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so far mostly eroded out on the surface, humans have 
inhabited Iran for hundreds of thousands of years, in fact 
quite likely for up to as much as two million years (e.g., 
Biglari and Jahani 2011; Biglari et al. 2000; Biglari and 
Shidrang 2006; Conard and Ghasidian 2011; Ghasidian  et 
al. 2009; Heydari-Guran et al. 2009; Hole and Flannery 
1967; Olszewski and Dibble 1993; Otte and Kozlowski 
2007; Otte et al. 2007, 2009, 2012; Vahdati Nasab 2011; 
Vahdati Nasab et al. 2013). 
    In order to better comprehend the immensity of this 
vast span of time, think of those two million years as a 24-
hour day. If we then assume that the great Bronze Age and 
Iron Age civilizations of Iran arose in the last 6,000 years 
or so, this would represent only the last 4 minutes of the 
waning day! Even agriculture, a way of life that we usually 
think of as a fundamental and timeless part of human 
existence (cf., Zeder et al. 2006), is only about 10,000 
years old, or a mere 7 minutes of our 24-hour day.Humans 
lived the other 23 hours and 53 minutes, or roughly 99.5% 
of that 24-hour day, not as farmers, but as Paleolithic 

Introduction

Iran is justly famous for its marvelous record of the 
Bronze Age, Iron Age, and later periods, making it one 
of the world’s premier centers of early civilizations. I can 
still remember my utter amazement when, as a graduate 
student, I first set foot in Iran in January 1969, and saw 
archaeological mounds seemingly everywhere I looked; in 
many places the horizon was literally dotted with them. 
And some, such as Tal-e Malyan, were so big that at first I 
mistook them for natural hills. So it is no surprise that Iran 
takes such great pride of its prehistory and early history, 
and equally unsurprising that these early civilizations 
feature so prominently in the thinking and writing of 
scholars around the globe.
   What is less well-recognized, both in Iran and abroad, 
is the phenomenal Paleolithic or “Stone Age” record that 
Iran possesses. There are caves and rockshelters almost 
everywhere, and the comparatively small number of these 
natural repositories of ancient human presence that have 
been looked at closely show the wealth of information 
these sites contain about earlier stages of human career, 
i.e., remote periods before the emergence of empires 
and cities, before the invention of writing, before the 
development of ceramics and metallurgy, even before the 
period when we can begin to discern the remains of huts or 
other sorts of man-made shelters. Judging by the types of 
early stone tools (e.g., handaxes) that Iranian and foreign 
archaeologists have found in many parts of the country, 
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hunters and gatherers. That makes the Paleolithic an 
incredibly important part of human story, in fact most of 
it. That’s when our basic anatomy, behavior, and genetic 
makeup took shape. And that’s when humans developed 
language and took control of fire, in Charles Darwin’s 
view humankind’s two most momentous achievements. 
Much of the Paleolithic story is still only known in outline 
and, for the most part, not so well understood. And much 
of the human story is almost certainly recorded right here 
in Iran, preserved in caves and rockshelters that dot Iran’s 
magnificent mountain landscape, in the fluvial and alluvial 
deposits of the country’s many ancient river valleys, and 
in the shoreline and deltaic sediments of its once extensive 
Pleistocene (“Ice Age”) lakes. The facts are just waiting to 
be discovered and deciphered.

