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TAKHT-I SANGIN

TAKHT-I SANGIN (Taḵt-e Sangin ‘Throne of Stone’), also known as the
“Temple of the Oxus,” an archaeological site in southwest Tajikistan (Figure 1).
Takht-i Sangin lies on the right bank of the confluence where the Vaḵš and
Panj become the river Oxus (Āmu Daryā, q.v.), which forms the border with
Afghanistan. The settlement, whose ancient name is unknown, occupied a
narrow strip of land (4.5 km wide x 3 km long) between the river on the
eastern side and the Teshiktosh (Tešik-Tāš) range to the west (Figure 2). In
addition to protection offered by the water and mountains, thick mud-brick
walls 1 km apart defended the settlement to the north and south. The Temple
of the Oxus at the center of the settlement is one of the most famous
archaeological discoveries of Hellenistic-period Bactria (q.v.).
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Figure 1. The location of Takht-i Sangin relative to other sites in Bactria of the
late Achaemenid-Hellenistic period. Map background © OpenStreetMap
contributors and the GIS User Community.
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Figure 2. Aerial view of the area from the site of Takht-i Sangin to Taḵt-e
Qobād. Background: Google Earth image © 2022 CNES/Airbus, Maxar
Technologies.

 

The site was excavated under the direction of Boris Litvinskiĭ and Igor
Pichikyan from 1976, ceasing in 1991 at the collapse of the USSR and outbreak
of the Tajik civil war. The main focus of the excavations concerned the mud-
brick structure on the monumental platform that gave the modern site its
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name, now identified as the Temple of the Oxus (Figure 3). Excavations
resumed at the site in 1998 led by Anjelina Drujinina, focusing on the
courtyard of the temple and including some exploration of the surrounding
settlement.

Figure 3. Aerial view of the Citadel and Temple of the Oxus, Takht-i Sangin.
Background: Google Earth image © CNES/Airbus, Maxar Technologies.​
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Figure 4. Floor plan of the Temple of the Oxus, Takht-i Sangin, with the
Hellenistic construction phase highlighted. From G. Lindström, “Der Oxos-
Tempel: Räumliche Aspekte und Kultkontinuität im Spiegel der Votivpraxis,”
in S. Hansen, D. Neumann, and Tilmann Vachta, eds., Raum, Gabe und
Erinnerung: Weihgaben und Heiligtümer in prähistorischen und antiken
Gesellschaften, Berlin, 2016, p. 284, fig. 4. Reproduced by permission.
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Constructed in the early Hellenistic period, the temple is one of the earliest
identifiable enclosed sacred spaces in ancient Iran and Bactria. The site
suffered periods of abandonment and damage, especially in the second half of
the 2nd century BCE contemporary to the fall of the Greco-Bactrian rulers.
Resumed attention to the temple likely aligns with the beginning of the
Kushan (q.v.) period in the 1st century BCE, and occupation continued until
the early 3rd century CE. The contrast between the size of the formidable
temple structure and the relatively modest settlement at the strategic site of
Takht-i Sangin has prompted suggestions of Seleucid royal involvement in the
construction of the temple, designed to function as a sacred focal point for the
surrounding region (Canepa; Lindström, 2016).

Exploration of the settlement has revealed mud-brick houses, most of which
have stone thresholds, thick walls, and were sunk into the ground for
protection from the weather (Drujinina, 2009). Some more elaborate
residences contained limestone stepped torus bases typical of contemporary
Iranian architecture. Kushan-period material was excavated from the
necropolis.

Dominating the site is the raised platform (170-210 m x 240 m), defended by 2
m-thick stone walls that are reinforced with towers at the corners, and in turn
are surrounded by a deep moat (about 3 m). In the center of the platform lies
the remains of a monumental structure roughly 51 m x 51 m, built of large
mud-bricks (50 x 50 x 15 cm) and facing east, to the river Oxus (Figure 4). A
column base found by the entrance to the sanctuary suggests the presence of a
monumental propylon. The entranceway opened onto a large courtyard (46.50
x 21.57 m) paved with mud-bricks, a tower in each corner of the courtyard,
restricted by walls to the north and south added in the Kushan period. Across
the courtyard, aligned on a central axis, the entrance to the temple consisted
of a wide hypostyle portico supported by two rows of four columns. Often
referred to as an early form of ayvān (q.v.), the entrance is flanked by two
wings that comprise matching sets of a corridor (3 m wide x 12-26 m long) and
two small roughly square rooms accessible via the ayvān and the courtyard.
(The excavators labeled these Rooms 8 and 7 with Corridor 5 to the north; to
the south, Rooms 6 and 5, with Corridor 4). Behind the portico lies the four-
columned “Central Hall” (ca. 11.5 m x 12.7 m), also referred to as the “White
Hall” because of the plaster coating its walls. From the Central Hall, L-shaped
corridors that fold around the back of the temple are accessed from doorways
in the north and south walls (Corridor 3 accessed from the northern side of the
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Central Hall, leading into Corridor 6; while the southern doorway Corridor 1
leads into Corridor 2).

