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Chogha Golan has previously found a spectacular place in studies of the emergence 
of early agriculture and sedentary life in western Asia. Earlier brief work by the 
University of Tübingen in 2009-2010 suggested that Chogha Golan was inhabited 
between ca. 9700-7600 BC and witnessed a long initial experimentation with food 
production. However, despite this significant archaeological position, the site was 
left without further fieldwork until a new stage of excavations was initiated in 
2023, aimed at investigating the diverse nature of the long-term resilience of the 
inhabitants of the Zagros foothills over the course of the transition to the Neolithic. In 
this regard, the first season of the excavations was carried out in October-November 
2023. Accordingly, an 4×8 m area was excavated at the top of the site. As a result, 
5 occupational phases were distinguished based on architectural remains within 285 
cm of residential sequence yet excavated. However, the virgin soil was not reached, 
leaving investigation of remaining underlying levels to the next season. This article 
presents the preliminary results of the 2023 excavations and then contextualizes 
their significance for a better understanding of the Neolithization process across the 
Zagros region.
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1. Introduction
The ‘hilly flanks’ of the Zagros Mountains played an important role in the formulation 
of early theories about the origins of agriculture and sedentary life. In the last seven 
decades, however, they have been less and less explored. In the 1940-50s, the pioneering 
investigations of R. Braidwood (1960) laid the foundation for the subsequent intensification 
of work in the 1960-70s, when key sites such as Ali Kosh (Hole et al., 1969), Ganj Dareh 
(Smith, 1990) and Guran (Mortensen, 2014) were excavated. However, later political 
instability shifted the focus of research to the Levant and more recently to the upper 
reaches of the Euphrates and Tigris rivers along the Taurus, with the result that the Zagros 
received little attention (see Darabi 2015; Matthews and Fazeli Nashli 2022; Watkins 
2024; Zeder 2024a). Since the late 2000s, several new projects have been undertaken in 
the central Zagros of Iran, where a considerable amount of promising evidence has come 
from the sites of Sheikhi Abad (Matthews et al., 2013), East Chia Sabz (Darabi et al., 
2011) and Chogha Golan (Zeidi et al., 2012). Together with the revision of Ganj Dareh and 
Asiab (Darabi 2019; Richter et al., 2021), they contributed to a better understanding of the 
transition to Neolithic life during the first three ‘creative millennia’ of the Holocene, when 
local societies took their first steps towards socio-economic transformations, including 
early cultivation and animal husbandry (Darabi, 2022; Zeder, 2024b). Accordingly, we 
are now in a position to estimate the beginning of ‘low-level food production’ on the 
flanks of the Zagros and Chogha Golan has contributed significantly to this estimate. 
According to the data published so far, people experimented with a wide range of plants 
at this site for a long time. Thus, over a long period of occupation spanning the 10th 
-8th millennia BC, there is evidence for a shift from the collection of wild plants to 
the cultivation of selected species, namely two-row barley, lentils and emmer (see Riehl 
et al., 2012; 2016). However, later archaeobotanical reassessments have suggested that 
early domesticated species appeared abruptly at the site in the upper layers dating to the 
early 8th millennium BC (see Weide et al., 2018). Together with the evidence from the 
synchronous site of Sheikhi Abad (Whitlam et al., 2018), this called into question the 
local origins of agriculture throughout the Zagros region. However, this idea is generally 
based on a short stratigraphic excavation at Chogha Golan (see below).

