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Preface

Following the recent environmental turn in the humanities, a growing corpus of art historical 
and archaeological scholarship is responding to the need for post-humanist frameworks in studies of 
ancient societies. Such works place non-human agents in the limelight of their inquiries and, in so 
doing, shift their focus away from the human practitioner and challenge the presumed centrality of 
the human experience. This line of inquiry is especially pertinent to the study of early China and the 
adjacent Eurasian Steppe inhabited mainly by pastoral nomads. Despite their markedly different 
preferences for materials and modes of making, both early China and the Steppe exhibited a shared 
aesthetic penchant for zoomorphism. Indeed, idiosyncratic animal bodies tend to define the artistic 
practices of these cultural spheres in ways that one would not observe elsewhere in the ancient 
world. The following pages uncover the different strategies behind the construction and circulation 
of animal-inspired images, designs, and objects in ancient Central Eurasia (700 BCE–400 CE), defined 
here as the broad expanse stretching from the Mongolian-Manchurian grassland to Crimea. Authors 
engage with several themes, including the use of products and materials derived from animals, the 
entanglement between human artisans and their biota, animals as cultural capital and tokens of 
political clout, and, more broadly, the role of animals in one’s creative process.

The volume has three primary aims. It ventures to find new perspectives on ancient cultural 
spheres that have for too long remained on the distant peripheries of the scholarly canon. It also aims 
to examine the visual parameters of the unique interactions between pastoralists and the fauna they 
depended on; can the psychology of mobility or exposure to different ecological conditions explain 
certain design proclivities? At the center of the following inquiries is also the relationship between 
sedentary and non-sedentary communities at porous frontiers and the ways in which animals might 
have shaped those interactions. How can animals help elucidate the relationship between China and 
what was then perceived by China (and other Eurasian empires) as the “Barbaric Other”? While 
primarily focused on nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples, some papers in this volume also consider 
zoomorphism as defined by the sedentary elites in early China and its neighboring zones, exploring 
the convergent, fluid, or changing notions of zoomorphism across cultural boundaries. The reader 
will encounter portable objects and murals from tombs, hoards, and museum collections across 
China, Mongolia, Siberia, and Kazakhstan. Adopting interdisciplinary methods and frameworks 
spanning Archaeology, Cultural Anthropology, Art History, and Museum Studies, the essays study 
the visual and material parameters of the zoomorphic imagination of ancient Central Eurasia.

One is likely to note this volume’s frequent reliance on terms that deserve further clarification 
here. Many of the papers introduce or engage with the term “animal style”. The term itself is a loose, 
blanket category applied to the zoomorphic arts of the Eurasian Steppe, and often associated with 
pastoral nomadic contexts. While there is still no clear definition of “animal style”, the term can be 
understood to signal one of several features in ancient design or decoration. Animal-style objects may 
be adorned with images of zoomorphic junctures, that is, fusions of disparate anatomical parts 
forming a new (fantastic) species. One also speaks of “animal style” when one encounters a battle 
between a predator and prey, or a highly stylized interlace of animal contours. Most of the objects 
defined as belonging to the animal style category are portable metalworks, although as of more 
recently felt textiles, woodwork, and other materials are also incorporated. A greater methodological 
issue in the study of such objects (and Central Eurasian artefacts more broadly) is the tension between 
unprovenanced museum acquisitions and excavated materials. Many of the animal-style objects used
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to define the term have come into private collections through the antiquities market. The most

well-known yet unprovenanced animal-style treasures are to be found in the imperial collection

of Peter the Great, or in early 20th-century Chinese museum collections; museums and galleries

with smaller collections include the Penn Museum, the Eskenazi Museum of Indiana University,

the Ariadne galleries, Barbier-Mueller Museum in Geneva, Ben Jannsen’s Oriental Art in London,

to name only a few. The so-called Ordos bronzes (named after the Ordos zone in north China where

they were allegedly found) are especially abundant in such collections and even make an appearance

at some of the world’s largest museums including the MET and the British Museum. Much of

this museum material has been dated or analyzed through stylistic comparisons and must now be

considered against the growing number of excavated Central Eurasian sites. Many of the objects that

have been unearthed in recent years in, for instance, Kazakhstan and Mongolia, were not factored

in earlier studies and might indeed change our perceptions of “animal style” and zoomorphism in

Central Eurasia. These and other methodological challenges are tackled by the book’s authors who

offer a glimpse into novel materials or propose novel ways to interpret zoomorphic art. Lastly, the

reader might wonder how Chinese tombs and their animal images relate to occurrences in the rest of

Central Eurasia. While a unique form of zoomorphism defined early Chinese design since at least the

Shang dynasty, traditional Chinese notions of animality may have been later impacted by interactions

with nomadic peoples to the north. In the following pages, readers are encouraged to observe both

the homologous and analogous developments in Chinese and nomadic art through a bird’s eye view

of Central Eurasia.

Petya Andreeva

Editor
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“Animal-Style Art,” and Special Finds at Iron Age Settlements
in Southeastern Kazakhstan: Chronology, Trade, and Networks
during the Iron Age
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* Correspondence: cchang@sbc.edu

Abstract: Two Iron Age settlements, Tuzusai and Taldy Bulak 2 (ca. 500 BC to 1 CE), located in
southeastern Kazakhstan on the Talgar alluvial fan north of the Tian Shan range, have yielded a
small collection of bone, antler/horn, bronze, and stone artifacts with an affinity to the nomadic
art of the first millennium BC. Both settlements date within the period of late Saka culture. Two
pieces have decorative ornamentations with zoomorphic imagery: a small carved fragment with
carved images of a wing and an ear and a perforated bone disk with the carving of three birds’ heads.
The other artifacts include objects associated with Saka weaponry or nomadic economy, such as
two horn psalias (cheek pieces) and a bronze amulet. A carnelian bead will also be described as
an imported object. These special finds were found on the occupation floors of mud brick houses
and in the pit houses of settlements, not in grave or burial contexts. The objects were placed in
a stratigraphic sequence in the settlement sites. The method for placing these objects within the
chronological framework of “animal-style art” is through comparisons with similar objects found
throughout Eurasia—a method used in Soviet and post-Soviet archaeology. The results show that the
functional and stylistic elements of the six objects indicate that the Talgar settlements were part of a
larger world-system of trade and communication along the early Silk Route(s).

Keywords: zoomorphic art; Saka nomadic tradition; horse and weaponry gear; etched carnelian
beads; Iron Age agropastoral settlements; world-systems analysis

1. Introduction

The discussion of zoomorphic art is usually confined to objects or artifacts where
animals are depicted. In this essay, we consider the chronological placement of zoomorphic
art and artifacts that may signify the presence of long-distance trade and networks at two
Iron Age settlements in the Talgar region of southeastern Kazakhstan at the edge of the
northern Tian Shan Range (Chang 2018). Tuzusai (ca. 400 BC to 1 CE) and Taldy Bulak 2
(ca. 740 BC to 40 BC) were excavated between 1994 and 2018 by the Kazakh American Ar-
chaeological Expedition (KAAE). These two settlement sites have six to eight stratigraphic
layers, architectural features such as trash and storage pits, pit houses and mudbrick rect-
angular houses, fireplaces, and midden deposits. In addition to the architectural features,
there is faunal evidence of the herding of sheep, goats, cattle, and horses, as well as the
remains of dogs, donkeys, camels, and a small number of wild animals. The Iron Age
inhabitants also raised crops, such as wheat, barley, and the two forms of millet. The dual
agropastoral economy of the Talgar settlement sites is important, showing that the nomadic
confederacies of the Semirech’ye Region of southeastern Kazakhstan lived in sedentary
and semi-sedentary villages and hamlets (Chang 2018). The finds described here were all
found in occupational contexts, such as house floors, ditches, and post-holes. The finds,

