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The Scythian bronze vessel easily contains five thousand and four hundred
gallons, and it is of six fingers' thickness. This vessel (so said the people of
the country) was made out of arrowheads. For their king, whose name was
Ariantas, desiring to know the number of the Scythians, commanded every
Scythian to bring him the point from an arrow, threatening all who should
not so do with death. So a vast number of arrow-heads was brought, and he
resolved to make and leave a memorial out of them; and he made of these
this bronze vessel, and set it up in this country Exampaeus.

Herodotus 4.81
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FOREWORD

JEANNINE DAVIS-KlMBALL

I cannot remember when I first heard of the steppes and the high mountain ranges of Central Asia,
Kazakhstan, and Mongolia. Fascinated by far-off places and people, it was not until 1985, as guests of Intour-
ist, that my husband and I were able to visit Samarkand and Bokhara, important ancient cities that flourished
along the Great Silk Road. In 1988, under the sponsorship of the Institute of Ethnography, Academy of Sci-
ence of the U.S.S.R., we spent a month in Kazakhstan. I remember the magnificent faces of the 100 nationali-
ties, many which could be seen, each selling their specific product, in the great Alma Ata bazaar. The yurts and
houses revealed the beautiful hand-wrought textiles and felts, and the metal and leather objects which the
nomads crafted for use in everyday life. The Kazakh dance, and their music made by plucking the dombra and
bowing the kybis, revealed their ties to epic poets and shamans. In museums the juxtaposed works of contem-
porary artists and ancient treasures revealed a lifestyle unknown in the Western World.

Later that year in Moscow I met ethnographers, archaeologists, and historians from the then U.S.S.R.
Academy of Sciences, who began sharing their knowledge and experiences with me. For the next several
summers, after establishing the Kazakh / American Research Project, Inc. and a formal working agreement
with the Kazakh Academy of Sciences, Institute of History, Ethnography, and Archaeology, we participated in
the excavations of Saka kurgans in the vicinity of Issyk, near Almaty, as the city is called today. Later in the
summers we also worked at the Medieval site, Kos Tobe, located near Djambul. We travelled the length of the
ancient Silk Road in Kazakhstan from Otrar in the west to Taldy Kurgan in the east. In the spring we ate with
the Kazakh herders on the steppes and in the summer with those in the high Tien Shan pastures. At Tamgaly,
a cultic site dating from the Bronze Age and still venerated today, archaeologists guided us through thousands
of petroglyphs that reveal belief systems which flourished over the millennia.

The Iron Curtain literally came down when we were in Moscow and the putsch occurred only two
weeks after we had returned to the States. These events changed the course of my work in the territories of the
former Soviet Union. In 1988 while in Moscow, I had met Dr. Leonid T. Yablonsky, an archaeologist and
physical anthropologist at the Institute of Archaeology, who was excavating Saka burials in the lower Amu
Darya River Delta. By 1990 Russian archaeologists could no longer excavate in "foreign lands." Yablonsky,
in need of a new site, surveyed a large group of Sauro-Sarmatian kurgan cemeteries located south of Orenburg
in the Kazakh steppes. He invited me to join those excavations the following year. During the course of our
conversations I mentioned that there was a paucity of information on Early Nomad archaeology in Western
languages. I suggested that he and his colleagues at the Institute of Archaeology might write about Early Iron
Age archaeology in the U.S.S.R. for publication in English. Thus began the work which produced Nomads of

the Eurasian Steppes in the Early Iron Age.
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Written by 10 of the foremost Russian archaeologists, Nomads of the Eurasian Steppes in the Early
Iron Age is an anthology of essays which seeks to provide English readers with an overview of the Early Iron
Age archaeological research in the U.S.S.R. primarily between 1960 and 1990. The work is divided into five
parts which reviews the Scythians, the Sauromatians and Sarmatians, the Saka, the Scythian-like cultures in
Southern Siberia, and the Early Iron Age Mongolians. The Scythian material was written by Dr. Vladimir G.
Petrenko, Prof. Anna I. Melyukova, and Dr. Valery S. Olkhovsky. The Sauromatian and Sarmatian historical
and archaeological perspectives were prepared by Prof. Marina G. Moshkova, Dr. Vladimir V. Dvornichenko,
Zoya A. Barbarunova, and Prof. Maya P. Abramova. Dr. Leonid T. Yablonsky authored the section on the Saka
of Central Asia. Dr. Nikolai A. Bokovenko outlined the studies of the Southern Siberian nomadic cultures
during Scythian times. And Prof. Vitali V Volkhov covered the Early Nomads of northern Mongolia. With the
exception of Dr. Bokovenko, who is with the Institute of Material Culture History in St. Petersburg, all au-
thors and editor Vladimir A. Bashilov, are associated with the Russian Academy of Sciences, Institute of
Archaeology located in Moscow. Short biographies of each of the contributing Russian authors and editors
are found at the end of the Introduction.