Early Hominins in Africa

Let us put the tremendous potential of the Iranian record 
in a larger perspective. However, to do so we must 
shift momentarily to sub-Saharan Africa and go back 
considerably further in time, to a period of some 5-7 
million years ago during the late Miocene and Pliocene 
when the first proto-humans (hominins) roamed the 
African landscape. These earliest hominins, known 
collectively as Australopithecines, had brains barely 
larger than that of a chimpanzee (~300-350 cc), though 
they differed in many respects from their primate cousins, 
most notably in their obligatory bipedal (two-legged) 
mode of locomotion, one of humankind’s most curious 
and distinctive features (Lewin 2004). Our own genus, 
Homo, which also first emerged in Africa, appeared on the 
scene about 2.6-2.5 million years ago, hand-in-hand with 
the first crude “Oldowan” stone tools, so named because 
of the pioneering work on these early tool assemblages 
by Mary and Louis Leakey at the famous site of Olduvai 
Gorge in Tanzania (de Heinzelin et al. 1999; Leakey 1971; 
Semaw 2000). These early tool-making members of the 
genus Homo, classified by scholars into at least three 
different species (H. habilis, H. rudolfensis, H. ergaster), 
were also larger-brained, with estimates on the order of 
600-700 cc, a near doubling of cranial capacity, though 
still only a fraction of the 1300 cc or so typical of modern 
people (Grine et al. 2009). The fossil record for this early 
part of the history of our genus is quite meager, but we do 
have a fair number of archaeological sites, particularly in 
East Africa, with clearly butchered animal bones and no 
shortage of Oldowan tools (Pickering and Bunn 2012). 
These tools, while distinctive and easy to recognize, are 
very simple, consisting mostly of unmodified flakes struck 
by hard-hammer percussion from a block of basalt, flint, or 
other brittle material, as well as rounded river cobbles with 
a few flakes removed from one edge to form crude hand-
held “choppers” (Hovers and Braun 2009).

The Lower Paleolithic and the Exodus from Africa

Then a momentous “event” occurred in the unfolding 
human career, a more evolved member of our genus 
called by paleoanthropologists as Homo erectus, with a 
brain size thought by many to have increased to as much 
as 900 cc, expanded out of Africa, spreading first into 
Asia and slightly later into Europe (Lewin 2004). For 
years archaeologists thought the initial exodus took place 
about 1.5 million years ago, and was made possible by the 
development of a new, and supposedly more advanced 
stone tool technology known to archaeologists as the 
“Acheulian”  (e.g., Tchernov 1988). For those readers not 
familiar with Paleolithic prehistory, the hallmark of this 
new technology is the handaxe, a large pointed tool shaped 
and thinned by the removal of several flakes from both 
faces of the tool all the way or nearly all the way around the 
perimeter. Handaxes, which remain quite common in the 
archaeological record until as recently as 300,000-250,000 
years ago, are found throughout Europe and in much of 
western Asia, including Iran, but virtually disappear to 
the east of Burma (east of the so-called “Movius line”). 
Unfortunately, human fossils dating to the earliest stages of 
the Paleolithic (Lower Paleolithic) are quite rare in Eurasia, 
with some of the best preserved Homo erectus remains 
(mostly cranial) coming, interestingly, from the extreme 
eastern end of their distribution e.g., in Indonesia (Java). 
While Acheulian stone tools are comparatively abundant in 
Europe and western Asia, most of the well-dated handaxe 
occurrences outside of Africa have actually proved to be 
relatively late, falling after about 600,000 years ago and 
associated with humans possessing brains in excess of 
900-1000 cc. What advantage Acheulian tools might have 
conferred on their makers that might have underwritten the 
expansion of H. erectus into more northerly latitudes was 
unknown; archaeologists for the most part simply assume 
that, because the appearance of handaxes, increased 
brain size, greater emphasis on meat-eating, and human 
expansion out of Africa all seems to have occurred at 
more-or-less the same time, there must have been some 
sort of causal relationship between them that permitted 
the successful entry of H. erectus into environments with 
no close analogues in Africa (Agustí and Lordkipanidze 
2011). 
   That’s where the picture stood until as recently as the 
early 1990s, when the conventional wisdom rapidly began 
to unravel. After decades of controversy about the dating 
of the H. erectus remains from Java, with most scholars 
guessing at an age of about a million years, Swisher et 
al. (1994) published startling new radiometric dates that 
pushed the age of these fossils back to ~1.8 million years 
ago, making them more or less contemporary with the 
archaeological remains from FLK-Zinjanthropus and other 
Oldowan-producing localities in Bed I at Olduvai Gorge. 
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   At almost the same time, spectacularly preserved fossils 
of early H. ergaster (there is still disagreement about their 
taxonomy), dating to an astounding 1.85-1.77 million 
years ago, were found remarkably close to Iran at the site 
of Dmanisi in the Republic of Georgia (Gabunia and Vekua 
1995). How close? The straight-line distance between 
Tbilisi and Tehran is only about 880 km, considerably 
less than the length of Iran itself. The five well-preserved 
Dmanisi crania recovered thus far, which arguably represent 
a single closely related population or “paleodeme,” display 
an utterly unexpected degree of morphological and size 
variability, in fact greater than the differences separating 
H. habilis, H. rudolfensis, and H. ergaster. Thus, what 
paleoanthropologists had been assuming were distinct 
species may actually all be members of a single evolving 
lineage (Lordkipanidze et al. 2013). The Dmanisi fossils, 
together with the re-dating of the Javanese fossils, have 
revolutionized our thinking about the spread of humans out 
of Africa into Eurasia. Contrary to what most scholars had 
assumed, the Dmanisi fossils are small-brained, averaging 
only about 550-700 cc. Equally surprising were the tools 
found at Dmanisi—the technology was Oldowan, not 
Acheulian. There were no handaxes, just lots of unmodified 
flakes and chopper-like tools. These early humans had left 
Africa well before the appearance of the Acheulian (Agustí 
and Lordkipanidze 2011). 
   As a result of these momentous discoveries, archaeologists 
and paleoanthropologists have had to go back to the 
drawing boards in order to try to understand why these 
early members of our genus left Africa, and what made 
such an exodus possible (Dennell and Roebroeks 2005). 
Our archaeological and fossil record, not to mention our 
understanding of the paleoenvironment and paleoecology 
during this remote period of the Plio-Pleistocene, are 
still frustratingly incomplete. Dmanisi is an incredibly 
important site but, like the famous human fossil localities 
at Sterkfontein and Swartkrans in South Africa, as well as 
those in Java, Dmanisi is not a “living site.” We still don’t 
have a “campsite” like FLK-Zinjanthropus in Olduvai 
Gorge, a place where these first Eurasian pioneers actually 
slept, ate, and fashioned their tools. The human remains 
at Dmanisi were apparently the victims of carnivores who 
dragged their remains into underground dens where the 
crania and other bones became preserved. And the human 
fossils from Java for the most part appear to be in secondary 
fluvial contexts. Without detailed behavioral information 
of the sort that one can get from a living site, we won’t be 
able to address the really interesting questions—“how” and 
“why” humans, some 2.0 million or more years ago, were 
able to expand their range far beyond the boundaries of 
Africa, colonizing radically new habitats unlike anything 
they had experienced previously, and all this with a brain 
less than half the size of our own, a primitive Oldowan 
technology, and seemingly without fire and hence without 