The Transitional Neolithic (ca. 9800-8000 BC), during which time pivotal 
transformations towards Neolithic life took place, has been very little studied in the central 
Zagros. The layers presenting evidence of this period have been excavated in a very small 
area, less than 10 square meters on a regional scale. This highlights the importance of 
carrying out long-term and large-scale excavations at the relevant sites in order to address 
the key questions of ‘why’ and ‘how’ societies began to change the socio-economic aspects 
of their lives during the Transitional Neolithic. In this context, a new project entitled 
Tracing the Resilience of Neolithic Societies in the Zagros Foothills was launched in 
2023. This project, led by H. Darabi, focused on Chogha Golan, a site that previously 
presented a long sequence dated to ca. 9700-7600 BC (see below). Accordingly, the first 
step was taken by conducting new excavations in October-November 2023. This article 
reports preliminary results of the excavations and, placing them within a regional context, 
argues how they could help our better understandings of the Neolithization process in the 
Zagros region. 
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2. Chogha Golan: Natural Setting and Research Background 
Chogha Golan (X 618238; Y 3693852) is located 30 km north of the city of Mehran in 
the Amirabad region, Ilam province, western Iran (Fig. 1). The site lies 100 m from the 
right bank of the Konjan Cham River and about 4 km south of the village of Golan (Fig. 
2). It rises 7-8m above the surrounding areas at an altitude of 495m above sea level. A 
late Islamic branch of the qanat passed along the eastern edge of the site. Chogha Golan 
is distinguished from the surrounding area by its light and grayish soil, which has a high 
intensity of artifacts, especially lithics and grinding stones amidst the cultivated fields 
(Fig. 3). The site is situated in a rolling landscape consisting mostly of Aghajari marl 
overlain by Quaternary alluvium. Only 1 km east of the site, the Gachsaran Formation 
consisted of gypsum over a wide area. 5 km further north, the limestone ridge of Shah 
Nakhjir forms the first range of the Zagros Mountains. We can therefore imagine how 
important these different microenvironments were for the formation of Chogha Golan at 
the beginning of the Holocene.

  In 1993, the site was first reported to the Provincial Cultural Heritage Office in Ilam. 
As a result, samples of surface lithics were sent to Tehran, where they were assigned 
to the Neolithic period. Accordingly, the late A. M. Khalilian visited and documented 
Chogha Golan as a ‘proto-Neolithic’ site (Khalilian 1999; see also Nokandeh 2010). 
Until then, the site was referred to as Chogha Khulaman. In 1999, it was delineated by 
G. Nokandeh, who suggested an area of 3h as its original size (Nokandeh 2001). Since 
then, Chogha Golan has been the main official name in the literature. In 2008, using the 
data available at the time, H. Darabi wrote his master’s thesis on the site and proposed 
it as a suitable site for the study of the Neolithization of the Mehran Plain1 (Darabi and 
Fazeli Nashli 2009). The first excavations were carried out by the University of Tübingen 
under the direction of N. J. Conard and M. Zeidi in 2009-2010.2 Their aim was to collect 
organic and inorganic materials to be analyzed for the reconstruction of the environmental 
conditions and subsistence economy of the site’s inhabitants (Zeidi et al., 2012:260).

For this purpose, they excavated an area of 4×2 m to a depth of 1.5 m. In addition, 
the stratigraphic data came from a smaller, 2×1.5 m deep sounding, which was opened in 
the immediate vicinity of a looting pit at the top of the site. As a result, 11 archaeological 
horizons (phases) were documented within 8 m of the excavated sequence overlying the 
virgin soil. The sequence was radiocarbon dated to ca. 9700-7600 BC (Conard and Zeidi 
2013; Starkovich et al., 2016; Riehl et al., 2013; Zeidi and Conard 2013). Among other 
finds, botanical remains from Chogha Golan have received more attention. Accordingly, 
the site was first regarded as an initial center for the cultivation of two-row barley, emmer 
and lentil (see Riehl 2015; Riehl et al., 2012; 2013). However, later analyses suggested that 
the earliest morphologically domesticated crops at this site emerged suddenly in the early 
8th millennium BC, again pointing to external origins of early agriculture in the Zagros 
region (Weide et al., 2017; 2018). Under these circumstances, the origin and development 
of agriculture at the site is still unclear. Despite the site’s key position, particularly when 
it comes to the origins of agriculture in western Asia, the excavations have not continued 
since 2010.