Arts 2023, 12, 28. https://doi.org/10.3390/arts12010028 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/arts23
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especially the two objects with zoomorphic images (a bone plaque and a bone disk), are
definite but meager evidence of the presence of animal-style artifacts. For this time period,
objects fashioned of gold and silver are usually found in the elite graves of aristocratic
members of the Saka society. At the Talgar excavations, we discovered a small collection
of bone, horn, and stone artifacts, which were labelled as special finds. We discuss in
detail five of these special finds: (1) an unfinished etched white bead (similar to etched
carnelian beads); (2) a fragment of a bone plate or plaque with carved images of a wing of
the Scytho-Siberian style; (3) a bone disk depicting three carved birds’ heads: (4) two cheek
pieces fashioned from horn, known as psalia; and (5) a small bronze wheel. In addition,
we provide a summary of the chronological placement of these artifacts in terms of both
stratigraphic position at the two settlements and comparative analogies to similar objects
found across the Eurasian steppe. The presence of “animal-style” artifacts at the Iron Age
settlement of Tuzusai demonstrates that zoomorphic imagery was part of the inventory of
the ordinary Saka people living in sedentary or semi-sedentary agropastoral settlements,
thus tying them to the same aesthetic traditions found at aristocratic elite burials. This
collection of special finds also indicates that the Talgar Iron Age settlements were part
of long-distance trade networks tying Central Asia to South Asia, the Pamirs, Northwest
China, and Siberia. Yet the Iron Age farmer-herders of Talgar appear to be at the periphery
of a larger Iron Age world-system during the first millennium BC (Beaujard 2010).

1.1. Theoretical Arguments

We test the hypothesis that evidence for zoomorphic art found at semi-sedentary Iron
Age settlements of the Talgar region fits into a larger narrative about the long-distance trade
and religious, political, and ideological ties within the Iron Age nomadic confederacies
and early states. The term “animal-style art”, or zoomorphic art, was coined by Rostovzeff
(Rostovzeff 1967) and describes an historical art style consisting of the depiction of fantas-
tical beasts, predator–prey scenes, and zoomorphic carvings that are often embossed in
precious metals such as gold, silver and bronze and frequently found in burial kurgans
throughout Eurasia. How did the semi-sedentary agropastoral communities of Talgar
align themselves with the aristocratic traditions of nomadic elites? In order to answer this
question, we review the archaeological context of these special finds and their possible
stylistic and/or economic ties to animal-style art found in other areas of Eurasia. For the
most part, art historians and archaeologists examining the zoomorphic art style of the
Iron Age have only indirectly been addressing art style as another aspect of commodity
trading routes or as evidence for the existence of an Iron Age world-system centered in
East Asia (Beaujard 2010, p. 8; Frank and Thompson 2005). A detailed discussion of the
Iron Age world-system suggests that the spread of an art tradition is an important aspect
of the spheres of interaction between China, Mongolia, the Near East, and South Asia. The
Eurasian Iron Age world-systems were based on core–periphery economic ties. Places
such as China and the Central Asian desert oases of the Kingdoms of Bactria served as the
political and economic centers, while outlying places such as the nomadic confederacies of
the Scythians, Saka, Wusun, and others (Beaujard 2010, pp. 9–10) were part of the periphery
or semi-periphery of agricultural kingdoms, states, and empires. Animal-style art also
reflects the globalizing influence of the Eurasian world-system. One reason for why an
aesthetic system of depicting animals across the Eurasian steppe has been overlooked as a
data source for world-systems analysis (WSA) is that the original studies were art historical
in content. First, a stylistic art tradition that features beasts, fighting scenes, and fantastical
combinations of griffins and dragons lends itself to religious and ideological interpretations.
Second, the mythical transformations of beasts, an art style found in the first millennia BC,
is often traced to earlier belief systems, such as shamanism or Mesopotamian religion. The
animal-style art of the Eurasian steppe has similar elements to those found in Assyrian
imagery: deer, horses, trees, and humans often in fighting or hunting scenes (Albenda
2008). Third, the gold plaques, jewelry, and iron weapons found in the tumuli of elite
individuals in nomadic kurgan burials from Eastern Europe to Mongolia and China in the
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first millennium BC speak directly to steppe hierarchy clan leaders, warriors, and shamans,
not ordinary folk. Portable art, such as the buckles, plaques, and jewelry found in the
elite burials at Berel and Eleke Sazy in the Altai region of Kazakhstan, has resulted in
detailed studies of source materials, such as gold and other precious metals, and detailed
analyses of craftsmanship (Amir and Martinon-Torres 2021). Yet, little is known about the
foundation of nomadic society during the Iron Age. Did the common people also engage
in the production, crafting, and trading of ‘animal-style’ art? By assessing these objects
through chronological and geographic comparisons to other such objects found in burial
contexts across Eurasia, we may be able to describe aspects of the Eurasian world-system
during the Iron Age. We then also establish an analytical method for placing our collection
of special finds at Talgar in a larger pan-regional framework of trade and outside influence.
These networks or pathways establish spheres of interaction between core and periphery
areas, as well as economic pathways along the early Silk Route(s).

Nikolai Kradin (2015) employs world-systems analysis (WSA) to discuss in detail the
relations that nomadic groups such as the Hsiung-nu, Mongols, and others had with the
outside world. We build upon Khazanov’s (1994) thesis about the Eurasian nomadic polities
requiring relations with the outside world, not merely for trade in commodities such as
grain and silk or as predatory empires, but for maintaining the dynamic force of innovation
and resilience within their own societies. Therefore, it seems logical that nomadic polities
were at the forefront of adopting outside influences and transforming them into a new
synthesis. Zoomorphic art could be particularly symbolic of both the idiosyncratic and
syncretic visual vocabularies of the steppe (Andreeva 2018). The Talgar settlements are
Iron Age hamlets or villages that were year-round settlements. The architecture at the
settlements is simple. The artifact inventories of handmade household ceramics (bowls,
jars, plates, cooking vessels, and storage vessels), copper, iron, and bronze fragments, and
bone tools (scrapers, awls, and a rare find of an arrowpoint) suggest that these were the
occupation places of common folk such as farmers and herders, not the elite buried in the
nearby kurgans (Chang 2018). Thus, how did the Talgar folk of the first millennia BC obtain
objects with zoomorphic imagery or exotic items such as etched stone beads or bronze
wheels? Here, we must develop our own time–space systematics, that is, to place our finds
in a geographical location and in a chronological sequence.

1.2. Study Area

The Talgar alluvial fan is found to the north of the Zailiisky Alatau group of the
western Tian Shan Range. The Talgar River originates in the upper regions of Peak Talgar
(ca. 5000 m asl) and is fed by seasonal glacial melt and rainfall (see Figure 1, locator map).

As the river opens onto the alluvial deposits, there is a fan of stream channels branching
north toward the desert steppe. This alluvial fan, along with at least 14 fans along the base
of the Zailiisky Alatau range, forms a band of rich arable steppe land on the south side of
the Ili River Basin. Tuzusai, a large Iron Age settlement dating from 590 BC to 75 CE (the
entire range of calibrated radiometric dates), is about 8 to 10 hectares in size. Taldy Bulak 2
is smaller in size (less than 2 hectares) and has radiometric dates indicating activity from
775 BC to 40 BC (see Figure 2, Google Maps image of the Talgar fan). Both settlements have
six to eight occupation horizons, and a description of the finds is presented in Table 1.
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Figure 1. Map of Kazakhstan. Talgar is 25 km east of Almaty.

 

Figure 2. Google Maps image showing the Talgar fan and the location of the two settlements: Tuzusai
and Taldy Bulak 2.
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Table 1. List of special finds, context and feature association, and measurements.

Artifact Description
Site Excavation,

Context
Provenience Measurement

Etched stone
bead

Small tubular
bead with
geometric

etching, drilled
on both ends,
drill hole was
not completed

Tuzusai 2008
excavations,

house 4, floor
level 4, phase 1

Quadrat DZ-3,
level 13, 290 cm

below datum
(1.3 m below

surface)

1.9 cm in length,
0.7 cm in width

“Animal-style”
bone

plate/plaque
fragment

Long bone
fragment carved
on outer convex
side with wing
and ear image

Tuzusai 2011
excavations
Pit house 2B,

upper
occupational
floor, phase 2

Quadrat N-2,
level 7, 210 cm
below datum
(50 cm below

surface)

3.8 cm × 2.9 cm
× 0.83 cm

Two horn cheek
pieces with

drilled holes
(psalias, or horse

bridle pieces)

Antler/horn
pieces with

drilled holes,
first piece has

two holes,
second piece has
two holes, traces

of two
additional holes
at base are most
likely decorative

elements

Tuzusai 2013
excavations

Post-hole
(Context 56)

House 6, phase 1

Quadrat V-15,
level 15, 290 cm

below datum
(1.3 m below

surface)

One is 10 cm in
length,

the other is
11.5 cm in length

Bone disk with
three birds’
heads with

beaks

Bone disk has a
center hole

surrounded by
carved birds’

heads, each head
has one eye and
a long curved

beak

Tuzusai 2010
excavations

Outside edge of
pit house 6 on
the southern
edge, phase 1

Quadrat E-9,
level 13, 283 cm

below datum
(1.2 m below

surface)

3.7 cm in
diameter, max.

thickness 0.5 cm.
Center hole is

0.8 cm in
diameter

Bronze wheel

Circular disk
with eight

perforations, five
holes not

completely
finished

Taldy Bulak 2
2005 excavations

Ditch (feature
18), stratum 8,

early occupation
phase

Quadrat V-3,
stratum 8,

207 cm below
datum (60 cm
below surface)

2.4 cm in
diameter, 0.4 cm

in thickness,
center hole is

0.24 cm in
diameter

In Figure 2, we show the locations of the two settlements where the special finds dis-
cussed in this article were obtained. Each settlement is an Iron Age agropastoral settlement.
Tuzusai is about 7 km from the modern town of Talgar, and Taldy Bulak is about 5 km
from Talgar.

1.3. The Finds

Each quadrat is a 2 m × 2 m unit. The two sites were dug at arbitrary levels that
were converted to natural strata. For Tuzusai, the stratigraphic designations of stratum
1–3 belong to phase 1 (400–200 BC), and stratum 4–6 is designated as phase 2 (100 BC–1
CE). For Taldy Bulak 2, the earliest phase (400–350 BC) corresponds to phase 1 at Tuzusai
(400–200 BC) (Chang 2018, p. 34).
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2. Results

In this section, each of the five objects described here are compared to similar ob-
jects/items found at known archaeological sites, usually from burial or grave inventories.
The descriptions include comparisons to a wide range of similar objects and their chrono-
logical placement. We draw historical and archaeological interpretations from the results of
our comparative analyses.

2.1. Etched Stone Bead (Bleached Carnelian Bead) (Figure 3)

This stone bead has a center hole drilled at each end, but the drill hole was never
completed. The white stone material has been described as bleached carnelian, usually
traced to its original production site in the Indus Valley (Beck 1930; Kenoyer 2017; Zhao
2014). Recently, Brunet (2009) suggested that there were separate centers of carnelian
production in Armenia and the United Arab Emirates as far back as the Bronze Age. Zhao
(2014, p. 177) found carnelian beads in Xinjiang with geometric designs and dots that he
labels as type B, quite similar to this bead. Specific examples were found from grave M69
at Lijiasan Cemetery, Jiangechuan.

 

Figure 3. Etched stone bead from Tuzusai.

We have decided to exercise caution when interpreting the etched white stone that
resembles the Indus Valley carnelian beads. If the occupants of Talgar or their craftsmen
did produce a copy, it still suggests that the Talgar IA people had some contact with Indus
Valley trade items (see Figure 4). Additionally, the fact that etched beads also appear in
Northwest China and date to the first millennium BC allows us to posit that a network
existed from the Indus Valley to the Pamirs and further east to Semirech’ye (Talgar region)
and then Xinjiang (see Figure 4). It is also important to note that the Soviet literature shows
that Soviet archaeologists recorded carnelian beads in Central Tian Shan and in the Pamirs,
with beads dating from about the 5th century to 2nd century BC (Bernshtam 1952). This
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corresponds to phase 1 at Tuzusai. Therefore, the chronological contexts of the comparative
materials found in kurgan burials and settlements (Daraut-Kurgan settlement), at the Saka
burial in the Pamirs (Bernshtam 1952), and at the Xinjiang cemetery (Litvinsky 1972; Zhao
2014) are indicative of a network spanning from the Indian subcontinent through the
Pamirs, across central and northern Tian Shan, and into Xinjiang.

Figure 4. 1—Zharty-Gumbaz I burial ground, Pamir; 2—Daraut-Kurgan settlement, Alai; 3–5—
Khotan area, Xinjiang (1—after B. A. Litvinsky (1972); 2—after A. N. Bernshtam (1952); 3 and 4—after
Deyun Zhao (2014)).

We leave the question as to whether the Talgar etched stone bead is a copy or a real
carnelian bead to future material analysis of the stone and the etching process.

2.2. Animal-Style Bone Plaque Fragment (Figure 5)

This plaque is a fragment of a long bone with an engraved image of a wing. It appears
to have the outline of an ear on the right side and the wings of a bird on the left side.
Therefore, it is a mythical creature (Andreeva 2018) (see Figure 5). The Issyk Golden
Warrior kurgan excavated in 1969 is only 25 km from Tuzusai, where this bone plaque
was found.

Volute-shaped ornamental motifs resembling the wings of a mythical creature are
clearly visible on the plaque. However, due to the fact that the plaque is not intact, the
image of this creature is not entirely clear. Examples of similar wing decorations found
throughout the Eurasian steppe are presented in Figure 6.
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Figure 5. Animal-style bone plaque from Tuzusai.

However, the motif of the wing is quite well known in the art of the Tien Shan Saka.
Based on this iconography, M. K. Seitkaliev (2014) came to the conclusion that Saka art
emerged from Achaemenid art; therefore, almost all samples here date back to no earlier
than the end of the 6th century BC. This can be clearly seen on a plaque from the Saka
burial ground in Zhetytobe near the city of Taraz dated to between the 5th and 4th centuries
BC. Moreover, the wing from the plaque at Tuzusai resembles the wings of the mythical
creatures on bracelets and other items from the Oxus treasure (Seitkaliev 2014) (Figure 6(8)).
Thus, there is little doubt about their ancient Iranian origin.

Almost all comparisons of winged imagery from the Tien Shan region suggest these
designs as being representative of a mythical winged creature. The bone plaque fragment
that depicts a mythical winged creature from the Tuura-Suu burial ground in Issyk-Kul
(Figure 6(1)) is the most similar example. This bone plaque dates from between the 5th
and 3rd centuries BC (Mokrinin and Garushenko 1975, p. 78, Figure 29). Additionally, a
number of images from the famous Issyk mound dating back to the 4th century BC have
similar wing iconography (Akishev 1978, Table 25, 1; Table 62). In addition, images of the
mythical wing are found on plaques made of gold foil from the Saka burial grounds in
the Ketmen-Tyube Valley in western Tien Shan, which date to between the 5th and 3rd
centuries BC (Figure 6(5)).

A number of similar wing interpretations are recorded in the iconography of fantastic
creatures found in the Siberian collection of Peter I (Figure 6(8,9)). All of them date to
between the 6th and 3rd centuries BC and bear the influence of Achaemenid art (Rudenko
1962, pp. 17–18, Table, XI, 1,2; Table XVII). At the same time, the origin of some of these
items can be directly related to Iran or the Central Asian satrapies of the Achaemenid
period. However, the motif of the wing is quite widely represented in the depictions of
mythical creatures in Pazyryk art, where it was also borrowed from ancient Persian art
(Rudenko 1970).
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Figure 6. 1—Tuura-Suu burial ground, Issyk-Kul; 2–4—Issyk barrow; 5—Jal-Aryk burial ground,
Ketmen-Tyube Valley, western Tien Shan; 6—Zhetytobe burial ground, southern Kazakhstan; 7—
Oxus treasure; 8–9—Siberian collection of Peter the Great (1—after Mokrinin and Garushenko 1975;
2–4—after K. A. (Akishev 1978); 5—after K. I. Tashbaeva (2011); 6–7—after M. K. Seitkaliev (2014);
8–9—after S. I. Rudenko (1962)).

The ear motif has some similarity to the small elongated ears with internal parallel
lines that are found on a carved bone spoon with motifs of griffins from the 6th to 5th
centuries BC (MA AA0 74/75) (eds. Chang and Guroff 2006, p. 104). These ear motifs are
comparable to those found on Sarmatian objects. In our search for parallel imagery, we
note that horses, donkeys, and deer often have elongated ears, while panthers and other
felines have round-shaped ears.

Thus, despite the fact that the plaque from Tuzusai is a fragment, it reflects a common
motif for the art of the Saka.

2.3. Horn Cheek Pieces (Psalias) (Figure 7)

These two psalias, or horn cheek pieces, were found in situ lying side by side in the
2013 Tuzusai excavations right next to a post-hole from house 6.
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Figure 7. Horn cheek pieces from Tuzusai.

Horn cheek pieces are considered the most archaic form of cheek pieces. Most cheek
pieces, or psalias, are fashioned from iron or bronze (Besetayev and Kariyev 2016). Similar
cheek pieces were found in Central Asia in the burial grounds of Uygarak and Tagisken
in the Aral Sea region, as well at the settlements of Chust and Dalverzin in the Ferghana
Valley (Shulga 2015, pp. 29–30, 40–43, 88–90, 178, Figure 15.9a; Figure 55.9). However,
unlike the cheek pieces frPom Tuzusai, they have three holes. Thus, these cheek pieces are
older than the Tuzusai cheek pieces.

This type of horse bridle item, as a rule, dates from between the 8th and early 6th
centuries BC. In fact, later horn cheek pieces are completely unknown in ancient Central
Asia. Therefore, it is noteworthy that the horn cheek pieces from Tuzusai, which appear
archaic, have two holes instead of three. The evolution of the horse bridle on the Eurasian
steppe undergoes a transition from the earlier three-hole cheek pieces to the later two-hole
ones (Besetayev and Kariyev 2016, pp. 74–75; Bokovenko 1979). This change takes place
the middle of the 6th century BC. Therefore, the cheek pieces from Tuzusai are a reflection
of these stylistic differences and may actually date to between the second half of the 6th
and the first half of the 5th centuries BC. Bone cheek pieces that are similar in appearance
have been found from the Pazyryk culture of the Gorny Altai, with pieces dating to the
pre-Bashdar period (between the second half of the 6th and the first half of the 5th centuries
BC). Similar cheek pieces have been found in the Kamenskaya and Bystryanskaya cultures
of the forest-steppe Altai during the same time period.

Thus, the horn cheek pieces from Tuzusai belong to between the second half of the 6th
and the first half of the 5th centuries BC.

2.4. Bone Disk with Three Birds’ Heads with Beaks (Figure 8)

This artifact was found at Tuzusai in 2010. It was found on the outside edge of pit
house 6 in the southernmost baulk wall of the Tuzusai excavation unit. The bone disk was
probably used as a decorative piece for weaponry. The birds’ heads are indeed schematic
and not entirely obvious, except for the fact that the field archaeologists noted in field notes
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that each head had a small perforation in the larger part of the shape that appeared to be
the eye of each bird.

 

Figure 8. Bone disk with carved bird heads, each with an eye dot in the rounded part.

This bone disk is similar in appearance to other objects made of metal and without
decoration that were found in burials of the Tian Shan Saka. For example, in mound 25 at the
Bes Shatyr burial ground, a similar iron disk was found, which apparently was associated
with a quiver case with arrows (Akishev and Kushaev 1963, Figure 25) (see Figure 9(2)).

The chronological placement of the Tuzusai disk can be determined from the carved
patterns on the front side of the disk (these appear as figures in the form of a bird or griffin
in profile). Similar bird or griffin images have been found elsewhere in the Tian Shan
region. For example, a similar image was found on a ritual stone table from Semirech’ye
dating to between the 5th and 3rd centuries BC (Bernshtam 1952, p. 107, Table XL) (see
Figure 9(3)). Similar motifs have also been employed as independent decorative elements,
such as those found on the gold foil plaques discovered at the Tenelik Barrow dated to
between the 3rd and 2nd centuries BC by K.A. Akishev and A.K. Akishev (Akishev and
Akishev 1983, p. 157) (see Figure 9(2)).
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Figure 9. 1—Suglug-Khem burial ground, Tuva; 2—Tenlik barrow, southeastern Kazakhstan
(Semirech’ie); 3—Chu Valley (1—after V. A. Semenov (2003); 2—after Akishev and Akishev (1983);
3—after A. N. Bernshtam (1952)).

Beyond the Tian Shan region, similar decorative objects have been found. A bone
disk with carved images of the heads of birds of prey or that of a griffin was discovered
at the Suglug-Khem burial ground in Tuva. However, these motifs were placed on the
front surface of the disk in greater numbers (Semenov 2003). This particular disk, based
on its position in the burial, was associated with the fittings of a combat belt or with the
straps of a quiver with arrows. The Suglug-Khem find is dated to between the 4th and 2nd
centuries BC.

Therefore, the Tuzusai bone disk, according to these comparisons, probably dates to
the between 4th and 2nd centuries BC.

In summary, we suggest that this ornamental piece was part of a belt, a quiver, or
other dress element. It could have been associated with warriors or with bow and arrow
equipment typical of Saka culture between the 5th and 2nd centuries BC. Comparative
material from Pazyryk culture, as well as material from Tuva and the nearby Bes Shatyr
kurgans, also suggests that this ornamental bone disk expresses similar aesthetic imagery
to that of the greater Scytho–Saka–Siberian complex (Siberia, Tuva, and the northern Tian
Shan region). Thus, we consider the larger question concerning why pan-regional aesthetic
traditions such as zoomorphic imagery and ornamentation on belts and fastenings were
widespread throughout the nomadic world of the first millennia. Was this simply a factor
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of an artistic horizon, or was it more specifically related to the broad economic and political
interactions of steppe culture and tradition in this important period?

2.5. Bronze Wheel (Figure 9)

The bronze wheel was discovered in the bottom of a large ditch found at Taldy Bulak
2, an Iron Age settlement about 5.5 km to the southeast of the Tuzusai settlement. This
bronze wheel was unfinished; of the eight perforations surrounding the central hole, only
three were completely perforated.

Figure 10 shows the bronze wheel found at Taldy Bulak in the bottom of an ancient
ditch. This bronze wheel has rays or spokes radiating from the center hole. Such a
find is extraordinary for the Tian Shan region. Until this discovery at Taldy Bulak 2,
these artifact types were identified as chance finds, often with varied explanations for
their purpose and chronological placement. The discovery of this artifact at the Taldy
Bulak 2 settlement clarifies some of the questions surrounding the cultural affiliation and
chronological placement of bronze wheels.

 

Figure 10. Bronze wheel from Taldy Bulak 2.

Figure 11 shows comparable bronze wheels from other regions of the Eurasian steppe.
From the Saka territory of the Tian Shan, a similar wheel was discovered in the Ketmen-
Tyube Valley in western Tian Shan (Figure 11(1)). This find has been dated to between the
5th and 3rd centuries BC (Tashbaeva 2011, p. 73, Figure 70, 3).
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Figure 11. Bronze wheel. 1—Jal-Aryk burial ground, Ketmen-Tyube Valley, western Tien Shan;
2–5—Sauromat culture, South Urals; 6–7—Kamenskaya culture, forest-steppe Altai; 8–10—northern
Xinxiang (1—after K. I. Tashbaeva (2011); 2–5—after K. F. Smirnov (1964); 6—after V. A. Mogilnikov
(1997); 7—Umansky et al. (2005); Figure 10(8–10)—after P. I. Shulga (2010)).

Bronze wheels with a radial pattern are quite well known in other cultural areas of
the early Iron Age in the Eurasian steppe zone. Such finds have been identified in the
Sauromatian culture of the southern Urals (Figure 11(2–5)). KF. Smirnov (1964, p. 64) dated
these finds to between the 6th and 4th centuries BC and classified them as solar amulets.
He suggested that they were associated with quivers from that time period and were used
to protect their owners (Smirnov 1964, p. 64, Figure 71(Smirnov)).

In addition to these bronze wheels, wheels such as the Taldy Bulak wheel were
also discovered from the Kamenskaya culture of the forest-steppe Altai [Figure 11(6)].
Mogilnikov (1997, p. 87, Figure 35a (Mogilnikov)) also identified them as amulets. It is
noteworthy that, in one example (Figure 11(7)), a bronze wheel was found on a stone altar
at a burial site (Umansky et al. 2005, p. 26, Figure 52(Umansky et al.)). The bronze wheel
found inside the stone altar is presented in Figure 12. This also corroborates interpretations
suggesting the sacred nature of these objects. For Kamenskaya culture, these bronze wheels
date to between the 5th and 3rd centuries BC.

It is also important to focus on the bronze wheels found in funerary monuments in
the northern part of Xinjiang [Figure 11(8–10)]. These artifacts date to the 6th century BC. It
is also worth noting that P. I. Shulga believes that these artifacts are spindle whorls (Shulga
2010, Figure 81(Shulga)) (Figure 11(8–10)); however, this seems far-fetched since the bronze
wheels are light in weight and small in size for spindle whorls. Yet, the possible use of such
artifacts for spinning fine fabrics such as silk should not be ruled out.

This bronze wheel was found at the bottom of a long narrow ditch separating the
storage areas from the two pit houses at the settlement of Taldy Bulak 2 and dates back
to the earliest cultural levels. Its stratigraphic position corresponds roughly to the time
periods suggested for the bronze wheels found elsewhere. The bronze wheel could have
possible connections to solar imagery and may have been associated with the protection
of warriors. Other bronze wheels have been found along with quivers or as part of ritual
practices (e.g., on a stone altar) (Umansky et al. 2005).
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Figure 12. A bronze wheel found inside a stone altar (Umansky et al. 2005; pp. 8–10—after P.I. Shulga
2010).

3. Discussion

In summary, these six items found on the occupational surfaces of pit houses, houses,
or in a ditch at the Tuzusai and Taldy Bulak settlements of Talgar are part of a pan-regional
nomadic culture that was not restricted to grave or burial contexts. In our opinion, this
indicates that “animal-style objects” and such visual imagery were also part of the lives
of ordinary folk, not just the aristocratic elite. Additionally, the presence of a copy of a
carnelian bead, potentially an original bead, is indicative of long-distance trade and interac-
tions between South Asia, Central Asia, and the steppe regions of Eurasia. We consider
the Talgar settlements of the middle to late Saka period to be part of these commodity
trade routes. From a methodological standpoint, the careful work conducted by S. Ivanov
involving the use of comparative analogies to establish similarities between our special
finds and the broader corpus of Scytho–Saka–Siberian material of the first millennia shows
an exceptional congruence between radiometric dating from our stratigraphic sequences
and the method of comparative analogy often employed by Soviet and post-Soviet archaeol-
ogists. This is indeed heartening news for art historians who also work with chronological
collections of objects, visual imagery, and artistic style horizons through comparisons across
the Eurasian region (Andreeva 2018).

This style not only represented a repertoire of shared iconography, but was also
functional. The style was associated with commodity production, trade practices, and
socio-economic functions for the nomadic Saka living in the Talgar region. The Saka,
who practiced both agriculture and animal herding and were sedentary or semi-sedentary,
engaged in a broader cultural tradition that included zoomorphic imagery, horse riding
(the psalia), and an attention to items associated with costume decoration and warrior cults.
Additionally, we argue that zoomorphic “animal-style” artistic traditions can be used to
discuss the interaction spheres between core states and periphery areas (Beaujard 2010).
There is no doubt that Talgar was a periphery area on the edge of the northern Tian Shan
mountains, which, though near to the Issyk cemetery, was distant from the centers of the
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Achaemenid Empire, the Greco–Bactrian Kingdoms, and later the Chinese Chou and Han
dynasties. Talgar was an integral part of the nomadic Saka cultural tradition. In the future,
we hope to explore these spheres of interaction between core states and outlying peripheral
nomadic confederacies and states.

4. Materials and Methods

Chronological Sequences

All these artifacts, except the animal-style bone plaque, fall within a middle to late Saka
context (500–200 BC). The bone plaque was found in Tuzusai at stratum 3—a transitional
occupational level between the upper and lower levels. Here, we consider chronological
placement through stratigraphy and site depositional factors such as pit fill, edges, or
outside of house features. The chronological placement of the objects is then examined
in relation to artifact finds from other regions to provide a separate line of evidence
for the chronological dating of the objects. These chronological arrangements can be
found in Table 2. None of these artifacts, in and of themselves, have been radiometrically
dated, nor have the occupational surfaces where they were situated been dated, except
through stratigraphic associations. Despite this, our ability to place these objects within the
larger context of archaeological excavations conducted at two Iron Age sites makes this
information extremely valuable for others desiring to draw comparisons with our material.

Table 2. Archaeological context, phase dating, and chronological placement according to comparative
analogies in the Tian Shan region and regions with close proximity.

Artifact from
Talgar

Archaeological
Context

Approximate Dates
According to Phase

Designations
(Chang 2018, p. 34)

Chronological Placement:
Similar Artifacts Found in

the Tian Shan Region

Etched stone
bead

Tuzusai 2008
House 4, phase 1 400–300 BC

Figure 4,
No. 3—Zharty-Gumbaz

burial ground: 500–200 BC
No. 2—Daraut-Kurgan

settlement, Alai: 300–100 BC

Bone plaque
with wing
decoration

Tuzusai 2011
Pit house 2 B, upper

floor level

400–300 BC
100–1 BC

Figure 6.
No. 1—Tuura-Suu burial

ground:
500–200 BC

No. 2—Isyyk burial:
400–300 BC

No. 5—Jal-Aryk burial
ground, Ketmen-Tyube

Valley, western Tian Shan:
500–200 BC

Two horn cheek
pieces

Tuzusai 2013
House 6, post-hole 400–300 BC Pazyryk culture, pre-Bashdar

period: 550–450 BC

Bone disk Tuzusai 2010
Pit house 6 400–300 BC

Plate 3
No. 2—Tenlik barrow,

southeastern Kazakhstan:
300–100 BC

No. 3—Chu Valley
500–200 BC

Bronze wheel
Taldy Bulak 2 2005

Ditch, early
occupation

400–350 BC

Plate 4
No. 1—Jal-Aryk burial
ground, Ketmen-Tyube

Valley, western Tian Shan:
500–200 BC

No. 8–10—northern
Xingiang: 600–500 BC
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Table 2 shows the phase designation for each Talgar artifact find according to its
stratigraphic placement at the settlements and the chronological placement of similar objects
found in the Tian Shan region or those found in close proximity. The phase designations
are based on radiometric dating of the archaeological materials found at Tuzusai and Taldy
Bulak 2 (Chang 2018, p. 34). Archaeological finds are often found in mixed deposits;
therefore, these phase designations may not always correspond to the materials found in
burial grounds from the Tian Shan region. Table 2 shows that most of the Saka finds date to
the classic to late Saka period, with the exception of the horn cheek pieces that appear to
date back to as early as the second half of the 6th century BC. Field archaeologists have
often believed that there are earlier deposits at Tuzusai, but such deposits have yet to be
dated radiometrically. Additionally, there appears to be one further anomaly, that of the
bone plaque with a wing decoration. This bone plaque was found in stratum 3, which is a
possible transitional layer between phase 1 and phase 2 at Tuzusai; however, all similar
objects found in the Tian Shan region are associated with the earlier period between 500 BC
and 300 BC.

Typology and chronological placements are often fraught with inconsistencies, though
both the artifact comparisons and relative dating of archaeological contexts (stratigraphy)
show a consistent time frame for the Talgar settlements (occupation periods between the
classic to late Saka period). This is also a time period when the influence of zoomorphic art,
such as that expressed in the bone plaque with a wing decoration and the bone disk with
possible birds’ heads, was discovered at occupational levels at Tuzusai. These significant
examples of zoomorphic art are also direct evidence of the importance of this form of
art aesthetic for objects found in settlements, as well as those found at burial sites and
mortuary monuments. From these two artifacts, we conclude that Eurasian zoomorphic
art is part of both burial and settlement inventories in Saka culture. As pointed out earlier,
the horn cheek pieces have no direct comparative examples from the Tian Shan area but
are very similar to finds from the distant region of the Pazyryk culture of the Gorny Altai.
In a recent paper, Ivanov (2022) traced the direct relationship between the Pazyryk and
Kamenskaya cultures and the Saka of the Tian Shan region to the period between 400 and
200 BC. This analysis was based on physical anthropological materials and aDNA samples
from burials. According to Ivanov (2022), there have been deep genetic and cultural ties
between the Saka and Kamenskaya cultures in the western flanks of the Altai region. It is
likely that such connections existed between the pre-Bashdar Pazyrk (in the 6th century
BC) and Semirech’ye (the northern Tian Shan). The Tuzusai horn cheek pieces may in fact
represent this earlier connection between Pazyryk culture and the Tian Shan Saka.

In Soviet and post-Soviet methodology, objects from graves, kurgans, and other con-
texts are often placed in chronological frameworks based on descriptive traits (Trigger 2006;
Paberzyte and Costopoulos 2009) and dated according to the typological and descriptive
characteristics of objects such as metal arrowheads, bridle parts, zoomorphic plaques, and
other artifacts. This method of seeking comparisons to other artifacts requires researchers
to have vast knowledge and access to descriptions of material items from the Soviet and
post-Soviet periods, which are mainly found in Russian language publications. Here, we
have retained the original bibliographic references of the Russian language sources so other
researchers can more easily trace this source material. In the References section, the Russian
publications have been transliterated and translated into English. We have used the method
of descriptive analogy to examine the six objects found at the Talgar settlements.

5. Conclusions

The zoomorphic imagery found on the bone disk and the bone plaque from the Tuzusai
settlement is indicative of the quotidian nature of an aesthetic style often presumed to be
associated with elite burials. Additionally, the congruence of comparative analogies with
other finds that range from the classic Scytho–Saka–Siberian period to its later phase is of
considerable importance. By the 5th century BC, animal-style art reached its zenith, and
had also penetrated into peripheral locations such as the Talgar settlements. A pan-regional
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art horizon such as this suggests that there was a visual repertoire, perhaps tied to shamanic
or other cultic beliefs, that held the imagination of both settled and nomadic peoples of
the first millennia BC. From an economic and sociopolitical viewpoint, we can also see
that these widespread influences were part of commodity trade and defined the impact
of steppe polities in the globalized world-economy of the Eurasian Iron Age. In future
research, we hope that these six special finds will be part of a literature that ties costume
elements, weaponry, and dwelling areas to an aesthetic tradition, as well as to the networks
and pathways of nomadic politics and trade.
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Abstract: The Iron Age Saka population of the eastern Eurasian Steppe is considered one of the
earliest of the Scythian groups to emerge at the beginning of the 1st millennium BCE, consequently
producing some of the earliest expressions of ‘animal style’ art. Recent excavations of burial mounds
(kurgans) in the East Kazakhstan region have provided invaluable data on the depositional contexts
of such objects. This paper combines contextual archaeological data and visual analysis with data
on the chemical composition and technological production (through X-ray fluorescence and optical
microscopy) of some of the gold artefacts from the Eleke Sazy funerary complex in East Kazakhstan.
It is demonstrated that the positioning of wearable ornaments within undisturbed archaeological
contexts can give vital information about their form and function, while evidence of production
techniques and use-wear indicate the time investment and status the objects may have held. It is
concluded that the Saka engaged in a complex process of design and execution of their art, depicting
many different elements of the natural world. Further research is needed into understanding Saka
lifeways and belief systems in relation to large-scale processes of climate change, land use, time, and
society from securely dated and well-documented funerary and domestic archaeological contexts.

Keywords: Saka; Scythian; animal style; archaeological science; Iron Age; hare

1. Introduction

The Iron Age Saka population of eastern Eurasia is considered the earliest of the
Scythian groups to emerge in the 1st millennium BCE, as well as being the most substantial
part of the Eastern group of the pan-Scythian family, occupying almost the entire territory of
modern Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, northern Afghanistan, north-west China and
northern Mongolia, and substantial parts of western and eastern Siberia (Davis-Kimball
et al. 1995; Gnecchi-Ruscone et al. 2021). Among the earliest securely dated Iron Age
Eurasian pastoralist sites of the whole region are the burial mounds (kurgans) located
on the territory of western Siberia and East Kazakhstan, including Arzhan-1 and 2, and
Baigetobe (Panyushkina et al. 2016; Chugunov et al. 2017; Zaitseva et al. 2004, 2005, 2007).
These sites provide excellent examples of contextualised archaeological finds of Saka art,
including numerous gold objects, in contrast to many of the collections of the last 200 years,
which were instead looted or displaced from their original resting places with minimal
or no provenance information (Rudenko 1962; Curtis 2004). It is highly probable that
these two regions gave an initial spark of emergence and development of the whole Saka-
Scythian world that expanded and flourished for almost a millennium (Samashev 2021b).
In this paper we focus on a few Early Iron Age Saka gold objects recently discovered at
the funerary complex of Eleke Sazy in the East Kazakhstan region, excavated under the
direction of Zainolla Samashev and Abdesh Toleubayev (Toleubayev et al. 2021; Samashev
2021b; Samashev et al. 2018, 2019; Toleubayev et al. 2020), and exhibited at the Fitzwilliam
Museum, Cambridge as part of the ‘Gold of The Great Steppe’ exhibition (September
2021–January 2022), on loan from the East Kazakhstan Regional Museum of Local History,
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Ust’Kamenogorsk, Kazakhstan. We explore the contribution that archaeological context and
a deeper look at technologies of production can bring to our understanding the symbolic
and ecological life of the Saka of East Kazakhstan through their ‘animal style’ art, its origins,
production, and distribution.

The Eurasian Steppe during the Iron Age (c. 900–c. 200 BCE) is associated with a
peak of transhumant pastoralism, signified by the presence of different confederations of
nomadic tribes, such as Scythians, Sakas, Sarmatians, Sauramatians, Massagetae, Issedons,
Tagar, and Slab Grave cultures and others (Brosseder 2011; Davis-Kimball et al. 1995; De
Barros Damgaard et al. 2018; Herodotus 1987; Smirnoff 1966; Smirnov 1964, 1984; Beisenov
2015; Artamonov 1973). The geographic spread of nomadic cultures in that period was
expansive, spanning from the Black Sea region to Central Asia and Siberia. Usually, the
pan-Scythian cultures are divided into two main groups: (1) the classical Scythians, who
occupied the Northern part of the Black Sea regions and are known due to the reports of
Herodotus (Western group); and (2) the Saka, Sarmatians, Massagetae and other nomadic
cultures who inhabited the vast remainder of the steppe region (Eastern group). Despite
the enormous spatial spread of these groups, they shared a general uniformity of their
material culture (as materialised in the famous ‘animal style’ art, horse harnesses, and
weaponry) and genetic pool, which confirm their extremely high mobility and interaction
(Davis-Kimball et al. 1995; Korolkova 2000; Unterländer et al. 2017; Gnecchi-Ruscone et al.
2021). Although sharing some key cultural, social, artistic, and economic traits, the pan-
Scythian peoples were not fully homogenous in their artistic or economic activities. While
transhumant pastoralism rose to be the dominant subsistence strategy of the steppe zone
during the Iron Age, recent research is demonstrating the complexity of land use by Iron
Age populations, further cementing the view that the Saka had deep and wide-ranging
connections to each other, and utilised the full geographical variety of the lands in which
they lived (Chang et al. 2003; Samashev 2021b; Spengler et al. 2013; Toleubayev 2018;
Ventresca Miller et al. 2020; Spengler et al. 2021). This new research is beginning to redress
the imbalance in the archaeological record since the majority of our information about the
Saka still comes from the study of their funerary monuments, as indeed will the material
discussed in this paper.

2. Background and Context

Identification and absolute dating of the earliest Saka sites is a challenging task since
attempts at radiocarbon dating at the earlier end of the Saka period give a wide time span
of c. 800–400 BCE due to the presence of a large plateau on the radiocarbon calibration
curve, known as the Hallstatt plateau (van der Plicht et al. 2004) This problem cannot be
tackled by adjusting the precision of the measurements, and it complicates analyses and
refinement of the chronology of the development of the Early Eurasian Steppe Iron Age
cultures and sites. One of the most reliable methods to overcome the Hallstatt plateau
problem is by combining radiocarbon dating with dendrochronological analyses (counting
of tree-rings) using timbers found in burial chambers and using the 14C tree-ring wiggle-
matching method (Zaitseva et al. 2005, 2007). However, not all Iron Age Eurasian steppe
region burials were constructed of wood, and in some of the burials, the wood preservation
was poor or even degraded completely and is under increasing threat from climate change
melting protective permafrost (Han 2008). Consequently, only a few burials are eligible
for accurate dating using the wiggle matching method, giving relatively precise dates
of the Saka burials located on the territory of Kazakhstan and Western Siberia, such as
Arzhan 1 and 2, Shilikty kurgan (Baigetobe), Berel, Pazyryk and others as shown in Table 1
(Panyushkina et al. 2016; Toleubayev 2018; Chugunov et al. 2017; Zaitseva et al. 2005, 2007).
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Table 1. Dates of the Saka kurgans (Beisenov et al. 2017; Chugunov et al. 2017; Gnecchi-Ruscone et al.
2021; Panyushkina et al. 2016; Zaitseva et al. 2005, 2007).

Year BCE Name of Saka Kurgan Complex, Kurgan (Date)

wiggle-matching
(14C+dendrochronology) conventional 14C

800 Arzhan-1 (~794 (−7/+6))

Eleke Sazy, Bes Shatyr (k.6), Taldy-2 (2,4,5
and 8), Akbeit-1, Aksu-Ayuly-4, Karashoky,

Berel (k. 18 and 36) (800–400 BCE,
Hallstatt plateau)

750

700 Shilikty, Baigetobe (~730–690 BCE)
650 Arzhan-2 (~659 BCE, ~671–609)
600

550 Bes Shatyr, Kurgan 3 (~550 BCE)

500

450

400

350 Berel, kurgan 1 (~363 BCE)

Issyk kurgan (400–200 BCE)

300
Pazyryk 1, 2 (~300 BCE)

Berel, kurgan 11 (~297 BCE)

250

200

150
located in Western Siberia

located in Kazakhstan

Saka sites that are not eligible for wiggle matching dating may be attributed to certain
Iron Age periods, including the Early Saka period (c. 800–500 BCE), based on other features,
such as the form of construction of the kurgan or stylistic features of the burial assemblage
(Samashev 2021b; Tairov 2006) (Figure 1). While these attributions should be considered
with caution due to the difficulties encountered in absolute dating, such attributions
and classifications are in many cases justified and are considered acceptable taking into
account the extensive excavation experience and research on the Iron Age archaeological
sites of the region by local archaeologists (Chugunov 2020b). Consequently, research and
interpretation of the Early Iron Age artefacts, even when properly excavated, is objectively
complicated and restricted. Interpretation of museum collections that are attributed to Iron
Age pastoralist cultures, but completely lacking in archaeological context or provenance,
becomes even more problematic.

The emergence of military horse riding ‘elite’ took place at the beginning of the Final
Bronze Age (FBA) period, if not earlier in the territory of Central and East Kazakhstan
and Tuva (Chugunov 2015). The emergence of the FBA elite stratum was connected to
controlling copper and tin ores mining and large-scale production of bronze, as well as
ensuring the safe transportation of metals to other regions of Eurasia together with the
import of foreign ‘exotic’ goods back to controlled territories. Therefore, the FBA population
was engaged in active interactions with neighbouring and more distant cultures and played
an important role in the trade and exchange of different goods (Chugunov 2015; Beisenov
and Bazarbayeva 2013; Berdenov 1998, 2008; Margulan 1998, 2001). During the FBA period
massive stone burial constructions, Begazy-Dandybai cultures mausoleums, started to
appear in these territories, showing the presence of social stratification of the FBA societies
(Margulan 1998). A fundamental shift from a sedentary/semi-sedentary economy to a
dominance of mobile stock-breeding pastoralism during the Final Bronze Age further
fuelled this process. Huge Saka elite kurgans, full of precious objects, including numerous
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gold artefacts, were constructed together with a great number of small assemblage-free
kurgans (Beisenov 2015; Toleubayev 2018; Chang 2018; Khabdullina 1994).

 

Figure 1. Early Iron Age Saka cultures as identified through archaeological material (c.800-500 BCE).
Source: (Beisenov et al. 2017; Beisenov 2015; Chugunov 2015; Tairov 2006; Khabdullina 1994). Map
data from OpenStreetMap under the Open Database License (CC BY-SA 2.0).

The ‘animal style’ of stylised, dynamic zoomorphic art is a geographically and tem-
porally broad concept, covering vast territories of the Eurasian steppe regions as well as
Siberia and southern parts of Central Asia (Sher 1988). From a temporal point of view the
phenomenon endures beyond the Iron Age absorbing the post-Saka/Scythian periods until
c.200 CE or even later (Andreeva 2018; Minyaev 2007; Zasetskaya 2008). As animal-style art
is tightly connected to the Iron Age pastoralist societies of the Eurasian steppes its earliest
appearance is believed to be linked to the initial emergence of the Iron Age pastoralist
population, during the Early Iron Age or Early Saka period (Samashev 2021b). There are
some key elements that are currently considered markers of identification of Iron Age
cultures: types of arrows, metal belt elements, jewellery, and iconography (Chugunov
2000, 2020b). One of the most distinctive iconographic markers of the Early Saka period is
the absence of depictions of mythical creatures (Chugunov 2020b). Moreover, Chugunov
argues that some shapes, for example, the famous curled feline plaque from Arzhan-1,
were in use exclusively within a narrow time window of around 300 years in the Early Saka
period (Chugunov 2015, 2020a).

However, it is also worth noting that some objects had a long history of ownership.
For example, Bronze Age arrows have been found in some Iron Age burials, hundreds of
years after their production and use, usually as a single example, probably a talisman, that
is easily distinguished among many typical Iron Age arrows (Chugunov 2000, 2019, 2020a).

The Iron Age on the territory of Kazakhstan, Western Siberia, and part of Xinjiang wit-
nessed numerous shifts and variations in population, culture, and society across time and
space, and the study of the period requires localised contextual studies beyond overarching
generalisations (Shulga 2015; Chugunov 2020b).

Saying this, the inheritance of cultural and technological traditions over time should
not be overlooked, to avoid representing the history of the region as non-stop migrations
of different populations. Substantial archaeological data as well as the results of recent
aDNA analyses show a complex process of genetic and cultural interactions of local and
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immigrant populations that took place throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages, during which
some local traditions survived or were adapted, and others were replaced (Allentoft et al.
2015; De Barros Damgaard et al. 2018; Narasimhan et al. 2019; Gnecchi-Ruscone et al. 2021;
Unterländer et al. 2017).

One of the largest contextualised archaeological gold artefact collections of the Eurasian
steppe Iron Age period originates from East Kazakhstan: the Eleke Sazy burial mound
complex (Samashev 2021a, 2021b; Samashev et al. 2018, 2019; Toleubayev et al. 2020, 2021).
Eleke Sazy is a high-altitude flat river valley, surrounded by the Tarbagatai Mountain range
(Figure 2). The funerary complex consists of a large cemetery of burial mounds of different
sizes and sometimes shapes, dating from as early as the Early Iron Age (Early Saka period)
through to the Turkic and ethnographic Kazakh period. Despite extensive looting, both in
the past and more recently, recent archaeological discoveries and excavations have recov-
ered human remains, structures, gold, and other artefacts in undisturbed contexts, offering
unique insights into Saka burial rituals and practices (Samashev 2021a). Over the last five
years, Saka kurgans and other funerary monuments have been excavated at Eleke Sazy
under the direction of Z. Samashev and A. Toleubayev by teams from the A. Kh. Margulan
Institute of Archaeology, Astana, and Kazakh National University, Almaty, Kazakhstan,
providing valuable contextual data and materials, including gold objects (Samashev 2019,
2021b; Samashev et al. 2018, 2019; Toleubayev et al. 2020, 2021).

 

Figure 2. Location of Eleke Sazy, Arzhan 2, Tasmola and Urzhar kurgan burials. Map data from
OpenStreetMap under the Open Database License (CC BY-SA 2.0).

Here, we focus on a small selection of gold objects from three kurgans at Eleke Sazy
with the aim of illustrating an approach to artistic materials that also considers materials,
technologies, and contexts. These are Kurgans 4 (Group II), Patsha (Group VI) and Kurgan
7 (Group IV).

Kurgan 4 Group II (diameter 50 m, height 0.6–1.25 m) is a double inhumation burial of
a male and female (aged c. 17–18 and c. 13–14 years, respectively). Although the female
burial had been heavily looted, the male burial was not looted and included numerous gold
objects decorating the body and associated weaponry, including microbeads and clothing
plaques (Samashev 2021a). The burial is a unique example of the very few undisturbed Saka
inhumations excavated in modern times, and thus allows us to reconstruct the clothing,
weaponry, and other attributes of an Early Saka male. In addition to the burial, a hoard
was found under a stone of the crepidoma (structural platform) of the kurgan, consisting
of different gold plaques, gold beads and microbeads, gold spirals, a gold pendant, stone
beads, and a bronze mirror (Samashev 2021a). Based on the morphology of the arrowheads
accompanying the buried youth, the kurgan was recognised as one of the earliest in the
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region (Samashev 2019), partially supported by the C14 data for Kurgans 4 and 9 Group
II: 793–547 cal BCE and 770–494 cal BCE, 2σ) (Gnecchi-Ruscone et al. 2021), which would
make the burial one of the earliest unlooted in situ Early Iron Age Saka burials in the whole
region.

Kurgan Patsha, Group VI (diameter 80 m, height 2.5 m) is the largest kurgan in Group VI
and is among the largest burial mounds of the whole complex, also known as the ‘Great
Earthen Mound’. Unfortunately, the kurgan was recently and heavily looted, probably
in 2007–2008 (Samashev 2021b). During the excavations of the kurgan in 2019, a hoard
was discovered between the stones at the base of the grave shaft constructed under the
burial at a depth of 4.5 m. The Patsha burial hoard consists of over 140 objects, including
iron and bronze objects with gold overlay, pure gold objects some with precious stones,
stones, and gold beads (Samashev 2021b). The hoard is one of the most diverse collections
of gold objects discovered at the Eleke Sazy complex from a goldsmithing point of view. It
includes cast and gold foil objects, gold microbeads, goldsmithing granulation discards,
and gold nuggets. They have been given a preliminary stylistic date of between the 6th
to 5th centuries BCE by Z. Samashev (Samashev 2021b), within the Early Saka period,
and could possibly be of an earlier date, towards the end of the 7th century BCE, broadly
contemporaneous to the Arzhan-2 kurgan.

The hoard was found in the form of a monolith of compacted artefacts mixed with soil
and products of corrosion. Many objects appear to have been intentionally deformed. The
monolith was disassembled in the laboratory of the East Kazakhstan Regional Museum
of Local History; the artefacts were cleaned from the soil and the corrosion products, and
some of them, mainly gold objects, were mechanically unbent. The work was done by a
professional conservator, but a substantial amount of cleaning and conservation work was
taken into account during the interpretation of the objects.

Kurgan 7, Group IV (diameter 89 m and height 5.5 m) is the largest construction in Group
IV and one of the largest kurgans of the Eleke Sazy burial complex. The burial mound is
surrounded by two stone ditches and a few rows of standing large stone altars. The burial
chamber was excavated in 2020 and found to be empty, but a large hoard was found at the
foot of the kurgan, at its south-eastern part, under the stone-made ‘shell’ of the burial mound
(Toleubayev et al. 2020). The hoard was placed in a hole with a total diameter 50–60 cm, at
a depth of 70–75 cm. The total number of gold objects unearthed was 830 pieces, including
pendants in the form of fruits, a miniature cauldron, and three-dimensional and flat plaques
(Toleubayev et al. 2021). Another small hoard was found under one of the altars and consisted
of 23 bronze belt pieces and a few mushroom-shaped gold microbeads. The areas around the
other altars were looted. The burial mound as well as the hoards are believed to be dated to
the Middle Saka period—5th–4th centuries BCE (Toleubayev et al. 2021).

3. Results

3.1. Placement of Ornamentation

The discovery of extremely rare undisturbed and/or partially surviving early Saka
burials over the last twenty years represents a substantial breakthrough in our understand-
ing of early Saka culture. Among the most important discoveries are two such burials,
burial 5 of the Arzhan-2 kurgan and Kurgan 4 (Group II), Eleke Sazy (Samashev 2021a;
Chugunov et al. 2017). Finding the archaeological artefacts in situ affords a wealth of
valuable information on how widely known and distributed animal-style gold objects were
among the Saka population, and how they were placed on the body.

The excavated gold artefacts show that the Early Saka period decorative elements
display a combination of sophisticated and original stylistic design and a high level of
craftsmanship integrated into some cases with practical elements for use during their
lifetime (where evidence for use-wear is present).

Miniscule gold beads, many just 1 mm in diameter, were used as adornment exclu-
sively on the lower parts of the costumes, such as trousers, the edge of the skirt and on shoes
(Figure 3). At Arzhan-2 more than 250,000 microbeads of three types were used to decorate
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costumes of deceased individuals, who were both male and female (Figure 4) (Chugunov et al.
2017). At Eleke Sazy Kurgan, 4 tiny gold microbeads, numbering 1781 with a total weight of
~23 g, were used to decorate the shoes of the teenage boy buried there (Figure 5). The total
weight of another type of cylindrical microbeads (total number 10,358) found in the hoard
under a crepidoma stone of the same Kurgan 4, is only about ~42 g which is a testament
to their tiny size (Figure 6). These beads have been interpreted by Z. Samashev as having
adorned a piece of lower-body clothing such as trousers (Samashev 2021a).

Figure 3. Arzhan-2 kurgan, burial 5, (left) double inhumation burial of a man and woman showing
gold beads decorating the trousers and shoes of the man and edge of the skirt and shoes of the
woman. (Right) Photo of the legs of the man with gold microbeads decorating the trousers and the
shoes. