik, or Kura-Araxes 
cultures in Iran, making Gūnespān V the earliest occupation phase at the site.

Fig. 5. Section of Trench Two and Its Phases (drawing by Reza Naseri)

Рис. 5. Разрез Раскопа 2 и его хронологические фазы (рисунок Резы Насери)

The Kura-Araxes Culture in Gūnespān

During the excavations at Gūnespān, layers containing gray-black burnished pottery, identified as Kura-
Araxes or Godin IV, were discovered in the fourth season in Trench 2. This trench, starting at a depth of 
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597  cm from the fixed benchmark and extending down to the virgin soil, revealed deposits of this period with 
a thickness of approximately 255 cm. Based on the findings, it was determined that people associated with 
the Yanik culture initially settled in this location, representing the earliest occupation of the site in the Early 
Bronze Age. Due to the limited extent of the excavation and the location of the trench, no architectural remains 
from this period were identified. The deposits consisted of layers of accumulated soil and ash, which were 
distinguished during excavation based on their color, structure, density, and soil composition (fig. 6).

Fig. 6. Cultural Deposits Related to the Kura-Araxes Period at Gūnespān  (photo by Reza Naseri)

Рис. 6. Культурные слои куро-аракского периода из Гунеспана (фото Резы Насери)

Kura-Araxes pottery from Gūnespān

During the excavation of Trench 2 at Gūnespān, gray-black burnished pottery – along with a limited 
amount of red pottery – was recovered from the ten lowest contexts of the trench, dating to the Godin IV period 
(fig. 7). In layers 2041 to 2015, gray-black burnished pottery was also found alongside buff and decorated red 
pottery (figs. 8–9). The color of the pottery varied from gray to black, and in some cases, color variations were 
observed on the surface of the sherds. All gray-black burnished ceramics were handmade. The inner and outer 
surfaces of most pots were burnished, though in some cases, only the outer surface was polished, as it was more 
exposed. Additionally, burnishing the outer surface of a vessel is easier than burnishing the inner surface. This 
process enhances the compactness and durability of the pottery.

The use of mineral temper was prevalent in the Yanik ceramics of Gūnespān, as only about 4% of the 
sherds contained a combination of mineral and organic temper. Notably, chaff temper alone was never used. 
The temper size was generally fine, with only a small percentage of coarser inclusions. The color of 92% of the 
sherds ranged from gray to black, while the remaining 8% had a brown or red.

Most of the sherds were plain, with only four sherds found with incised decoration. Excavations suggest 
that in the third phase of this culture (Kura-Araxes III), incised decoration disappeared and plain pottery 
became the norm, a trend also observed at sites such as Goy Tepe [37] and Pisa Tepe [63]. The form of vessels 
and the type of handles are other distinguishing characteristics of Kura-Araxes pottery. Among the Gūnespān 
ceramics, examples of the so-called Nakhchivan handle type were also found. Seven distinct ceramic types 
were identified for the Kura-Araxes pottery of Gūnespān:

Group I: This group consists of jars with cylindrical and relatively elongated necks, with convex bodies 
starting from the shoulder. The height is approximately 1.5 times the rim diameter.

Group II: This group includes open-mouthed bowls with a rim diameter 1.5 to 2 times their height. The 
rim usually forms a 45-degree angle inward.

Group III: This group consists of open-mouthed bowls with the so-called Nakhchivan handle attached to 
the rim and shoulder.
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Group IV: These vessels have a rim diameter smaller than their height, with the neck and rim curving 
outward in an S-shape.

Group V: This group consists of large vessels with concave bodies and flat bases.
Group VI: This group features goblets with pronounced shoulders and vertical ring handles at the junction 

of the body and rim.
Group VII: These open-mouthed bowls have a 45-degree inward angle at the rim-body junction, creating 

a sharp, central indentation.
The pottery of Gūnespān is comparable to Godin [64: figs. 23, 24] and Gourab [53: figs. 6–7] in the central 

Zagros, Yanik Tepe [39: pl. LXXII, LXXI, LXX], Goy Tepe [37, figs. 7–10] and [51: figs. 6–7] in northwestern Iran.