the ability to cook (but see Wrangham 2009). Iran could 
easily hold the key to many of these issues. If early 
hominins were in Georgia two million years ago, they very 
likely were in Iran as well. Another FLK-Zinjanthropus 
site could easily exist in Iran, somewhere, just waiting to 
be discovered and studied.
   Not surprisingly, many critical questions remain 
unresolved about these early stages of the human career, 
and Iran could provide the data that would allow us to fill 
in some of the major voids in our knowledge. For example, 
how did these early members of our genus survive in the 
more northerly latitudes of Eurasia? Did they already 
possess language and control fire? Language, regrettably, 
is almost impossible to monitor in the archaeological 
record, and is an issue that can probably only be resolved 
through comparative genetic studies of living humans and 
primates, and perhaps through the study of fossil endocasts. 
On the other hand, one would expect that fire would leave 
more tangible traces in the form of charcoal, ash, hearth 
basins, fire-cracked rock, and burned bones. Unfortunately, 
chemical processes— called ”diagenesis”—alter these 
remains to the point that after a few hundred thousand 
years they are no longer easily identifiable (Karkanas 
et al. 2007). Our problems are exacerbated by the fact 
that humans apparently did not dig basins for their fires 
until a few hundred thousand years ago, nor did they 
line their hearths with stones for warmth-banking or use 
heated stones for cooking until a mere 30,000 years ago 
or so, making what might seem obvious evidence for the 
controlled use of fire helpful only for the more recent parts 
of the Paleolithic (e.g., Straus 1989; Speth 2012: 25; see 
also Alperson-Afil 2012). Nevertheless, the application 
of modern biochemical and geochemical techniques may 
make it possible for us to recognize evidence of burning in 
the distant past. Knowing when hominins gained control of 
fire is critical to understanding their exodus out of Africa. 
Fire would not only have provided warmth and protection 
from predators, but it would have allowed early humans 
to cook their foods. Without that ability, many potential 
plant foods would have been inedible, toxic, or difficult to 
digest. And raw meat is calorically much more costly to 
metabolize than cooked meat (Wrangham 2009).
   What animals were these early members of our genus 
exploiting and how did they kill them? Or were they 
scavenging carcasses killed and abandoned by large 
predators (see Lupo 2012; Pickering and Bunn 2012)? We 
have no evidence of spears (or stone spear points) until 
400,000-300,000 years ago, based on the chance find of 
beautifully-preserved wooden spears at the German site of 
Schoeningen (Thieme 1997; see also Sahle et al. 2013). In 
the absence of the weapons themselves, the age structure 
of the animals brought back to a site by its early inhabitants 
can be informative. Human hunters, at least during the last 
500,000-400,000 years, often sought out prime-age adults, 
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whereas large predators like lions, leopards, and hyenas 
commonly go after older or younger individuals (Bunn and 
Gurtov 2014). Was early Homo outside of Africa already a 
bona fide hunter, focusing on prime-adult animals, or did 
these intrepid early Eurasian colonists obtain most of their 
meat by scavenging scraps of muscle tissue and marrow 
from partially devoured carcasses left behind by other 
predators? 
   Many other questions remain unresolved as well. Did 
early Homo in Eurasia already possess a division of 
labor, as might be suggested by the fact that, at least in 
Africa, they regularly transported meat (and bones) back 
to a central place or home base presumably to share with 
other members of their social group, a behavioral pattern 
that typifies modern hunters and gatherers, or did males 
and females forage largely independently of one another 
(compare Soffer 1994 and Stiner and Kuhn 2009; Hayden 
2012; Ruff 1987)? How big were their social groups? 
How did widely dispersed and highly mobile groups 
succeed in maintaining sufficient contact with others to 
remain reproductively viable (Wobst 1974; Hayden 2012)? 
These are just a few of the many interesting and important 
questions that Iranian archaeologists working with the early 
periods of the Paleolithic might well be able to resolve.

Neanderthals and the Middle Paleolithic

Iran’s Paleolithic record has great potential for exploring 
another fascinating, yet poorly understood stage in the 
human career, i.e., the Middle Paleolithic, or the time of 
the Neanderthals. For generations Neanderthals have 
been viewed as a “European phenomenon,” despite the 
fact that Middle Paleolithic tools, occasional burials and 
fragmentary human remains, and most recently their genes, 
have been found throughout the Middle East and beyond, 
from the Levant at least as far as the Altai Mountains in 
Siberia, and farther still, perhaps reaching all the way 
to East Asia (e.g., Bar-Yosef and Wang 2012; Prüfer et 
al. 2014; Wall et al. 2013). Nevertheless, it has become 
traditional to view the Neanderthal’s peculiar anatomy 
as the outcome of a long in situ accretionary process, the 
cumulative evolutionary consequence of their adaptation 
in relative isolation over countless millennia to the harsh 
climatic conditions of glaciated Europe. Thus, the presence 
of distinctly Neanderthal-like features in the spectacular 
skeletons from the Sima de los Huesos in Spain, remains 
which predate “classic” European Neanderthals by as 
much as two hundred thousand years, came as no surprise 
to paleoanthropologists. The Sima population seemed 
like the perfect and logical ancestor for later European 
Neanderthals. 
   But the results of recent mitochondrial DNA studies of 
Sima specimens suggest otherwise. Instead of being most 
closely linked genetically to later European Neanderthals, 