In a similar manner to the more elaborate residential buildings, the mud-brick
structure of the Temple of the Oxus was embellished with a few limestone
architectural features, such as smooth column drums and double-stepped
torus bases in the portico, combined with Ionic capitals (Litvinskiĭ and
Pichikyan, 1998; Litvinskiĭ, 2002; Pichikyan, 1987a; 1992). Several wells and
cisterns were excavated in the courtyard. Recent excavations (2004-10)
uncovered a deep well in the southeastern corner of the courtyard, accessed
by a stairway from the west (now at a depth of 10 m and length of 22 m) that
was back-filled in the Kushan period (Drujinina et al., 2016). Evidence of
bronze working was also found within the temenos (Drujinina and Boroffka,
2006; Drujinina and Lindström, 2013, pp. 174-75; Drujinina et al., 2016).

The precise focal point for cultic practice is unclear. Seven possible altars were
discovered. Two stepped podia originally identified as fire altars were
sheltered in Rooms 5 and 7 on either side of the courtyard, leading to the
initial identification of the whole complex as a fire temple (see Litvinskiĭ and
Pichikyan, 1994, fig. 11). Two roughly square and squat limestone platforms of
two courses with architectural mouldings and bearing Greek letters as
masons’ marks (Pichikyan, 1987b) were set opposite each other against the
north and southern walls of the courtyard, close to the entrances of Towers 1
and 2. While these may have been open-air altars in the manner of Greek
religious practice, and Pichikyan dates them to the late 3rd or early 2nd
century BCE, a recent reconstruction proposes that they were sheltered by a
portico perhaps added in the Kushan period (Lindström, 2016, fig. 3). Under
the northern limestone podium were found many bones of small ruminants
and fragments of brick, presenting the possibility that a brick structure here
was the focus of animal sacrifice prior to the erection of the stone podia
(Pichikyan, 1987b, p. 61; Litvinskiĭ and Pichikyan 2000, p. 172).

A further two possible altars are located within the temple itself: one against
the back wall of the portico on the southern side of the entrance to the Central
Hall, and the other in the northern corner of the Central Hall against the rear
wall. This latter podium is proposed by Lindström (2016, p. 289) to be a base
for a cult statue, even though it is off the central axis and so unlike anything
seen elsewhere. Finally, Lindström (2016, p. 289) identifies a previously
unpublished round rammed-earth (pakhsa) podium as an altar, which
although not typical in shape or material for an altar in Greek religious
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practices, does follow expectations in its alignment centrally outside in the
courtyard. The variety of forms and placements of podia, akin to the variety in
architecture and votives discovered in the temple, gives an impression of
varied, eclectic, and unconventional cultic practices at this sacred site,
fulfilling the requirements of a varied assembly of worshippers.