Fig. 7. Gray-black burnished pottery and red pottery from the Kura-Araxes Period at Gūnespān (photo by Reza Naseri)

Рис. 7. Черно-серая лощеная керамика и красная керамика куро-аракского периода из Гунеспана (фото Резы Насери)

Fig. 8: Pottery Recovered from Phase IV5 at Gūnespān (photo by Reza Naseri)

Рис. 8. Керамика Хронологической Фазы IV5 из Гунеспана (фото Резы Насери)
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Fig. 9. Pottery Recovered from Phase IV4 at Gūnespān (photo by Reza Naseri)

Рис. 9. Керамика Хронологической Фазы IV4 из Гунеспана (фото Резы Насери)

Small Finds from Gūnespān

Due to the limited scale of excavations, the most abundant cultural finds from the Early Bronze Age were 
pottery, while small finds included two reused pottery fragments, a stone tool, and a bone tool. The worked 
pottery consisted of ceramic fragments that appear to have been deliberately selected from broken vessels, 
shaped into roughly circular forms by breaking their edges. Various interpretations have been proposed 

Fig. 10. Bone tool from Gūnespān [69]

Рис. 10. Костяное орудие из Гунеспана [69]
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regarding the function of these pottery fragments. Some researchers believe that ground and rounded pottery 
pieces were used as tools for shaping and finishing ceramic vessels [65]. Schmandt-Besserat suggests that with 
the development of agriculture around 7500 BCE, the need for counting and accounting emerged to manage 
surplus production and redistributive economies [66: 162; 67: 147]. The rounded ceramic objects found at 
such sites are often interpreted as counters used in the administration of these early agricultural economies. 
It is possible that the ceramic objects from Gūnespān also served an accounting function, as they are more 
commonly found in layers associated with Godin III.

Additionally, a stone tool was discovered, consisting of a flint blade made from red chert. Both edges of 
this blade exhibit retouching, indicating continuous use. Further, the presence of sheen along the edges likely 
resulted from harvesting plants. Among the faunal remains from Gūnespān [68], a worked bone tool was 
identified — a metatarsal (cannon bone) of a sheep, with a polished shaft end, suggesting its probable use as 
an awl (fig. 10).

Chronology of the Kura-Araxes Culture in Gūnespān

One of the objectives of this study is to provide a chronological framework for the Kura-Araxes culture in 
the Central Zagros region. The lack of precise stratigraphy and, more importantly, the scarcity of absolute 
dates have resulted in the absence of a widely accepted chronology for the Kura-Araxes culture [70; 71; 72; 
3]. Burney divided this culture into three phases: Transcaucasian I to III [9: 55], a classification that most 
researchers have adopted. Kushnareva proposed a four-phase chronology, dating the beginning of the Kura-
Araxes culture to 3500 BCE and its end to 2300 BCE [11: 51]. Seyidov, however, argued for a single formative 
phase of the Kura-Araxes culture [73].

The limited presence of incised pottery and the replacement of gray-black burnished ceramics with buff-
painted pottery suggest that the Gūnespān settlement belongs to the late phase of this culture, specifically 
Kura-Araxes III. Phase III ceramics in Iran have been identified at sites such as Yanik Tepe [38; 40], Haftavan 
Tepe [43; 44], Goy Tepe [37], Pisa Tepe [62] and Qareh Qozlou Tepe [51]. A radiocarbon sample from the 
deposits of this period at Gūnespān indicates a date range of approximately 2800–2600 BCE for Kura-Araxes 
III at the site. The radiocarbon results also show that around 2600 BCE, buff-painted pottery characteristic 
of the Godin III period began to appear. Consequently, it can be inferred that in the Central Zagros region, 
the Kura-Araxes culture likely disappeared around 2600 BCE, corresponding to the Early Bronze Age in the 
regional chronology.

The Fate of the Yanik Culture in the Central Zagros

The gray-black burnished pottery culture of the Early Bronze Age was widespread across a vast region. 
However, the timing and nature of its decline remain a subject of debate. Some researchers argue for a gradual 
transition, while others suggest a sudden transformation. This culture gradually disappeared from the Levant, 
as seen at Khirbet Kerak, around 2400 BCE [74: 89, 103], whereas its pottery continued to be used in eastern 
Anatolia until approximately 1800 BCE [2: 23, 358, 364; 14: 25].

Young [21] considers Godin III to be a continuation of Godin IV. In this regard, he argues that despite the 
obvious differences between the material culture of Godin IV and Godin III, the stratigraphic evidence does not 
indicate any gap between the two periods.

