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Introduction
The Eastern Iranian polity of Ancient Chorasmia was situated south of the Aral Sea in the lower reaches of 
the Amu-Darya (the Greek Oxus), a fertile land surrounded by the Kara-kum, Kyzyl-kum and the Ustyurt 
plateau deserts (Fig. 1). This area corresponds to the northern extremities of the modern-day Central Asian 
republics of Turkmenistan (District of Daşoguz) and Uzbekistan (Republic of Karakalpakstan and District 
of Khorezm). Its strategic position – Ancient Chorasmia is the most northerly region of Central Asia at the 
doors of the Eurasian Steppe Belt – in association with an high agricultural economic potential, must have 
been attractive as the area fell under Achaemenid control during the sixth century BCE, possibly under 
Cyrus, but certainly by the time of Darius.2 This relationship with the Achaemenid power and the exposure 
to Eastern Iranian elite practices, changed the region and its material culture forever, fostering a period of 
rich and successful cultural development up to Late Antiquity.3 

According to the available literary sources during Alexander’s advance in Asia the Chorasmians very 
possibly joined the Persian resistance against the Macedonians and, after the fall of Darius III, they were 
likewise involved in the uprising of the last satrap of Bactriana Bessus.4 After having been ‘released’ from 
Achaemenid control (of which the degree and nature still need to be scrutinised), a peculiar trajectory 
of the country’s cultural development characterises and distinguishes Ancient Chorasmia from the other 
polities of Central Asia (and Iran). Chorasmia, in fact, neither at the centre of Alexander’s interests nor 
apparently of the Seleucids and the Graeco-Bactrians later, remained sheltered from the first impact and 
the further developments of the Hellenistic and Hellenised cultures in the east until approximately the 
second century CE,5 when eventually, at the same time as the consolidation of Kushan power in Asia, it 
became part of a vast koiné losing its partial isolation (infra). For this period (Antique 2: late third – ca. mid-
first centuries BCE) the Chorasmian archaeological evidence shows, however, that consistent contacts with 
southern Hellenised environments had already occurred stimulating a rather evident – albeit not radical 
– development of the material culture of the polity (e.g. adoption of new manufacturing techniques and 
ceramic shapes in the background of a continuous local development).6  

The Chorasmian material culture of the Antique 2 period and of the ensuing early Antique 3 up to the 
second century CE displays several Hellenistic elements that can be easily isolated within the Chorasmian 
Eastern Iranian context. This fact underlines a characteristic selective receptiveness of the Chorasmian 
elite toward the Hellenistic milieu of Asia making Chorasmia an ideal ground for the study of such cultural 



196 The Ancient Chorasmian Unbaked-clay Modelled Sculptures

interactions. In this paper the evidence relative to the ‘impacts’ of the Hellenistic culture in Ancient 
Chorasmia will be discussed with particular focus on the unbaked-clay modelled sculptural production 
unearthed in two of the most important sites of the Antique 3 period, Akchakhan-kala and Toprak-kala, two 
sequential royal seats and ceremonial centres that are situated at a distance of less than fifteen kilometres 
from each other in today’s Karakalpakstan, Biruni district. 

The Royal Seat of Akchakhan-kala
Following the major archaeological endeavours of the ‘Khorezm Expedition’ (KhAEE), a Soviet era 
multidisciplinary research team founded by Sergei P. Tolstov,7 works in the region were continued from 
1995 by the Karakalpak-Australian Expedition to Ancient Chorasmia (KAE), a joint-project directed by 
Alison Betts (University of Sydney) and Gairatdin Khozhaniyazov (Uzbek Academy of Sciences, Karakalpak 
Branch). Excavations in the Tash-k’irman oasis, located in the eastern portion of the polity separated by the 
river Amu (“Left Bank” Chorasmia, corresponding to modern Karakalpakstan), have been conducted by the 
KAE with a particular focus on the major site of Akchakhan-kala from which a new perspective regarding 
Zoroastrianism and kingship in the polity is emerging.8  

Akchakhan-kala, a massively fortified site (in Russian gorodishche) consists of two parts, an upper and a 
lower enclosure measuring ca.15 and 27 hectares respectively. The Upper Enclosure (Fig. 2) comprises three  

Figure 1: Geographical outline of Ancient Chorasmia with location of the sites cited in the text and other main sites 
(author’s drawing).
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main areas characterised by monumental 
architectural remains: the Ceremonial Complex in 
its north-west corner, the Central Monument at its 
centre and the South-West Enclosure in the south-
west corner (Area 11). 