3. Aims
As discussed above, there are already a considerable number of Neolithic sites in central 
Zagros (see: Fig. 1), and yet very little is known about the transition to the Neolithic. On a 
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Fig. 1. Map showing the distribution of main Neolithic sites, including Chogha Golan, throughout the Zagros 
region (map: H. Ghobadizadeh).

wider geographic scale, the role of climate and environmental changes and the acceleration 
of population are widely acknowledged in investigating the Neolithic transition in western 
Asia (see Watkins 2024; Zeder 2017; 2024b). However, these discussions have not yet 
been systematically applied to the central Zagros to identify the most likely catalysts for 
the Neolithization process and the socio-economic transformation of the region. In order 
to clarify these key issues, the new stage of excavations at Chogha Golan was carried 
out between October 10 and November 20, 2023. The general aims of the project are 
therefore to:

- Investigate the nature of the emergence of agriculture in the Zagros foothills 
(subsistence resilience)

- Study the initial steps towards village life (residential resilience)
- Document the technological evolution of human societies in the Zagros foothills 

(techno-economic resilience)
- Assess the settlers’ interactions with their environment and contemporary societies 

over time (eco-cultural resilience) 

4. The 2023 Excavations
Based on the results of previous excavations and the topography of the site, we decided 



55Darabi et al.,: An Interim Report of the New Excavations at the Neolithic Site of Chogha Golan, ...

Fig. 2. The location of Chogha Golan on the right bank of the Konjan Cham River map (map: H. Ghobadiza-
deh).

to place our excavation area at the elevated central part of the site, where we expected 
to uncover a considerable amount of stratified architectural remains. This strategy was 
supported by evidence already revealed in the nearby looting pit at the summit of the 
mound, where the traces of several white plaster floors had been documented.  We 
therefore opened up an 8×4 m area, designated Area I, in 2023. The excavation was 
initially carried out across the entire trench. Due to time constraints, we subsequently 
limited excavations to a smaller area of 3.5×2.5 m in the south-eastern corner, where 
stratigraphy was the main objective (Fig. 4). As evidenced by the architectural remains, 
five phases were distinguished within 285 cm of deposits, a depth at which the excavation 
stopped without reaching virgin soil (Fig. 5). 

Phase 1 is represented by the appearance of three rooms built from a combination of 
clay slabs or strips, pise and mud bricks. Of these, only the central room, measuring 3.0 
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Fig. 3. Aerial view of Chogha Golan showing the location of former and new excavation areas, looking north-
west (photo: H. Darabi)

Fig. 4. Aerial view of the excavation area in 2023 (photo: H. Darabi)
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Fig. 5. Profile of the southern section in Area I showing distinguished phases separated by bold lines (drawing: 
H. Darabi)

× 2.0 m, was almost completely exposed in the excavation area. Interestingly, a circular 
pit with a diameter of 110 cm was uncovered in the middle of the central room. This had 
been dug down to 112 cm into the underlying deposit and contained a pair of animal horn 
cores. They were located at opposite positions in the northern and southern corners of 
the pit (Fig. 6). It is evident that they were deliberately placed in the pit, which itself was 
plastered with clay and covered with a layer of packed clay. The placement of animal 
horns and skulls was a common ritual behavior in the early Neolithic, as observed at 
other sites such as Ganj Dareh (Smith 1990), Sheikhi Abad (Matthews et al., 2013) and 
Ali Kosh (Darabi et al., 2024). 

Phase 2 consists of an industrial area, including a partially exposed gypsum kiln and its 
burnt surroundings, in the southwest corner of the trench at a depth of 80-160 cm below 
the surface. In addition, part of a deep, large refuse pit (175 cm deep) was found in the 
eastern area of the trench. It seemed that the pit was used in connection with the nearby 
industrial area. It had been dug into the underlying phases 2-4, with a maximum depth of 
260 cm. 

Phase 3 is represented by the remains of a mudbrick structure and associated collapse, 
exposed between 160-200 cm below the surface. The nature of the structure is unknown. 
However, it was probably part of a platform. 

Phase 4 is indicated by the remains of two walls of pise and mudbrick and their white 
plastered floors at a depth of 200-260 cm. In one partially excavated room, a mortar was 
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attached to the white floor. The floors and walls were elaborately plastered with gypsum 
and then decorated with red ochre.

Phase 5 consists of two wall stubs built of a combination of pise and mud bricks at 
a depth of 244-285 cm. A white plaster floor was also uncovered in connection with the 
walls. The relevant floor was again decorated with red ochre.

 In an attempt to stratigraphically and chronologically correlate these phases 
with the former excavations we may generally and tentatively point to the upper four 
Archaeological Horizons (AHs 1-4) that have been radiocarbon dated to ca. 8200-7600 
BC (see Riehl et al., 2013). However, a more precise reconciliation requires not only 
excavation at underlying layers but also a detailed publication of the former stratigraphy.  

5. Finds
The 2023 excavation yielded a variety of finds, including lithics, ground stones and objects 
made of clay, stone and bone. In total, a collection of 11462 pieces of lithics (cores, tools 
and debris) was found. The collection is still under study. However, a preliminary visual 
analysis shows that various types of chert of medium and high quality were used as raw 
material. According to their color, we can divide them into samples of black, dark gray, 
light gray, reddish brown and beige chert. No obsidian was found. All these types of 
raw material are locally available as outcrops and nodules or cobbles that sometimes 
preserved their cortex (see also Zeidi and Conard 2013:318). They were all knapped 
on-site as suggested by the presence of their cores and debris, including cortical flakes. 
It appears that the raw material in Phase 1 was more variable than in the lower phases. 
In addition, dark chert was more abundant in the uppermost phase. The cores show scars 
of blade, bladelet and flake. Amongst others, the bullet-shaped cores are predominant in 
the collection, indicating that bladelet production was a priority (Fig.7). The tools can be 
divided typologically into notches, denticulates and utilized, retouched and, to a lesser 
extent, backed pieces. Some micro-bruins, drills and shiny blades are also present.

Fig. 6. Animal horn placed in a pit (photo and drawing: H. Darabi)
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Fig. 7. Samples of the bullet-shaped cores found in the 2023 excavations (photo: H. Darabi)

A total of 27 clay objects were documented as figurines (n.16), tokens (n.7) and 
unidentifiable fragments (n.4). Most of the figurines depict schematically anthropomorphic 
females and are conical in shape. They are also headless and sometimes show further 
details such as breasts and shoulders. In one case, both eyes are represented by two 
indentations and the nose is also indicated between them. Stab-marks are visible on some 
figurines (Fig. 8). In addition, two samples showed patches of red ochre. No samples 
indicating animal figurines were found. The figurines are generally reminiscent of the 
conical samples from Ganj Dareh (Broman Morales and Smith 1990). However, figurines 
with eyes and breasts were also reported from Jarmo/Charmo in Iraqi Kurdistan (Broman 
Morales 1983). The tokens found are small pieces of fired clay in spherical, circular and 
cubic shapes. They are frequently reported from Neolithic sites. Tokens are commonly 
interpreted as counting tools and precursors of writing systems (Schmandt-Besserat 1992) 
and, more recently, as multi-functional artifacts (Bennison-Chapman 2018).