their ties are closest to Denisovans, an archaic Asian 
population first recognized thousands of kilometers to the 
east in the Altai Mountains in Siberia (Dalén et al. 2012; 
Krause et al. 2007, 2010; Meyer et al. 2014). As a result 
of these eye-opening genetic discoveries, a fascinating, 
albeit tentative, picture is beginning to take shape. Perhaps 
the true homeland of the Neanderthals was not in Europe 
but in Asia (Hawks 2013). Maybe Neanderthal presence 
in Europe was episodic, the result of comparatively short-
lived pulses of migration or population expansion from 
regions to the east that collapsed each time glacial climates 
deteriorated to the point that they could no longer maintain 
a viable foothold (Bar-Yosef 1992; Bradtmöller et al. 2012; 
Hublin and Roebroeks 2009). If true, the Middle East 
and Central Asia might lie at the very heart of traditional 
Neanderthal range, not at its margins as most scholars 
until quite recently assumed. The many Middle Paleolithic 
caves, rockshelters, and open-air sites that dot the Iranian 
landscape are certainly compatible with such a scenario.
   The Middle Paleolithic record of Iran is important for 
another reason as well. Humans with anatomy similar to 
our own first evolved in Africa between about 300,000 
and 200,000 years ago, and then during the next 150,000 
to 100,000 years expanded out of Africa into Eurasia (a 
second African exodus), reaching the Middle East by 
at least 120,000-100,000 years ago, western Europe by 
~40,000, Melanesia and Australia by ~50,000, and the 
New World by ~20,000-15,000 years ago (Beyin 2011). 
Judging by recent studies of DNA extracted directly from 
the collagen in some of the better preserved fossils, most 
scholars are now coming to accept that these expanding 
“moderns” interbred, at least to some degree, with the mor 
“archaic”-looking humans they encountered along the 
way, such as Neanderthals in Europe and western Asia, the 
newly discovered Denisovans in Siberia, and undoubtedly 
other as yet undiscovered “archaics” elsewhere in Asia 
(Caspari and Wolpoff  2013; Dalén et al. 2012; Green et 
al 2010; Reich et al. 2010; Krause et al. 2010; Meyer et 
al. 2014 Prüfer et al. 2014; Wall et al. 2013). In fact, one 
might say that interbreeding was the “name of the game” 
in the Middle Paleolithic much as it is among humans 
today. Those who favor the interaction and interbreeding 
scenario place Neanderthals within our own species, 
using the label H. sapiens neanderthalensis. However, 
there are still many—curiously, most notably among 
archaeologists, less so among biological anthropologists—
who continue to maintain that these “modern” newcomers 
completely replaced the more “archaic” Eurasians with 
no genetic exchange, either by killing them outright or 
by outcompeting them, a view clearly reflected by their 
placement of Neanderthals in a separate species (H. 
neanderthalensis). If interbreeding did in fact take place 
between the new “anatomically modern” migrants from 
Africa and the Neanderthal “natives” of Eurasia, as now 
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seems very likely, based on geography alone it probably 
would have first occurred in the Middle East, the region 
where the continents of Africa, Asia, and Europe come 
together.
   A handful of human fossils, some of which morphologically 
Neanderthals, others more modern-looking, currently form 
the heart of this debate. Among the most famous of these 
finds are skeletal remains from Israel (Skhul, Qafzeh, 
Amud, Kebara, Tabun), Syria (Dederiyeh), right on Iran’s 
doorstep in Iraqi Kurdistan (Shanidar), and to the east in 
Uzbekistan (Teshik Tash). But the sample of human fossils, 
and of well-excavated and well-documented archaeological 
sites, is still exceedingly small, far from adequate to cover 
an area as vast as the Middle East, and far too small to 
provide a representative picture of the 100,000-50,000 
years during which anatomically modern humans spread, 
interacted with, and ultimately replaced Neanderthals 
and their “archaic” cousins. Again, Iran’s archaeological 
record may well hold the key. The distinctive stone tools 
of this time period have been found on the surface and in 
caves and rockshelters throughout the country, making it 
clear that Iran has an exceptionally rich Middle Paleolithic 
record. In fact, it is Iran’s fabulous Middle Paleolithic 
record that drew me to the country in the 1960s (Baumler 
and Speth 1993).