Recent discoveries confirmed that the Central 
Monument and the Ceremonial Complex of 
Akchakhan-kala were spatially and ceremonially 
related: they were spaces devoted to ritual practices 
involving Zoroastrian rituals and the Chorasmian 
kings.9 During Stage 3 (first century BCE/first 
century CE – second century CE) Akchakhan-
kala saw the erection of the Central Monument 
while the Ceremonial Complex was structurally 
enriched and profusely decorated. This is the stage 
corresponding with the last phase of Akchakhan-
kala as royal residence and dynastic/ceremonial 
centre.10 The gorodishche was in fact abandoned 
and methodically despoiled at a certain point 
in the second century CE,11 as we shall see, in the 
opinion of the writer, most likely in the first half of 
the century.

In Stage 3 the royal Ceremonial Complex of 
Akchakhan-kala mainly consisted of an elaborate 
parallelogram-shaped (roughly 60 x 60 m) monumental building with rounded corner towers surrounded 
by a series of walls, chambers and passages. This is the Central Building of the complex. Only less than a 
quarter of the interior of the Central Building has been excavated, corresponding to its southwest quadrant 
which is occupied by a hypostyle hall which opens to the north onto a courtyard12 and by the main Fire Altar 
Area (infra). The Central Building was encircled by a corridor of which extensive sections were decorated 
with wall paintings.13 Also the walls of the hypostyle hall were elaborately painted, and the columns, as well 
as the ceiling of the hall, were covered in plaster while some plaster/gypsum decorations of its interior were 
gilded.14

The wall paintings discovered on the southern wall of the hypostyle hall of the this monument have 
a particular importance: they represent colossal Avestan gods. The Altar Area on the other hand, besides 
the remains of the fire altar itself with one of its props – a proper trapezophoros carved in elephant ivory15 
– was likewise decorated with wall paintings together with unbaked-clay modelled sculptural high-reliefs 
(henceforth clay sculpture), which include two fragments of a Hellenistic-style ketos. Due to the intricate 
nature of its decoration, the Altar Area, sancta sanctorum of the building, has been only partially excavated. 
Other areas of private character, very likely existed, and have still to be investigated.

Hellenistic Features at Akchakhan-kala
The material culture of Ancient Chorasmia displays throughout its history a peculiar indigenous character 
developed since the establishment of the polity in the sixth century BCE.16 Generally speaking, and 

Figure 2: Akchakhan-kala, the Upper Enclosure of the site 
(KAE).
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differently from other Central Asian polities (e.g. Bactriana), this is characterised in the historical period by 
an apparent absence of radical and substantial alterations caused by external factors. The fact is explainable 
considering that Chorasmia, as far as the evidence is concerned, after its emancipation from Persian control 
(which was likely indirect) has never been part or at the centre of a superregional political entity and it 
had a continuous development without major caesurae up to the eighth century CE, always at a regional 
level.17 Nonetheless, external stimuli and consequent local re-elaborations, influences from different 
aesthetic concepts, contacts and exchanges with the other polities of Central Asia (and in minor part with 
western Iran and the steppes) were relevant and contributed to the elaboration of the Chorasmian culture. 
In particular, for present purposes, it is important to remark that the visual means used by the Chorasmian 
elite to carry their socio-political message were utilised as early as the late third century BCE influenced, 
although moderately, by the Hellenistic culture.18 The Chorasmian Antique 2 period is in fact marked by a 
development of manufacturing techniques, tastes and habits stimulated by the Eastern-Hellenistic koiné of 
Central Asia but of a local character.

Since the beginning of the Antique 3 period (early stage, about the mid-first century BCE, i.e. the 
beginning of the Stage 3 of Akchakhan-kala), the Chorasmian material culture, with particular reference to 
the ceramic and coroplastic production, sees a further step in its development always in continuity with the 
local tradition. In the past works of the KhAEE this horizon has been wrongly labelled ‘Kushan’.19 

In consequence, during the Antique 2 and early Antique 3 periods and before the second century CE 
it is possible to isolate within the indigenous cultural background of the polity what we can connote as 
Hellenistic or Eastern-Hellenistic20 (and locally developed from a Hellenistic stimulus). As mentioned 
above, the peculiar historical context of Chorasmia with its relative isolation allows the observation of this 
phenomenon of cultural selection and assimilation, mostly done by the local elite and its emulous classes.21 
The excavation of Akchakhan-kala, with the discovery of its altar, wall paintings and clay sculptures, has 
been of the foremost importance in this regard.

The iconography of the wall paintings depicting Avestan gods in the main columned hall of Akchakhan-
kala is illustrative of this circumstance: although the divinities are connoted by a general ‘archaic’ iconographic 
aspect of Achaemenid derivation,22 their representation sees the adoption of new easily discernible 
Hellenistic-inspired elements (Fig. 3). These features are mainly the corona muralis of the yazata Srōsh 
which, notwithstanding its Asiatic character (e.g. the type of arrow slits) definitely has a western origin,23 
and the position of a second divinity supporting a 
canopy of heaven, who albeit most likely inspired by 
an Achaemenid throne bearer is following, in a local 
reinterpretation, the western-originated motif of 
the velificatio.24 Both elements have comparanda in 
the Kushan word: the closest parallel for the corona 
muralis is with that of a tych enagara-devatā from 
Butkara I (second half of the first – second century 
CE, Fig. 4) and the velificatio appears, for instance, in 
Kanishka’s emissions with Anemos/Oado.25

What remains of the fire altar of the Ceremonial 
Complex of Akchakhan-kala is a rectangular area of 
burnt clay reddened by the exposure to a prolonged 
and intense source of heat. Likewise burnt by heat 
and not directly by fire, is a large portion of one of 

Figure 3: The Akchakhan-kala wall paintings depicting 
colossal Avestan deities (KAE).



Michele Minardi 199

its legs/props found in situ lying on the ancient ground 
surface at the corner of the burnt rectangular area.26 
The leg is composed of different carved elements: five 
moulded disks surmount a lion’s paw from which a frontal 
part composed of a winged beast protrudes (of which 
only one of the curved wings remains, Fig. 5). The piece 
is plainly reminiscent of the Achaemenid ‘baldaquins’ or 
thrones carved on the bas-reliefs of Achaemenid Persia. 
But the stylised acanthus carved on the back of the lion’s 
paw and the now-lost winged monster (?) protome, 
together with the material itself (elephant ivory), which 
is certainly imported, are all elements that indicate 
for the specimen an origin from an Asiatic Hellenised 
environment with a tradition of ivory carving, very 
possibly Bactriana.27 The closest comparison known is an 
ivory prop from Nisa, probably with a similar origin.28

This trapezophoros is very likely the only tangible 
remain of the regnal fire altar of the king of Akchakhan-
kala.29 Thanks to this fundamental finding it is possible to 
hypothesis about the original form and appearance of the 
altar, which was very likely quite similar to that depicted 
on Sasanian coins from the time of Ardashīr I (that have 
been until now without antecedents).30 The Akchakhan-
kala ivory altar leg/prop differs, however, since the latter 
has neither wings of animals nor additional frontal parts. 
But the comparison between the Sasanian three-stepped 
altar with Achaemenid-style feline legs and the remains 
of the Chorasmian example is noteworthy, in particular 
if we consider the Zoroastrian religious context of both 
specimens (pre-Sasanian in the Chorasmian case).

The Altar Area was additionally decorated with 
polychrome clay sculptural reliefs. The unbaked-clay 
modelled technique enters Ancient Chorasmia from the 
south, as underlined by the earliest specimens of clay 
sculptures at the site of Elkharas. This site, once along 
the shores of the Oxus, belonged to the Antique 2 period 
and was decorated with clay high-reliefs approximately 
not earlier than the late third/second century BCE.31 The 
ketos found in the Altar Area of Akchakhan-kala is one 
of the earliest specimens made of this technique known 
coming from a solidly dated archaeological context.32 The 
relevance of this fragmentary high-relief is extraordinary, 
as it is the earliest clay sculpture representing a ketos 
in strictu senso (a sea-monster of Hellenistic style and 
iconography) so far attested outside the Greek world.