 Overall, 47 samples of complete and broken ground stones were recovered from the 
excavation though a large number can be seen on the surface of the site. They were made 
of limestone and igneous rocks such as basalt and granite. Sometimes sandstone, marble 
and even chert were also used as other types of raw material. Most of the samples were 
found at the bottom of the pit in Phase 2. The collection is typologically divided into 
mortars, pestles, pounders, stone vessels, grooved stones and combined items. Stains of 
red ochre are evident on some of the samples. The combined items represent at least two 
types of ground stones at the same time (e.g. quern-mortar, pestle-slab). This indicates the 
circulation and change of their use over time. In one case, a slab-chopping tool was found 
from the industrial area where gypsum boulders had been heated and processed (Fig. 9). 
It shows remnants of red ochre and incised lines on the surface, suggesting that it was 
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Fig. 8. Some human figurines from the 2023 excavations (drawings: H. Darabi)

Fig. 9. The working plate-chopping tool found from the industrial area in phase 2 (drawing and photo: H. Da-
rabi)
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used as a working plate, but was also modified and used as a chopping tool, presumably 
for breaking up chunks of gypsum.

In addition to the finds mentioned above, a number of other objects made of stone and 
bone were also recovered. These include six awls made of bone, two stone beads, two 
pieces of bone pendants, and four stone plaques that were decorated with incised lines and 
shallow holes (Fig. 10).

Fig. 10. A bone awl and a stone plaque incised with parallel lines (drawings and photos: H. Darabi)

6. Concluding remarks  
In the foothills of the Zagros, Chogha Golan shows the longest uninterrupted sequence 
(ca. 9700-7600 BC) of inhabitations during the transition to the Neolithic (Fig. 11), the era 
of ‘creativity and innovation’ in the first three millennia of the Holocene coinciding with 
fundamental changes in food production and village life. As T. Watkins (2024:26) notes, 
“the first sedentary communities and the beginnings of cultivation practices arose among 
‘logistically organized’ collectors”. In this context, Chogha Golan seems to have best 
situated to allow access to a range of diverse resources in the adjacent ecological zones. 
Compared to contemporary regional sites, which generally sized 0.5-1 hectare, Chogha 
Golan is an unusually large settlement for the period. Our reassessment of the delineated 
area revealed that the site was up to 5.5 hectares in size though this whole area was not 
synchronously under occupation. Together with the long sequence, this makes Chogha 
Golan a uniquely spectacular site in the entire Zagros region. This peculiarity should be 
seen in the context of a particularly rich and sustainable environment that not only provided 
the inhabitants with an increasing ecological knowledge, but also supported population 
growth and intensity over time. Although the development of the site in different phases 
is not yet known, Chogha Golan could be an early Neolithic ‘mega-site’ at the Zagros 
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due to its unusually large area and long sequence. This makes it an ideal place to study 
the socio-economic transformations towards Neolithic life. In this regard, the emergence 
and development of cultivation, animal husbandry, sedentarization and also technological 
changes could be traced at Chogha Golan. Our excavations have shown that white plaster 
was an abundantly used material for building houses due to its availability over time. The 
discovery of an area where the gypsum was apparently heated and processed draws special 
attention. A close relationship between the production and use of white plaster, together 
with red ochre, and the abundance of grinding stones deserves close consideration. This 
indicates that ground stones can be seen not only in connection with the processing of 
plant materials, but also of red ochre and gypsum at this site. The discovery of a large 
mortar with plaster remains in its depressions suggests that it was used to process white 
plaster. In addition, the presence of red ochre is also clearly visible on some samples of 
grinding stones. Traditionally, ground stones are taken in relationship to food production 
(see Wright 1992; 1994). However, the appearance and diachronic change of ground 
stones and their relationships to changes in subsistence strategies are not yet known in 
the Neolithic Zagros, indicating a great importance of further excavations at Chogha 
Golan, where a widespread plant-based subsistence is already documented (Riehl et al., 
2013; Weide et al., 2017; 2018). Moreover, high density of ground stones at the site may 
have resulted from long-lived subsequent occupations. The excavation of the underlying 
layers/phases will also allow us to investigate the diachronic techno-typological evolution 
of the lithics and their links with other socio-economic transformations including the 
emergence of agriculture at the site. Recently, it has been claimed that pressure technique 

Fig. 11. Chronological placement of Chogha Golan among other key Neolithic sites in the central Zagros (chart: 
H. Darabi)
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was in use since the beginning of the settlement of Chogha Golan (Zeidi and Conard 
2024). This idea is not consistent with the results of other Neolithic sites in the region. 
Instead, regional evidence shows that the pressure technique in the production of stone 
tools, known as the M’lefatian tradition, was prevalent from the late 9th millennium BC 
(Nishiaki and Darabi, 2018). This is also underlined by further analysis of the new lithic 
samples from the lowest layers of the site.