Identification of the building as the Temple of the Oxus (Vaḵš) is based on
several votive inscriptions discovered in the excavations. The first dedication
was found in Corridor 2, in the form of a Greek inscription on a votive offering
from a man called Atrosokes (see below), declaring “Atrosokes dedicated [this]
as a vow to Oxus” (Litvinskiĭ, Pichikyan, and Vinogradov, 1985; Bernard, 1987).
In recent years, further inscriptions naming Oxus were discovered in the
excavations: on fragments of a limestone basin identified as a perirrhanterion
(Drujinina, 2001; Ivantchik, 2013), and on a clay mold for a bronze vessel for
one “Iromios son of Nemiskos, molrpalres” (Bactrian: keeper of the seal)
(Drujinina and Boroffka, 2006, pp. 67-69; Ivantchik, 2011). Although from the
symmetry of the temple’s layout and the array of possible cultic foci and
apparatus, such as these wells and altars, it has been proposed that the temple
hosted a dual cult, yet only Oxus is attested epigraphically.
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PLATE I. The votive offering of Atrosokes, Takht-i Sangin, Corridor 2, Deposit 4.
Height: 16 cm. National Museum of Tajikstan Inv. Nr. M7010. Photograph ©
Gunvor Lindström, Deutsches Archäologisches Institut. Reproduced by
permission.
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PLATE II. Unbaked clay statue of a female figure in a chiton, Temple of the
Oxus, Takht-i Sangin, Corridor 6, Deposit 5, Height: 86 cm, c .200-150 BCE.
National Museum of Antiquities of Tajikistan, Inv. Nr. TS 4003. 4005,
4006/1091. Photograph by ALFGRN, licensed under CC BY-SA 2.0
(www.flickr.com/photos/156915032@N07/51656290352/in/album-7215772011
9065111/).
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PLATE III. Painted unbaked clay head of a bearded man wearing a bašlyk,
Temple of the Oxus, Takht-i Sangin, Corridor 2, Deposit 4, Height: 10.5 cm,
3rd-2nd century BCE. National Museum of Tajikistan, Inv. Nr. M 7258.
P h o t o g r a p h  b y  A L F G R N ,  l i c e n s e d  u n d e r  C C  B Y - S A  2 . 0
(https://www.flickr.com/photos/156915032@N07/51657103231/). ​
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Currently, there is a similar impression to that from the Temple with Indented
Niches at Āy Ḵānom (q.v.), 100 km to the east, of concurrent differing methods
of religious observance within the same sacred space (although Bernard, 1994,
and Grenet argue that the podia in Room 5 and 7 were later additions to the
ritual environment of the temple). There is no evidence of a cult statue or its
podium in the sanctuary, but traces were discovered of a monumental bronze
anthropomorphic figure on a base in a prominent position in the courtyard, in
front and slightly south of the portico (Litvinskiĭ and Pichikyan, 2000, p. 123).
Two clay heads of male figures wearing diadems, one bearing traces of gold
leaf on its cheeks, suggest there may have been an aspect of Hellenistic ruler
cult among the temple’s activities (Lindström, 2009, p. 351, nos. 232-33).
Among other fragments indicating further statuary set up within the temenos,
see a silver hand (Zeǐmal’, p. 93). The wells and cisterns discovered in the
courtyard likely held ritual functions in the cult of the river god, but also could
have contributed to the defensive equipment of the highly fortified site. The
location and form of the temple also combine strategic and sacred
characteristics in a number of other features: the moat provides a defensive
aspect but also would have surrounded the temple with the sacred water,
while its raised platform adds a protective element as well as emphasizing the
sacred aspect of the structure in a manner typical of Iranian and Bactrian
religious sites, elevating it above the surrounds. While the location on a strip
of land between mountains and river is a strategic location, the temple faces
east and towards the Oxus itself, in close proximity, and Lindström notes that
the situation on the bend of the river allows for the rising sun to be seen
through a gap where the river breaks through between two rocky outcrops
(Lindström, 2016, p. 286).

Over 8,000 artifacts were found in the Temple of the Oxus (now in the National
Museum of Antiquities of Tajikistan and the National Museum of Tajikistan),
mostly deposited in bothroi in the long corridors behind the Central Hall.
Many of these items were items of arms and armor (Litvinskiĭ and Pichikyan,
2001), whether functional, ceremonial, or miniature, among fragments of
ivory flutes, jewelry, and pieces of elaborate furniture, as well as other
artifacts such as statuettes and reliefs. The forms of these votive objects
include Achaemenid, Parthian, Scythian, Greek, and Indian features (see
Wood, 2011). The materials of the votives are varied, including ivory, bronze,
silver, gold, stucco, terracotta, inlaid schist vessels of the type distinct to
Bactrian sites, and examples of unbaked clay sculpture common to Bactria and
Parthia comparable to those found at Mithradātkert/Old Nisa (q.v.),
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Khalchayan (q.v.), and Āy Ḵānom. The hoard of Achaemenid gold objects
known as the Oxus Treasure, now in the British Museum, are thought by some
to have originated as votives in the Temple of the Oxus, but may have come
from somewhere else in the vicinity, such as the earlier fortress site
downstream at Taḵt-e Qobād (Dalton).

The most famous votive object discovered in the Temple of the Oxus is the
dedication made by Atrosokes (inscription mentioned above): a miniature
limestone altar topped with a bronze figurine of a nude satyr playing the
double pipe, usually identified as Marsyas (PLATE I). The excavators of the
votive proposed that in the Hellenistic period a link was drawn between
Marsyas and the god of this temple due to a visual similarity between the
rivers Marsyas and Oxus (Litvinskiĭ, Pichikyan, and Vinogradov, 1985, p. 100)
and noted a shared theme of river deities linking several of the votives
(Litvinskiĭ and Pichikyan, 1995b). Paul Bernard further proposed that an
alignment between Marsyas and Oxus was created by settlers from the
Maeander valley (Bernard, 1987, pp. 109-10). A definite alignment between the
appearance of this statuette and the conception of the titular deity of the
temple, however, can be questioned (see Grenet on the iconography of the god
Oxus). What is clear is that we have a man with an Iranian name (meaning
“possessor of strong fire”), perhaps a local man, probably in the first half of
the second century BCE, making a votive offering in a Greek form to a local
Bactrian deity.

Among the thousands of votive objects discovered in the temple are many
objects of intricate craftsmanship, too numerous to be comprehensively
summarized here (see Lindström, 2013a, 2013b and 2016; Litvinskiĭ, 2010;
Shenkar, 2012; Zeĭmal’). The prolific weapons dedicated at the site include
numerous ivory fragments of miniature and decorative items, such as an
akinakes scabbard decorated in relief with a lion attacking a stag comparable
to many Achaemenid examples (Litvinskiĭ and Pichikyan, 1981, pp. 136-52);
the handle of a makhaira in the form of a griffin’s head (Litvinskiĭ and
Pichikyan, 1995a, p. 110, fig. 5); and a miniature scabbard bearing a relief of a
cavalryman bearing down on an infantryman (Litvinskiĭ and Pichikyan, 2001,
p. 262). Images of Greek deities and mythological figures include Heracles
(q.v.) wrestling the river-god Achelous as a dagger handle (Litvinskiĭ and
Pichikyan 1995b, p. 133, figs. 6-9) and the chape of a scabbard carved with a
hippocampess (Litvinskiĭ and Pichikyan, 1995b, p. 140, fig. 13), both suitably
aquatic themes for this temple; while a handle of a miniature sword was



TAKHT-I SANGIN|Rachel Wood

15

carved to represent a young Heracles or Alexander (q.v.) wearing Heracles’
lion-skin helmet (Litvinskiĭ and Pichikyan, 1980, pp. 67-77; 1995b, p. 130, fig. 1).
Eros also seems a popular choice for votives at the temple: a miniature ivory
Eros carrying a conch (Lindström, 2009, p. 355, no. 241), a clay Eros (also
identified as an Apollo: Zeǐmal’, p. 91) and numerous gilded bronze appliques
of erotes (Litvinskiĭ, 2006) were found among the corridor deposits.

Several of the artifacts found in the Temple of the Oxus show connections with
objects found at Āy Ḵānom, such as the inlaid schist vessels mentioned above
(Drujinina, 2004; Francfort), and fragments of a gilded silver relief showing a
harnessed lion on rocky ground and a wheel, extremely reminiscent of the
Cybele Disc found in the Temple with Indented Niches (Pichikyan, 1992, pp.
51-52), along with a separate silver relief of a radiate bust of Helios. As
mentioned above, another feature of distinct local artistic production is the
unbaked clay sculpture. In addition to the diademed heads, other clay
sculptures among the votives include striding female figures wearing swirling
high-belted chitons (Lindström, 2009, p. 353, no. 237; PLATE II), two heads
possibly of children (Lindström, 2009, p. 352, no. 235), and the head of a
bearded male figure wearing a white bašlyk (Lindström, 2009, p. 352, no. 234;
PLATE III). An ivory rhyton (q.v.) protome in the form of a lion (Zeǐmal’, p. 72)
is comparable to the Parthian second-century ivory rhytons from
Mithradātkert/Old Nisa (Pappalardo), providing yet another tantalizing
suggestion of the many connections—in artistic production and the movement
of goods and people—within and beyond Bactria in the third and second
centuries BCE.
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