Figure 4: Fragment of a first/second century CE 
relief from Butkara with tyche nagara-devata. After 
Giuseppe Tucci, La via dello Swat (Roma: 1978), fig. 65.

Figure 5: Partially charred elephant ivory prop from 
the Ceremonial Complex of Akchakhan-kala (KAE).
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If, on the one hand, the ivory props of the fire altar (or the entire altar) were almost certainly crafted 
outside Chorasmia, on the other hand, the sculptural clay fragments and the wall paintings from the same 
Ceremonial Complex were certainly made in loco. However, the manufacture of the fully Hellenistic ketos 
was completed by foreign craftsmen belonging to an atelier in possession of old moulds and models – 
a known circumstance for Central Asia33 – while the wall paintings, on the contrary, with their original 
style, were very likely the product of local artisans. The same situation is replicated at Toprak-kala where 
the majority of the wall paintings decorating the palace show the same style of those of Akchakhan-kala 
(although with some variations), while most of the clay sculptures are Eastern-Hellenistic (a novelty in the 
polity in such magnitude) with the addition of other specimens of a more local taste (infra).

Toprak-kala: ‘Kushan Garb’ for Chorasmian Divinities
The early Antique 3 facies of the Chorasmian material culture recorded at Akchakhan-kala Stage 3 (mid-
first century BCE/first century CE – ca. second century CE) further prospered and developed at Toprak-kala, 
a site about 14 km to the north-east of the former. There is little doubt regarding the connection and the 
chronological succession of these two sites: Toprak-kala is a new Chorasmian royal seat founded after or 
during the abandonment of Akchakhan-kala in the course of the second century CE. If, as the archaeological 
evidence demonstrates, Akchakhan-kala was despoiled (and not destroyed), while Toprak-kala was built 
not far away, we might very reasonable consider 
the latter as the ultimate achievement of the 
Akchakhan-kala’s dynasty which, perhaps forced 
by environmental34 and yet unknown other 
political reasons, decided to move to a new siege 
and regional centre.35 Toprak-kala replicates, 
moreover, the ceremonial function of Akchakhan-
kala, improving its scale and monumentality.36 

Contrary to Akchakhan-kala with its almost 
empty enclosures, Toprak-kala (Fig. 6) is a densely 
built and regularly planned gorodishche dominated 
by a palace (the ‘High Palace’). The palace rises 
within a citadel located in the north-western corner 
of the rectangular enclosure of the gorodishche, 
and is characterised by elevated projecting works 
(proper bastions) added in a second construction 
stage during the erection of the building. The site 
is additionally characterised by another complex 
(the ‘Palace-Temple Complex’) external to the walls 
of the site to the north and built in a subsequent 
moment.37 

Unlike Akchakhan-kala, for Toprak-kala we 
do not have a sequence of radiocarbon dates. 
According to the excavators of the palace this dates 
in its first stage between the mid-second century 

Figure 6: General plan of the settlement and the palace of 
Toprak-kala. After Elena E. Nerazik and Yuri A. Rapoport, 
Gorodishche Toprak-Kala (Moscow: 1981), fig. 2.
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CE and the end of the third century CE, after which follows a rather short second stage of abandonment 
(consisting of ‘two or three decades’) up to the early fourth century CE.38 At the end of the first stage it seems 
that the palace ceased to function as a ‘dynastic centre’ and its decorations were partially obliterated.39 
These stages run ‘approximately’ in parallel with the development of the settlement/gorodishche of Toprak-
kala.40 The third stage of the palace starts in the mid-fourth century CE alongside with the second phase 
of existence of the settlement up to the sixth century CE at which point the palace lost its function and 
was then modified perhaps to host a garrison.41 With regard to the settlement, this latter was dated in its 
first stage in the second-third centuries CE (if not earlier, although unlikely) and in its second stage in the 
fourth-sixth centuries CE (i.e. in contemporary with Stage 3 of the palace).42 

