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Neolithic (ca. 8000-7000 BC), an obvious unprecedented change
occurred in the settlement pattern. Important sites such as Sheikhi
Abad, Ganj Dareh, Abdul Hossein, Chogha Golan and probably Jani
were abandoned, while the earliest settlement occurred at Ali Kosh,
Chogha Sefid and Chogha Bonut in the lowlands southward.
Interestingly, recent palaecoclimatic data indicate that a dry, cold
climate, the so-called 9.2, prevailed in the highlands of the central
Zagros. This emphasizes the role of this synchronous climate
deterioration as the most likely trigger of this change on a regional
scale. However, one can also consider the population pressure on
resources over time. It is assumed that the harsh climate escalated the
sever condition and forced societies to move to nearby, lower-lying
regions with a favorable climate and environmental resources in the
middle of the 8th millennium BC. However, this explanatory
assumption remains temporary and open to deeper consideration until
further evidence will be gained from both highlands and lowlands.
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Introduction

The central Zagros has long been regarded as a key region for research into the emergence of
early agriculture and village life in western Asia. Following his pioneering work in Iraqi
Kurdistan, Robert Braidwood and his team carried out the first oriented research in
Kermanshah in 1959-60, focusing on early domestication and sedentary life. Accordingly,
they excavated the Neolithic sites of Asiab and Sarab as well as other earlier and later sites in
the region. However, they did not publish their investigations in detail but laid the foundation
for the subsequent projects carried out in the 1960-70s when some spectacular sites such as
Ali Kosh, Guran, Ganj Dareh and Abdul Hossein were excavated. All these projects made the
central Zagros a 'hearth' or 'core zone' of Neolithic. Later political instability, however, led to
a long hiatus in field research that eclipsed the region, leading most scholars to believe it was
a recipient of innovations that first appeared in the Levantine corridor. Subsequent research
has not only undermined this assumption, but has also revealed a local development from the
Paleolithic to the early Neolithic. In this regard, new projects have occasionally been
undertaken in the last 15 years: Sheikh Abad, East Chia Sabz and Chogha Golan were
excavated; more recently Asiab and Ganj Dareh were also revisited. The results showed that
the earliest settlements were established just at the end of the dry, cold climatic epoch of the
Younger Dryas in the early 10th millennium BCE when the climate improved, as shown by
paleoclimatic data from Lake Zeribar and more recently the Hashilan wetland. Moreover, we
now know that societies first changed their ritual dimensions and then gradually turned to
subsequent changes in their subsistence strategies, i.e. a change from hunting-gathering to
cultivation and animal husbandry. This fundamental step seems to have taken place since the
middle of the 9th millennium BC, even if its main triggers at the regional level are not yet
known. Accordingly, it can be assumed that either environmental abundancy or depression
played an important role. This remains a great enigmatic issue that needs to be further
investigated in the future.

Discussion

As far as the type of settlement is concerned, the central Zagros underwent some fluctuations
over time. To date, we can assume that during the Transitional Neolithic (ca. 9700-8000
BCE), seasonal occupation was still common, but gradually changed to a semi-sedentary way
of life, especially as societies began to rely increasingly on food production, i.e. crop
cultivation and livestock rearing. More recent regional evidence shows that sedentary farming
life appeared at around the turn of the 9th and 8th millennia BCE when year-round occupation
occurred in some places such as Ganj Dareh and Sheikhi Abad. However, this was not a
ubiquitous phenomenon throughout the region.

The 8" millennium BCE brought some significant changes to the central Zagros: We see an
early radical change in settlement patterns and socio-economic dimensions; physically
modified crops such as emmer wheat, two-row barley and lentils appeared; goats were fully
domesticated; permanent settlements with rectangular buildings emerged; the so-called classic
M'lefatian industry became predominant with a focus on producing blade/bladelet using
pressure percussion; inter-regional contacts occurred via increasing access to obsidian and
shells. More importantly, around the middle of the Pre-pottery Neolithic (c. 8000-7000 BCE),
there was an obvious, unprecedented change in settlement patterns. Long-lived key sites such
as Sheikhi Abad, Ganj Dareh, Abdul Hossein, Chogha Golan and probably Jani were
abandoned. On the contrary, the earliest colonization took place in the lowlands of Deh Luran
and Khuzestan, where the sites of Ali Kosh, Chogha Sefid, Chogha Bonut and probably
others were founded. Astonishingly, this coincidence leads to a probable connection between
such an abandonment and a later foundation in a larger context. This argument is supported
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by the general archaeological repertoire of the two regions, which shows great similarities
from a stylistic and technological point of view. Interestingly, recent palaeoclimatic data from
the Hashilan wetland in Kermanshah indicate that a dry, cold climate, the so-called 9.2 event,
prevailed in the highlands of the central Zagros in the second half of the 8th millennium BCE.
The triple coincidence of abandonment, foundation and (climatic) deterioration is of great
interest for the explanation of this regional shift in settlement patterns. This underlines the
role of this synchronous unfavorable climate event as the most likely trigger of this change on
a regional scale. If the climate would have changed rapidly, it makes sense to assume its
negative effects. Some long-lived settlements such as Chogha Golan and East Chia Sabz,
which were abandoned, were located at lower elevations between 500and 600 meters above
sea level.

To date, no site in the highlands above 1000 meters above sea level has provided evidence of
settlement from the second half of the 8th millennium BCE. The only important site pointing
to this period is Tapeh Guran, which of course formed in a nearby lower valley of the
Hulailan, although it still suffers from chronological ambiguities. This could also be an
indication of a general regional settlement shift from the highlands to the nearby lowlands.
Generally speaking, at present it is assumed that the harsh climate escalated the sever
condition and forced societies to move to nearby, lower-lying regions where a more favorable
climate and environmental resources became available since the mid-8th millennium BCE
onwards. However, this explanatory assumption remains tentative and needs to be further
tested against more evidence to be obtained from both the highlands and the lowlands. All
currently available climate datasets are from the highlands, while the nearby lowlands lack
paloe-environmental reconstructions correlated with the early Holocene era. It is noteworthy
that a recent paleo-environmental investigation in the nearby region of southern Iraq indicates
an improvement from the 8th millennium BCE when it became habitable for humans. For the
time being, we can assume that the climate and environment improved throughout the
lowlands of southwestern Iran.

Conclusion

In order to better explore the most likely triggers for the shift in settlement from the highlands
to the lowlands, a range of data needs to be analyzed: Radiocarbon dates will provide us with
a more precise chronological framework; climatic data will reveal the extent to which the
lowlands were favorable in the second half of the 8" millennium BCE; aDNA and isotopic
analyses will, of course, contribute to a better understanding of the nature and triggers of
human movement to the lower-lying plains of Deh Luran and Khuzestan. In addition, a
systematic consideration of the archaeological repertoires of the two regions could also be
helpful in revealing the extent of interaction and movement in the 8" millennium BCE.
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