In contrast, Mason and Cooper [10] have assessed the transition from Godin IV to Godin III as abrupt. 
However, they also acknowledge that some ceramic types, such as the gray-black burnished pottery wares of 
Godin IV, continued into Godin III. Excavation evidence from Gūnespān indicates that gray-black burnished 
pottery was prevalent during the same period as Godin IV. However, around 2600 BCE, coinciding with the 
beginning of Godin III6 (also known as Gūnespān IV5), decorated buff pottery emerged alongside gray-black 
burnished pottery. This trend continued into the Godin III5 phase (Gūnespān IV4), where gray-black burnished 
pottery remained common (fig. 11). In the later phases of Gūnespān IV, only a single sherd of gray-black 
burnished pottery was recovered from each layer, making it unclear whether their presence was accidental or 
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if the people of this period used gray-black burnished pottery in an extremely limited manner. The absence 
of a stratigraphic break between Gūnespān IV and V suggests that this change was likely the result of a social 
transformation rather than population displacement.

Fig. 11. Chart of Distribution of Grey-Black Burnished Pottery  and Other Pottery Types in Phases V and IV of Gūnespān

Рис. 11. Диаграмма распределения серо-чёрной лощёной керамики и других типов керамики в Фазах V и IV Гунеспана

An analysis of data from other regions reveals similar trends. After the period of polished black-gray-black 
burnished pottery, painted pottery traditions spread across the Zagros, the Urmia Basin, and other regions. 
However, notable differences in ceramic traditions can be observed between northwest Iran, the central Zagros, 
and the central Iranian plateau. Burney [43] proposed a migration-based hypothesis, suggesting that the 
arrival of new groups played a role in these transformations. He points to the approximate contemporaneity of 
the appearance of painted pottery with the Kassite incursions into Mesopotamia and attributes these changes 
to this newly arrived group.

At Tepe Pisa, painted pottery (Godin III) has been found alongside polished gray-black burnished potteries 
in the final phases of the Yanik culture. Archaeobotanical and zooarchaeological evidence from Tepe Pisa 
indicates that economic and social changes occurred gradually from the late Early Bronze Age into the Middle 
Bronze Age. This transition included a decline in pastoralism and an increasing emphasis on agriculture and 
horticulture. Evidence of grape cultivation during this period has also been confirmed. Therefore, changes 
in ceramic technology and other aspects of material culture appear to have resulted primarily from internal 
regional transformations rather than large-scale population movements [63].

Christopher Edens [75] observed a similar process in the transition from the Yanik culture (Early Bronze Age) 
to Middle and Late Bronze Age cultures in the South Caucasus. He emphasizes increasing social stratification, 
economic shifts, and the expanded use of tin-bronze and trade as the main drivers of this transformation. 
Based on the available findings, it can be said that the changes observed in Godin IV and the transition to 
Godin III were mainly regional in nature rather than the result of external influences. However, the possibility 
of simultaneous changes occurring in several regions cannot be ruled out.

Conclusion

Excavations at Gūnespān have shown that the lowest layer of the site dates back to the Early Bronze Age. 
During this period, the gray-black burnished pottery culture, known as Godin IV or Kura-Aras, flourished 
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in the eastern half of the Central Zagros and extended to areas such as Malayer. The geographical features 
of this region provided favorable conditions for agriculture and animal husbandry in the Bronze Age. These 
societies were sedentary and semi-sedentary, but the significant amount of Early Bronze Age cultural deposits 
at Gūnespān indicate that societies of this period were settled in a sedentary manner at this site.

Archaeological excavations show that during the Early Bronze Age, there was a widespread cultural 
homogeneity in areas such as western and northwestern Iran, the Caucasus, Anatolia, and Levant. Unlike the 
preceding and subsequent periods, these regions used similar architectural patterns and pottery traditions, 
which also formed Gūnespān during this period. In the mid-3rd millennium BC, evidence of the appearance of 
Painted pottery is observed in Gūnespān. Initially, this pottery was used alongside gray pottery, but over time, 
the tradition of gray-black pottery declined and was completely replaced by painted pottery. Therefore, the 
transition from Godin IV to Godin III can be attributed to gradual changes in the central Zagros. Archaeological 
evidence suggests that this transformation was not the result of population migration or invasion, but rather 
was likely the result of internal regional developments in subsistence strategies and social structures. Factors 
such as a greater emphasis on agriculture and sedentarism, the emergence of new pottery traditions, and 
possibly economic and cultural changes played a role in this process.
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