The absolute chronology of the palace is given (beside a ceramic typology that has now a terminus post 
quem in the mid-first century BCE and the chronological datum relative to the abandonment of Akchakhan-
kala during the second century CE) by the elements gathered by the KhAEE through its excavation: the 
Kushan copper coins found in its premises, some administrative documents bearing dates of a local era 
(i.e. the Chorasmian Era, henceforth Ch.E.), Roman imports (mainly shards of glass beakers), and the style 
of its clay sculptures, which will be discussed here. These elements, if considered as those necessary to 
endure an absolute chronological dating relative to the foundation of the palace, are unfortunately flawed 
or they have too wide a timespan. For instance, the first year of the Ch.E. should correspond to ca. 50 BC, 
but this although substantiated by evidence is still a working hypothesis.43 In this case the earliest dated 
document from the palace would date to 137/8 CE and the latest 201 CE (which corresponds to the KhAEE 
chronological frame).

Only a relatively small number of worn copper Kushan coins have been found in Chorasmian territory.44  
As regards the site of Toprak-kala we have Kushan copper specimens both from the settlement45 and the 
palace minted under Kanishka, Huvishka and Vasudeva.46 In relation to the chronology of the palace, the 
most interesting evidence comes from its northeast bastion: a copper coin of Kanishka I (first year of reign 
78 CE or, as today mostly recognised, 127 CE)47 was found in the space between the façade of the western 
side of this structure and some ‘additional cladding’.48 A copper coin of Vasudeva I (reign 142 – ca. 180 CE 
or 191 – ca. 230 CE) was found instead within a context of bricks ‘carelessly laid’ to fill a gap between the 
basement of the tower and the external fortification wall of the gorodishche.49 Thus the coin of Kanishka 
appears to be a terminus post quem for some restoration which occurred on the external surface of the 
palace, while the coin of Vasudeva might indicate likewise a terminus post quem for the erection/addition 
of the enclosure wall of the site (or of some consolidation/renovation work not better comprehensible). 

The shards of colourless glass found in three different rooms of the palace, as far as it is possible to judge 
by the drawings and their very concise descriptions,50 are Roman imports. In the third quarter of the first 
century CE colourless facet-cut glass tableware became a new standard and its use is widespread since the 
early second century CE in all parts of the Roman empire.51 These fragments constitute another terminus 
post quem.

Finally, the palace of Toprak-kala was richly decorated with polychrome clay sculptures in several of its 
rooms, predominantly high reliefs.52 It is clear, as already noted in studies of the KhAEE,53 that the Chorasmian 
lord who chose to build his monumental residence at Toprak-kala decided to elaborately decorate his siege 
in the fashion very likely followed by his contemporary Central Asian peers. The superficially Hellenised, or 
better not yet Hellenised, polity of Chorasmia has in the palace of Toprak-kala a first example of abundant 
use of a type of clay sculpture previously experimented by its elite but never on such a scale. All the decorative 
apparatus of the first stage of the existence of the palace, the only period in which it apparently functioned 
as such, besides wall-paintings with a style not dissimilar to that of Akchakhan-kala (but again bearing the 
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marks of an ‘alien’ inspiration such as, for instance, 
in a male figure with halo)54 is connoted by a 
southern influence which it is difficult to define. 
Some of the clay sculptures of the palace – bearing 
in mind the different medium and the different 
socio-religious and geographical context – are 
close in style with the early sculptural production 
of Gandhāra, especially if we look closely at the 
style of the drapery characterised by semi-circular 
slightly elliptical folds (Figs. 7, 8). Rather than being 
a mere influence, then, we might hypothesise that 
skilled artisans acquainted with the style used in the 
contemporary sculptures of Gandhāra – generally 
from the Kushan empire, very likely from Bactriana 
where antecedents of clay sculpture are known 
since the Graeco-Bactrian period – were hired 
to decorate the Chorasmian palace where they 
worked together with local artisans. These Bactrian 
antecedents include the similar clay production of 
the Khalchayan of approximately a century earlier.55 
The style of some of the specimens discovered at 
Toprak-kala are close to those of Khalchayan (Fig. 
9)56 whereas some elements like the draperies of 
the very high-reliefs of Toprak-kala show traits 
which are perhaps symptomatic of a chronological 
difference, while a gypsum (alabaster) head of 
warrior wearing an Attic helmet even seems to be a 
vestige of the long gone Seleucid era (Fig. 10).57 The 
hypothesis which sees local and foreign artisans 
working together seems likely if we observe the 
different styles used in the wall paintings and the 
sculptures. In particular fragments of clay statues 
of bird-priests and individuals wearing the mouth 
cover (padām)58 clearly underline the fact that 
although the style of the sculpture was at the 
time of their execution somehow ‘exotic’ their 
meaning was deeply instilled in the Chorasmian 
religious tradition, as shown by the Zoroastrian 
evidence from Akchakhan-kala. At Toprak-kala we 
might have plastic representations of Zoroastrian 
divinities in ‘Kushan style’, i.e. of Iranian gods in 
Hellenistic garb, as indicated by the iconography 
of a female fragmentary clay relief immediately 
recognisable with that of Nanaia as depicted on 