The earliest discoveries within the great kurgans of southern Russia occurred before the advent of a
formal archaeological discipline in that country. Many of the spectacular gold objects from the "tsar" kurgans,
with their dynamic iconography, have consistently formed the corpus that has been published in Western
languages. The intent of those who have worked on Nomads of the Eurasian Steppes in the Early Iron Age has
been to focus on archaeology which reflects the general nomadic population and the mortuary finds not
previously published in the West. With few exceptions, such as the great Arzhan kurgan in Tuva and a brief
review of the late 19th and early 20th century excavations in southern Russia, this goal has been accom-
plished. It is the pottery, horse trappings, and weaponry that reflect the daily existence of the nomads who
lived more than two millennia ago and that compose the vast majority of the illustrations.

Nomads of the Eurasian Steppes in the Early Iron Age covers the research during the years in which
the most intense Soviet archaeological investigations took place. A historiography of the archaeology sets the
stage in each region. A review of the earliest Russian, and then the subsequent Soviet excavations, identifies
the pioneering archaeologists who developed this new discipline in the U.S.S.R. The contemporary authors of
this work, whose materials cover the regions where the tribes that juxtaposed the cities and empires lived, use
the literature of antique Greek and Roman authors as comparative materials in their interpretive processes.
The contemporary authors have also presented many of the problems they have encountered in the reconstruc-
tions of early nomadic societies. It will be apparent, as coeditors Bashilov and Yablonsky have pointed out in
the Introduction, that although many parallels exist in the various "Scytho-Siberian-Saka" cultures, at the
same time there are incredible dissimilarities.

In the transliteration of most place names and cultures, adjectival endings have been retained. Be-
cause in Russian the adjectival endings vary according to gender, the ending of the adjective may vary. The
exception to this rule of retaining adjectival endings are the two cultures, Tagarskaya, Tagar, and Karasukskaya,
Karasuk, and some cemeteries or kurgans such as Kelermes belonging to the Scythian Culture in southern
Russia. These spellings have been in common usage for several decades.

By necessity, the material in Nomads of the Eurasian Steppes in the Early Iron Age is complex for
each cultural/geographic section in the anthology and covers a vast period in time and space. Central Asia,
Middle Asia, and Inner Asia, regional geographic terminology used by the authors of this monograph, have
not been consistently employed. In editing we have attempted to place lesser- known areas within the frame-
work of the terminology used in the Western World. Russians usually, but not always, include Mongolia and
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Xinjiang or western China in Tsentral'naya Aziya, Central Asia. In a broader sense they sometimes define
Central Asia as the steppes that stretch between the Himalayan Mountains in the west, the Tien Shan Moun-
tains in the south, the Altai and Sayan mountains in northern Mongolia, and the Bolshoi Hingan Mountains in
eastern Mongolia. In Russian, Srednyaya Aziya, Middle Asia, usually defines the geographic region of Kaza-
khstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan, although occasionally Kazakhstan is not in-
cluded. Inner Asia is the term used by Owen Lattimore and others to include Outer Mongolia and Xinjiang,
China.

The geography of the steppes, much of which is completely unknown to many Western students and
scholars, includes lakes, rivers and river deltas, lowland-steppe, mountain-steppe, and forest-steppe regions.
To assist in understanding the relationship between regions and locating the many archaeological sites, 19
maps have been included in the appropriate chapters. The maps assist in locating ecological and climatic
zones and the rivers and mountains, all of which influenced the development of the Early Nomad cultures.
They also pinpoint the archaeological sites under discussion. Previously maps with such detail have never
been available in the West because during the Cold War the majority of archaeological sites were located in
militarily sensitive regions.