Modern Humans and the Upper Paleolithic

The Upper Paleolithic represents the last major stage of the 
Paleolithic and the period when fully modern humans (both 
anatomically and in terms of their behavioral capacities) 
had spread throughout Eurasia and into the New World. 
This period too is filled with momentous changes, many 
of which remain poorly understood. Despite the harsh 
realities of ice age climates that gripped much of northern 
Eurasia, human populations grew more rapidly than they 
had previously. Employing an ever-expanding array of 
new technologies, these intrepid foragers conquered 
some of the most inhospitable and difficult habitats on the 
globe—the boreal forests and tundras of the far north, the 
dense tropical rain forests of Africa and Southeast Asia, 
and some of the world’s most arid deserts, almost certainly 
including the desertic regions of Iran. People discovered 
myriad new ways to process and prepare foods, including 
pottery, which makes its first appearance in Siberia, China, 
and Japan ~20,000-17,000 years ago. They also invented 
grinding stones and by at least 23,000 years ago were using 
them to turn wild grass seeds such as wheat and barley into 
flour, clearly setting the stage for the origins of agriculture, 
one of the most significant transformations in the entire 
history of humans on this planet. Upper Paleolithic peoples 
also invented the first compound tools and weapons 
employing multiple small, replaceable flint cutting-tools 
called “microliths,” as well as the bow and arrow and 

numerous other devices and techniques for adapting to new 
and challenging environments.
   But, as in the preceding periods of the Paleolithic, 
countless important questions about the Upper Paleolithic 
remain poorly understood. Perhaps not surprisingly, we 
know much more about the “what,” “where,” and “when” 
of Upper Paleolithic lifeways, and far less about the more 
interesting “how” and “why” questions. For example, 
did people during this period turn to tiny, labor-intensive 
resources like grass seeds because there were too many 
mouths to feed relative to the availability of their preferred 
foods (a “push” or “stress” view), or were they attracted to 
grasses and other weedy species because late Pleistocene 
climate changes increased their abundance to the point that 
they became profitable to exploit (a “pull” or “opportunity” 
view)? Why does long-distance exchange of marine shells, 
exotic flints, and other materials and objects become so 
much more evident in the Upper Paleolithic than previously? 
Are we witnessing the symbolically-motivated behavior of 
a newly emerged and cognitively superior form of human 
(Klein 2000), or a more mundane demographically-driven 
need for mechanisms of intergroup interaction and alliance 
brought about by declining mobility and increased packing 
of populations into territorially more restricted places on 
the landscape (Powell et al. 2010; Shennan 2001)?
   One of the most interesting changes that took place 
during the Upper Paleolithic is a dramatic increase in 
human longevity, for the first time creating a generation of 
grandparents (Caspari and Lee 2006; Caspari and Wolpoff 
2013; Hawkes 2003). Neanderthals in Europe and all 
earlier forms of Homo simply didn’t live long enough for 
grandchildren and grandparents to overlap to any significant 
degree. Interestingly, however, both Neanderthals and 
their anatomically modern quasi-contemporaries in the 
Middle East show the beginnings of this transition, with 
adults living somewhat longer on average than their 
European counterparts. What were humans doing in the 
Upper Paleolithic, and already somewhat earlier in the 
Middle East, that so dramatically altered adult mortality 
and life-history patterns? Was it a technological change of 
some sort (the deus ex machina of much archaeological 
thinking), or are we instead seeing fundamental changes in 
the way human groups organized themselves or interacted 
with others, perhaps through new forms of kinship 
reckoning, intergroup alliance, or the use of sacred oral 
tradition, puberty rites, and other mechanisms to assure 
the reliable storage and retrieval of information critical for 
long-term group survival (Minc 1986; Speth 2013: 182-3; 
Whallon 2011)? Is the population increase evident in the 
Upper Paleolithic the cause or the consequence of these 
technological and/or social changes? We need far more 
archaeological data and much larger skeletal samples, but 
also more theory-driven research, to be able to answer 
these difficult but important questions. Again, Iran is in an 
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ideal position to address many of these unresolved issues. 
Both Middle and Upper Paleolithic sites are widespread in 
the country. The diagnostic blades and microliths of this 
last phase of the Paleolithic have been found in numerous 
caves and rockshelters, as well as in many places eroding 
out on the surface, pointing to a rich Upper Paleolithic 
record concealed just beneath the surface.

Concluding Remarks

Iran has a remarkable Paleolithic record, making it clear that 
much of the two-million-year-long story of humans outside 
of Africa is preserved right here within its very boundaries. 
It is also clear that interest in Paleolithic archaeology is very 
much alive in Iran. What is now needed is the infrastructure 
and support that would allow Iranian Paleolithic 
archaeology to emerge as a bona fide focus of research, 
where Iranian students with an interest in the deep past can 
be trained without having to go abroad, where large-scale 
interdisciplinary excavations can be fielded, and where 
collections can be analyzed, documented, conserved, and 
curated for the future. I am sure that, archaeologically, Iran 
is a very different place today from the one I experienced 
in 1969. While my six months in Iran excavating at Kunji 
Cave, a Middle Paleolithic site in the Zagros mountains 
near the modern city of Khorramabad, were among the 
most wonderful, exhilarating, and formative months of my 
life, a period that I frequently look back at with the greatest 
of pleasure, it was clear that Paleolithic archaeology in Iran 
had not come of age yet. I could find no one interested in 
these remote time periods, and the government agency in 
charge of issuing excavation permits, while wonderfully 
cordial and helpful throughout, was not really sure what 
to do with me. As a result, for several days I found myself 
bounced back and forth between the Department of 
Antiquities and the Department of the Environment until 
the Director of Antiquities took pity on me and issued 
a permit. When I returned to Tehran at the end of my 
excavations, there was similar uncertainty about what to 
do with the preceramic materials I had uncovered. It was 
clear they weren’t viewed as antiquities, or at least not as 
“important” ones. The momentum is clearly there now, 
and Paleolithic archaeology in Iran is poised to emerge as 
a significant discipline in its own right, ready to take its 
place as an equal next to the well-established tradition of 
study of the country’s many great civilizations. It is such a 
pleasure and honor for me to be a witness to this wonderful 
metamorphosis.
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memorized was European, the cultural classifications and 
taxonomies were largely European (in fact mostly French), 
and Europe was presented as the center of the paleolithic 
universe, the place where most of the “action” was, with 
Asia seen as peripheral geographically and marginal 
developmentally. In essence, Asia was largely ignored. That 
perspective is now shifting, in fact quite dramatically so, 
and increasingly archaeologists and paleoanthropologists 
are coming to see Asia (and Africa) as dynamic centers 
of the human story, with Europe an interesting but rather 
remote and geographically marginal “peninsula” sticking 
out of the side of the giant continent of Asia. With that shift 
in perspective, Iran’s paleolithic record becomes anything 
but marginal. As I hope I have conveyed in this brief 
paper, the Middle East may have played a prominent role 
in some of humankind’s most interesting and significant 
transformations. And given that Iran makes up such a large 
part of this vast region, the country’s rich paleolithic record 
is of paramount importance. This is truly an exciting time 
for paleolithic archaeologists of Iran.
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