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In Search of Anau’s Past

In which a Museum archaeologist digs for 5000-year-old Central Asian
artifacts—in New Hampshire!

B efore the Russian Revolution, a seventy-year-old American geolo-
gist named Raphael Pumpelly headed up one of the first scientific
excavations ever mounted in the Near East. He traveled to the large desert basin of Cen-
tral Asia, north of Iran, to the site of Anau in Russian Turkestan. Pumpelly was accom-

panied by a botanist, a zoologist, his geomorphologist son, and a very fine archaeologist.

Hubert Schmidt. The expedition, funded by the newly established Carnegie Founda-

tion, was looking for the earliest evidence of farming in that part of the world.

Investigating layers dating to some 5000
years BC, the researchers studied soils, collected
artifacts, did phytolith and faunal analyses, and
recorded cultural remains
through two seasons of exca-
vation in 19093 and 1904.
Their pioneering work es-
tablished the methods for
the scientific study of farm-
ing from archaeological re-
mains. [n 1907 Pumpelly
was not permitted to return
to Anau, and shortly there-
after the Russian Revolution
closed the borders. He sub-
sequently published the re-
sults of the two seasons of
work in a final report. His
claims for early farming and
the existence of an early civ-
ilization at Anau shocked his
colleagues working in Meso-
potamia and Egypt, and they
rejected both the novel
methods and his claims.

decades. In the late 1980s, |

was a graduate student at Harvard University,
working in the Turkmen S.S.R, where I was the
first foreigner to excavate since Pumpelly’s time.
[ was familiar with Pumpelly’s important work at
Anau, and wanted to see the site but was not al-
lowed to. In 1993 1 finally received permission to
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Three generations of Raphael Pumpellys in 1917.
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visit Anau, then in the newly independent Re-
public of Turkmenistan. It looked so promising
that I returned for the next two years to lead a
Peabody Museum excava-
tion along with my former
graduate advisor C.C.
Lamberg-Karlovsky.

We were digging not
only in the same area as
Pumpelly but also in the
same Bronze Age layers,
and we would occasionally
encounter his backfilled
trenches. We could prove
how careful and accurate
Pumpelly’s excavations had
been by comparing our
sections to the illustrations
of sections in the 1908 re-
port. We wanted to put his
old data in a new context,
but most of the artifacts
could not be located.
Searches in Turkmenistan,
the United States, and
Russia proved fruitless.

[n 1995 while in Cali-
fornia giving lectures on the new work at Anau, |
serendipitously encountered Pumpelly's grand-
son! This gentleman, Raphael Pumpelly III, said
that all of his grandfather’s files and papers had
been given to the Huntington Library in San
Marino. "But where are the artifacts?" I asked.

In 1904, Pumpelly’s excavations at Anau were carried out with
the assistance of local Turkmen.

From Raphael Pumpelly, My Reminiscences (1918, New York: Holt)

Pumpelly recalled that as a child he had seen
“crates of artifacts” in the basement of the family
summer house in New Hampshire. Unfortunate-

found, not the elusive artifacts but something al-
most as good: photographs, typescripts, illustra-
tions, paintings—even an envelope with a
spoonful of sand, marked "Sand from the Kara-
Kum Desert.” These papers represented the
record Pumpelly had created while writing his
report on the excavations at Anau.

This unexpected archival treasure trove re-
deemed the failed New Hampshire mission. It/
offers a unique insight into the pioneering ap~
proach that Pumpelly used in putting material
from an excavated site together with its geo-
graphical and geological context. Letters and
manuscript drafts by his specialist collaborators

ly, the house had burned twenty years earlier.

I was hired by the University of Pennsylvania
in 1996 and reestablished the Anau dig as a
Penn project. We had two successful seasons of

excavation, collecting samples
that would allow us to apply
modern techniques of dating
and analysis to the earliest lay-
ers of the site. But the mystery
of Pumpelly's artifacts contin-
ued to nag at me. So in the
summer of 1998, along with
Raphael Pumpelly I11's daugh-
ter Lisa and two graduate stu-
dents, I decided to try a long
shot—digging in the basement
of the ruined Pumpelly villa to
see if the missing artifacts just
might still be there. Assisted by
townspeople, including some
of Pumpelly’s great-great-
grandchildren, we excavated
within the sunken cellar hole
where Raphael Pumpelly I11
remembered having seen the
crates. We found...nothing.

It was a blow. Sadly, we
packed up. The day before our
departure from New Hamp-

My wife, Katherine Moore, my son James,

and | (3rd from right, front and back) stand
on the foundations of the Pumpelly summer
home in New Hampshire with two graduate
students and several generations of
Pumpellys: (.. to r.) Thea Sabine, Jim Mathieu
(Penn graduate student), Ryan Pumpelly,
Lucy McDonald and her mother Georgia
McDonald, Lisa Pumpelly, and Jennifer Smith
(Penn graduate student).

shire, a neighbor came over, commiserated on

our disappointment, then said, "I think you
should see this old chest I have.” As it hap-

pened, she was also a Pumpelly descendant.

When [ opened the four-foot-long chest |

showed the organization and rationale of the
first-ever interdisciplinary archaeological
project. Unpublished photos compared to the

versions chosen for publication allow us to see

Pumpelly’s sense of what was
relevant evidence in a new
field with few established sci-
entific standards. Most impor-
tantly, correspondence in the
trunk pointed to the Kunst
Kamera Museum in St. Pe-
tersburg, Russia, as the reposi-
tory of the bulk of the Anau
artifacts. | had the chance to
visit this collection in Febru-
ary 1999 and confirmed that
the artifacts still exist and war-
rant our further study. Cur-
rently, we are cataloging the
new archives and scanning im-
ages into computer files in
preparation for their conser-
vation. Raphael Pumpelly was
an adventurer who loved to tell
stories about his own exploits,
and we hope that he would ap-
preciate this most recent ad-
venture into Central Asia’s
little-known past.
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