Figure 7: Drawing of a clay sculpture from the palace 
of Toprak-kala. After Sergei P. Tolstov, Po sledam drevne 
khorezmiĭskoĭ tsivilizatsii (Moscow: 1948), fig. 55.

Figure 8: Detail of a relief from Butkara I depicting the 
Buddha. Second half of the first – second century CE. After 
Antonio Invernizzi (ed.), Sulla via di Alessandro (Milano: 
2007), cat. no. 206.
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coins of Kanishka I (Fig.11). This clay high relief 
shows moreover a female’s dress which, in its 
upper part, is comparable with that of another Late 
Antique representation of a Chorasmian goddess, 
very likely the same Nana.59

Conclusions: Ancient  
Chorasmian Dynastic  
Sanctuaries?
The evidence concerning the first cultural 
exchanges which occurred between Eastern-
Iranian Ancient Chorasmia and an external 
Hellenised environment seems to belong to a 
relatively early stage, although the material culture 
of Chorasmia in the Antique 2 period was only 
moderately affected by these influences.60 Not by 
coincidence in the south of the polity (Elkharas) 
we have the first clay sculptures recorded, which 
are symptomatic of the cultural receptiveness of 
the polity. 

At Akchakhan-kala, in the Akcha-Darya 
area, discoveries such as an altar furnished with 
imported ivory elements and of fully Hellenistic 
‘exotic’ sculptures relative to the decor of a local/
Zoroastrian ceremonial and royal context show 
how, after the mid-first century BCE, Chorasmia 
commenced to better partake of the artistic 
Hellenised cultural milieu of Central Asia due to 
increasing exchanges with the south. This evidence 
shows how, at the beginning of the Antique 3, only 
some of the elements of this ‘exotic’ culture were 
selected and adopted according the local needs of 
the Chorasmian elite(s) and population, and how 
they started to penetrate the religious and political 
settings of the polity.

It is only in the course of the second century CE that this phenomenon of exchanges eventually progressed 
up to the point of including Chorasmia in a broader network of cultural relations and interactions with the 
other neighbouring regions, almost certainly in relation to the firm establishment of the Kushan empire 
and of its control over the commercial routes of Central Asia and India. This constituted a ‘second impact’ 
of Hellenistic-influenced culture in Chorasmia, a polity located at the borders of the Central Asian settled 
world.

Figure 9: Fragmentary clay high-relief from the palace 
of Toprak-kala. After Pavel Lurje and Kira Samosjoek, 
Expedition Silk Road Journey to the West: Treasures from the 
Hermitage (St. Petersburg: 2014).
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In the case of the sculptural decoration in 
clay and gypsum in the palace of Toprak-kala, not 
excluding in certain cases a local elaboration of 
Chorasmian traditional visual features, it is difficult 
to see an original indigenous development. The style 
of several of its elements and some iconographic 
components of these sculptures cannot pre-date 
the almost identical treatment of sculptural pieces 
from Gandhāra from the first century CE.

If we consider the scant evidence regarding the 
unbaked-clay modelled sculptural production in 
Central Asia for the first and second centuries CE, 
the existence of such manufacture in an area where 
it is manifestly non-indigenous as Chorasmia – 
where a strong Hellenistic substratum is lacking 
– supports the idea that this not only existed 
but that it was widely implemented at that time. 
The evidence from Toprak-kala, unfortunately 
published according to the standards of another 
time, is an element that contributes to fill a gap in 
our knowledge showing that in Central Asia skilled 
craftsmen modelled the clay in continuity with a 
Graeco-Bactrian heritage.

The Chorasmians, as well as the Kushans, 
were Iranians, they worship most of the same 
Zoroastrian divinities61 and had a semi-nomadic 
cultural background. But, contrary to the Kushans 
whose ancestors invaded the Graeco-Bactrian 
lands and afterward expanded their dominions, 
the Chorasmians never abandoned their ancestral 
homeland. In their culture there was much 
resistance to those elements likely introduced 
in the region during the era of the Achaemenid 
control over Central Asia and the Chorasmians 
thus developed a strongly original culture with 
an enduring tradition. The complex decorative 
apparatus of the palace of Toprak-kala, as well as 
that of Akchakhan-kala, is certainly tied with concepts of kingship and religion which are an echo of this 
very early Persian influence.62

The quantity and stylistic quality of the decorative apparatus of the palace very likely points toward 
the willingness of a Chorasmian king to create a new ceremonial centre for his power in a traditional way 
(again, as shown by the example of Akchakhan-kala) but, at the same time, reflecting the new realities of 
the current epoch in the background of trans-regional elite exchanges. In massively adopting new visual 
and architectural forms for his new siege, the Chorasmian lord of Toprak-kala was not only following at an 

Figure 10: Gypsum head from the palace of Toprak-kala. 
After Kazim Abdullaev and others, Culture and Art of 
Ancient Uzbekistan (Moscow: 1991), p. 211, cat. no. 343. 

Figure 11: Left: fragmentary clay high-relief from the palace 
of Toprak-kala. After Galina A. Pugachenkova and Lazar I. 
Rempel, Istoriya iskusstv Uzbekistana (Moscow: 1965), fig. 
84; right: detail of a bronze emission of Kanishka I(http://
coinindia.com).
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artistic level the example set  by his neighbouring ‘peers’, i.e. the Kushan emperors, but he also wanted to 
express his inclusion in the cultural milieu of the elite of the time, thus implementing ‘Eastern Hellenism’. 
Toprak-kala, besides being a royal residence, might have been modelled after/functioned as a ‘Kushan’ 
dynastic sanctuary (intended as places of worship consecrated to the gods who protected the royal family 
represented by the male ancestors of the emperors, of whom the temple contains the portrait63) as marked 
by the sculptures representing warriors, goddesses and Zoroastrian priests, i.e. very likely an Iranian-Avestan 
pantheon of local tradition but now in the ‘Hellenistic garb’ of Kushan times.64

While it is impossible to dismiss a priori the existence of some political influence of the powerful 
Kushan empire over the Chorasmia, I would exclude a direct control of this over the polity. This seems to be 
indicated by the fact that the Chorasmian kings always struck their own independent coinage. At the end 
of the third century CE the Paikuli inscription (ca. 293 CE) indicates that an ‘independent’ Chorasmia king 
had existed (in the inscription he is recorded after the Kushanshah).65

It is also important to remark that no coins struck by Kanishka were found either by the KhAEE during 
the extensive excavations at the site of Koi-krȳlgan-kala,66 nor by the KAE at Akchakhan-kala, both sites 
pre-dating Toprak-kala. In light of this, and considering the data discussed, it might be possible to consider 
a refinement of the chronology of the foundation of the ‘High Palace’ which is perhaps to be set earlier than 
thought, i.e. in the early-second/first half of the second century CE: when Akchakhan-kala was eventually 
left and despoiled of its materials, construction works at the ‘High Palace’ of Toprak-kala, the original 
nucleus of the site, were very likely already completed.
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