  Both previous and recent excavations at Chogha Golan have highlighted the creativity 
of societies resulting from their resilient strategies during the first two millennia of the 
Holocene in the Zagros foothills. Undoubtedly, carrying out further excavations at the 
site and also post-fieldwork studies, including zooarchaeological and archaeobotanical 
analyses, will shed light on this (r)evolutionary but still little-known period in the Zagros 
and more broadly in the Eastern Fertile Crescent.
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8. Endnote
1. In fact, Hojjat Darabi had not only laid the theoretical foundations but had also made the initial local administrative arrangements 

to subsequently conduct excavations at the site for his doctoral thesis. But then he suddenly realized that the excavation was to be 
carried out by the University of Tübingen. Originally, the then director of the Iranian Center for Archaeological Research orally 
agreed to the joint excavation. However, as he left his position, this plan was actually changed and the Tübingen team carried out the 
excavations alone.  

2. The excavations were undertaken as part of the Tübingen-Iranian Stone Age Research Project (TISARP), while this project was 
originally intended to focus on the Stone Age, i.e., the Paleolithic (see Conard and Zeidi 2012:366).
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ــتقرار  ــه و اس ــاورزی اولی ــور کش ــه ظه ــوط ب ــات مرب ــی در مطالع ــیار مهم ــکان بس ــوان م ــر به عن گلان پیش ت ــا چغ

ــال های  ــن در س ــگاه توبینگ ــی دانش ــر قبل ــای مختص ــت. کاره ــده اس ــناخته ش ــیا ش ــرب آس ــی در جنوب غ دائم

دورۀ  یــک  شــاهد  و  بــوده  مســکونی  9700-7600پیش ازمیــلاد  حــدود  در  گلان  چغــا کــه  نشــان داد   1388-9

طولانــی از تجــارب اولیــه در تولیــد غــذا بــوده اســت؛ بــا این حــال، باوجــود ایــن جایــگاه مهــم باستان شناســی، 

ایــن محوطــه تــا آغــاز مرحلــۀ جدیــدی از کاوش هــا در ســال 1402ه ــ.ش. بــدون پژوهــش میدانــی رهــا شــده 

کنان  بــود. در ایــن ســال یــک پــروژۀ جدیــد بــا هــدف بررســی ماهیــت متنــوع تــاب آوری بلندمــدت توســط ســا

کاوش هــا در  گــذار بــه نوســنگی شــروع شــد. در این راســتا، نخســتین فصــل  گــرس در طــول  کوهپایه هــای زا

ماه هــای مهــر و آبــان 1402 انجــام شــد. بــر این اســاس، ترانشــه ای بــه ابعــاد 8×4 متــر در بــالای محوطــه کاوش 

شــد؛ در نتیجــه، 5 فــاز اســتقراری براســاس بقایــای معمــاری در یــک توالــی بــه ضخامــت 285 ســانتی متر 

ک بکــر نرســید و مطالعــۀ لایه هــای زیریــن باقی مانــده بــه فصــول  شناســایی گردیــد. بــا این حــال، کاوش بــه خــا

بعــدی موکــول شــد. ایــن پژوهــش، نتایــج اولیــۀ کاوش  مذکــور را ارائــه کــرده و ســپس اهمیــت آن هــا را در بســتر 

ــت.  ــرار داده اس ــه ق ــه موردتوج ــن منطق ــدن ای ــد نوسنگی ش ــر فرآین ــرای درک بهت ــرس ب گ ــی زا جغرافیای
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