To illustrate burials and cultural artifacts, 490 figures, the majority with multiple illustrations, are
reproduced from original drawings made during the excavations. These have been placed as close to the
expository text as possible. The Bibliography of nearly 900 citations is perhaps the largest published in En-
glish transliteration and translation to include the most up-to-date works on Early Iron Age archaeological
research. Two indexes have been prepared. The first covers general topics and should assist the user in locat-
ing material related to the works of the authors in antiquity, archaeologists whose excavations are included but
have no publications, geographical regions, archaeological sites, and text relating to the nomadic and seden-
tary populations. Some general concepts such as "female burials" or "cultic practices" have also been in-
dexed. This index also can be used to locate the references to the Scythians, Sauromatians, Sarmatians, and
Saka within a given time frame. The second index specifically lists the contemporary authors who are cited in
the text.

One of the first Russian-American collaborative projects undertaken before the Cold War ended,
Nomads of the Eurasian Steppes in the Early Iron Age is primarily a research tool. The combination of an
immense quantity of material available, and at the same time material that constitutes only a survey of Russian
archaeology, will undoubtedly create frustration. Readers will most likely find difficulty with the foreignness
of the materials, pose innumerable additional questions, and be confounded by the ostensible lack of spatial
and temporal boundaries. In spite of these complexities, this survey of Early Iron Age archaeology should
serve as a source guide to assist further research that an increasing number of students are undertaking in this
field.

More years have gone by than I ever anticipated since I first made my suggestion to Dr. Yablonsky.
The scope of the final work is also much larger and complex than I ever envisioned. To prepare the roughly
translated manuscript into an English text and format that would be as "user friendly" as possible has been a
complex and challenging task. The typescript English manuscript fortunately came to me with the Russian
original appended. One of our first problems was to change the sentence structure of this "Russified English"
into a meaningful syntax for our readers. Finding appropriate translations for the more obtuse terms used for
objects which were part of a 2000 year old nomadic society has been a constant challenge. The mechanics of
converting this rough manuscript, maps with innumerable place names in Russian, and a myriad of line draw-
ings into a cohesive hardbound book in the English language have been simplified by computer technology.
Fortunately, over time this technology has so advanced that we have completely eliminated the old typesetting
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and layout complexities. The final electronic manuscript is being submitted to the printer in digitized format
on one optical laser disk.

In addition to the 10 authors, an eleventh Russian scholar, Dr. Vladimir Bashilov, former head of the
Scytho-Sarmatian Department of the Institute of Archaeology, has served as a most valiant coeditor, correct-
ing translation errors, correlating texts, illustrations, and maps, and unifying the immense bibliography. Dr.
Yablonsky, serving in a dual position and while wearing his editorial hat, has been my pivotal contact with the
authors. He has also reviewed portions of the manuscript, translated the bibliography, and advised me on
many occasions.

Besides our Russian colleagues, many others have worked toward the publication of this work. Dr.
James Vedder, Los Altos Hills, assisted in preliminary editing. Student interns at the University of California,
Berkeley, have contributed an immense amount of effort and time in preparing the textual and graphic mate-
rials. As a reward each has increased his/her knowledge, not only of culture and geography as they prepared
texts and graphics, but also of the very salable computer techniques not normally taught in the classroom.
Karen Scipi, an English major who first came as an intern and later stayed on out of devotion to the project,
has typescript edited all the material with infinite patience. Sarah Anderson, from the Anthropology Depart-
ment, with assistance from Renée Dunn, a Japanese major who is a master at producing perfection, diligently
and with great patience digitized the maps and assembled them with the English translations of place names.
Renée also divided many pages of illustrations and marked their location in the text. Akiko Thomson, an
Anthropology major and Olympic swimmer, prepared the lists of maps and illustrations, and formatted the
complex bibliography. Jennifer Tiranti, a Russian language major who has an avocation for archaeology in the
steppes, transliterated the extensive bibliography. The assistance of Margaret Law and Mercedes Trujillo,
who have worked with me for several years, has been invaluable. Prof. Barbara McLauchlin solved problems
associated with the Classics, Prof. Esther Jacobson, and Dr. James Vedder each read sections of the manu-
script and provided positive suggestions. Prof. Alton Donnelly proofread and made cogent corrections on
place name and in the Bibliography. My husband, Warren B. Matthew, who has accompanied me on all the
adventures, constantly encouraged and sometimes pushed me in my endeavors to bring lesser-known infor-
mation about the Scytho-Siberian-Saka world into the English language.

To each we are most grateful as Nomads of the Eurasian Steppes in the Early Iron Age would never
have been completed without such devotion to this cause, perseverance for as much perfection as possible,
and the immense contribution of time and knowledge.

Berkeley, California
September 1995
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INTRODUCTION

VLADIMIR A. BASHILOV

AND

LEONID T. YABLONSKY

From the point of view of natural conditions, the steppe zone of Eurasia is a relatively monotonous,
woodless landscape. The basic ecological characteristics unite such widely separated regions as the territory
of modern Hungary in the west, and the plains of Mongolia far to the east. In the north the steppes are defined
by tracts of Eastern European forests and the Siberian taiga. In the southwest the Black Sea coast and the
Caucasus provide steppe boundaries while farther east, the Caspian and Aral seas, and the sands of the great
Central Asian deserts as well as the Pamir and Sayan mountain ranges define the more southeastern boundary.

In the 2nd millennium B.C, the period immediately preceding the emergence of the Scythian and
Saka tribes in the arena of world history, the vast expanse of the steppe was inhabited by Bronze Age popula-
tions of diverse genetic origins. These peoples had complex economies, being engaged in hunting, river fish-
ing, and gathering. Domestic animals were raised and in some places agriculture was practiced with the use of
primitive irrigation systems. However, neither animal breeding nor agriculture was the main force in their
economies. The similarities observed in their material cultures were mostly due to parallel ecological condi-
tions, similar levels of economic development, and the absence of serious geographic obstacles which might
impede direct interaction between neighboring groups.

The results of archaeological studies conducted on the 2nd millennium Bronze Age settlements and
cemeteries have shown that the steppes of Eurasia were inhabited by two kindred population groups. These
are represented in archaeology by two major cultural and historical communities: the Timber-Grave and
Andronovo cultures. The zone of their initial contacts seems to have been the Volga-Uralian region and the
semidesert areas south of the Aral Sea. The formative process of the Indo-Iranian language took place in this
contact zone.

During the Bronze Age iron artifacts were not used. Tools, implements of labor, and decorative
objects were made of stone, bone, wood, and bronze. Archaeological data show that in the 2nd half of the 2nd
millennium B.C. the steppe populations had begun to shift first within their traditional ecological zone, and
then moved far beyond their original boundaries. Some elements of the material culture characteristic of the
steppe appeared in diverse regions extending from the Caucasus Mountains to the southern regions of
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan. According to archaeologists, the Indo-Arians originated in the
steppes. Some archaeologists also suggest theories of migration such as, the long distance southward move-
ment of peoples from the steppes to northern India and the Iranian plateau in the late 2nd millennium B.C.
Other archaeologists disagree with this point of view which continues to be a scientific debate today.
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Paleogeographical studies provide material which suggests that among the causes for these move-
ments was increasing aridity, especially in the eastern regions of the steppes. Large masses of inhabitants
pushed outward in search of lusher pastures for their cattle. Archaeologists have dated the earliest finds of
horse harness elements to approximately the same period. At least by the Late Bronze Age, steppe dwellers
could ride horses and were able to traverse considerable distances.

An active life caused by ceaseless movements in the search of new habitation gradually conditioned
a portion of this population to nomadic cattle-breeding which became specialized. This process developed at
different rates and in an asynchronous manner over the vast steppe expanses. In some regions, especially
where riverine conditions did not undergo significant changes, the traditional complex form of economy
survived. However, by the 8th-7th centuries B.C. specialized cattle-breeders had determined the main direction
for the rapid ethnogenetic, political, and general historical development in the steppe and far beyond. During
these two centuries, various unions of cattle-breeders became unusually active. At this time the nomads be-
came acquainted with the Eurasian steppes and began to use iron implements. The historical era was now
denominated the "Early Iron Age."

Even during the initial stage the Early Iron Age was marked by a sharp rise in the social development
of the cattle-breeding communities which were already forming a class structure. This phenomenon was
accompanied by a noticeable increase in material production and spiritual culture. It is possible to observe the
rapid improvements in horse harness design and in the techniques of arms production. The assemblage of the
armament types became more diverse. The ideologies of the nomads were reflected in the various artifacts
decorated in the traditions of the so-called "Scytho-Siberian animal style." An essentially undeviating burial
tradition emerged in which a deceased warrior was accompanied by a characteristic set of grave goods includ-
ing armament and harness elements. Some of these were invariably decorated with animal style elements.

In Russian literature this complex of accompanying artifacts, a style constant in time and space, has
been termed the "Scythian triad" (Grakov, Melyukova, 1954). The triad was given the name "Scythian" be-
cause the first such artifacts of this type were archaeologically registered in graves which most probably
belonged to the historical Scythians described by Herodotus, the ancient Greek historian and geographer.

Excavation of Scythian graves in the steppes north of the Black Sea began in the 18th century A.D.
and continued for the next two centuries. Within the kurgans an extremely rich variety of cultural materials,
most splendid in their artistic ornamentation, were found. These burial artifacts included numerous bronze
and gold items. The results of these excavations provided a powerful impetus for the development of archae-
ology in Russia. It was at this time that Scythology became a specialized branch in Russian archaeology.

The famous historian M.I. Rostovzev was the first to propose some important general conclusions
based on the materials accumulated in the course of the archaeological investigations to the beginning of the
20th century A.D. Later M.I. Artamonov, B.N. Grakov, A.I. Terenozhkin, and other scholars made Scythology
a part of archaeological science in Russia and the Ukraine.

The antiquities belonging to the Scythian period which came from the eastern Trans-Uralian steppe
became first known in Europe as a result of the edict of Peter the Great (1672-1725). Upon his order, antiqui-
ties including accidental gold artifact finds dating to the Early Iron Age were collected and housed in St.
Petersburg.

Large scale scientific excavation of Early Iron Age monuments in Southern Siberia and Central Asia
began at a later date. Contrary to earlier opinions, the earliest archaeological expeditions in the various eastern
steppe regions, headed by K.A. Akishev, A.N. Berashtam, M.P. Gryaznov, M.K. Kadyrbayev, S.I. Rudenko,
and S.P. Tolstov have revealed that the so-called "Asiatic Scythia" was certainly not a remote and backward
periphery of the Scythian world. The Asiatic Scythians, or the "Saka" of the Old Persian written sources, were
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the creators of a powerful and original material and spiritual culture. As a result of excavations in the eastern
steppes, the hypothesis was formulated which suggests that European Scythians arrived in the Black Sea
steppes from the heart of Central Asia, and that it was in the latter region that the European steppe Scythians
had developed culturally (Terenozhkin).

This hypothesis is supported by three sets of facts. First, Herodotus reported that the Scythians had
come to reside in the Black Sea area from the heart of Asia. Second, it was established archaeologically that
some harness elements, typical of the European Scythians material, are dated earlier in the Asiatic burials than
the European. Third, the Bronze Age European steppe population did not have the zoomorphic depictions
which later were diagnostic of the typical Scythian "animal style" ornamentation. In contrast, in the eastern
steppes from the Yenisei River basin south into the Mongolian plains, some elements of the "animal style" are
dated to the Late Bronze Age. These are special features found of animal depictions which were carved on
stone stelae known today as the olenniye kamni.

Among scholars the theory of the eastern origins of the Scythians has both supporters and opponents.
The opponents believe that Scythians were culturally indigenous to the Black Sea steppes, and genetically
linked to the local Late Bronze Age populations (B.N. Grakov). The data of paleoanthropology do not contra-
dict this assertion (G.F. Debetz). As for the "animal style" elements found in their art, according to adherents
of the indigenous theory, the Scythians borrowed their principle motifs while on military campaigns to the
Near Eastern countries, and after returning home, modified the motifs to conform to their specific ideological
traits.

An additional theory which favors a polycentric origin of the early steppe nomadic cultures was
formulated relatively late. This theory postulates an independent development of local variants of the no-
mads' culture (M.P. Gryaznov). The transformations which were responsible for the development of these
different cultures took place against a background of relatively stable contacts between neighboring groups of
nomads. Within this theory, the principle animal style themes developed both independently and within the
influential spheres of various centers. Therefore, within diverse steppe regions such influences could be con-
siderably different (D.S. Rayevsky).

Some cultural artifacts from the excavations in the North Black Sea area, dating to the lOth-8th and
8th-7th centuries B.C., have lead to the conclusions that during these periods the Eastern European steppe
cultures were considerably affected by strong stimuli from nomads residing east of the Volga River (V.Yu.
Murzin). If this point of view is correct, it is possible to explain the marked typological similarity between
some material cultural elements of the Early Iron Age populations residing in both the eastern and western
steppe zones. The interpenetration of such elements became possible only because the steppe cattle-breed-
ers had inherited kindred cultural and historical traditions from the previous Bronze Age. They had also
reached the same level in their socio-economic development. In addition, they lived in essentially similar
ecological conditions which were largely responsible for specific economic features and for the course of
their military-political movements.

In summation, at the present time archaeological studies have shown that from the Early Iron Age the
territory of the Eurasian steppes and of the adjacent forest-steppes were home to many cultures whose simi-
larities warrant unifying them into the original "Scytho-Siberian world." The widespread "Scythian triad"
which is found over the entire steppe territory serves as the major unifying factor. However, bronze cauldrons
and olenniye kamni (stone stelae carved with depictions of deer) must also be included among the unifying
elements. On the whole these elements are reminiscent of a "cultural horizon," a phenomenon well known in
the Americas, especially in Peruvian archaeology.
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The indubitable existence of the archaeological phenomenon of the "Scytho-Siberian world" is inter-
preted by some researchers as an indication of the "unity" between the steppe populations in Eurasia (A.I.
Martynov and others). A detailed analysis of the material culture shows, however, that even the "horizon
markers" mentioned above are far from being identical. In spite of the generalized resemblance each displays,
quite specific complexes are found in locales. Burial traditions, pottery, and other important archaeological
categories are completely distinct in all the archaeological cultures that make up the "Scytho-Siberian world."

When compared, these cultures display unequal degrees of similarity and in different locations within
the steppe zone recognizable groups have cultural complexes which are more cohesive. In general, the
"Scytho-Siberian world" that stretched from the Danube River to Central Asia and formed, as D.S. Rayevsky
has expressed, a "cultural continuum" where adjacent groups have more similarity between themselves than
with more distant groups. Within the boundaries of this continuum, the inhabitants of a few distinguishable
zones had stronger interrelationships that lasted throughout their existence. These zones include the Black Sea
steppes and the North Caucasus, the lower Volga River and the southern Urals, central and eastern Kazakhstan
together with the steppe regions of Central Asia. Further to the east, the Altai, south Siberian, and Mongolian
cultures were also closely bound.

Specialists hold different opinions concerning the historical interpretation of the archaeological phe-
nomenon of the "Scytho-Siberian world." An extreme point of view interpreted this world as a reflection of
the cultural and historical unity of early nomads who lived throughout the vast steppe zone. This point of view
postulates the existence of a "nomadic civilization" which included state formations corresponding to cultural
groups (A.I. Martynov).

The opinion of the majority of researchers, however, is that the degree of unity within the
"Scytho-Siberian world" should not be overstated. The predominant point of view is that the population of the
different steppe zones was not closely related from an ethnic point of view. On the one hand, each population
had its own history. On the other, populations undoubtedly maintained close contacts with both their immedi-
ate neighbors and with those further distant. The most common explanation for the fact that similar traits
spread so widely is connected with such factors as: the existence of the same type of economics or
nomadic pastoralism, a similar degree of social development or the formation of a social stratum of
horsemen warriors, and the closeness of the ideological systems reflected in distinct variations in the
"animal style" art. The contact the steppe nomads maintained with contemporary civilizations of an-
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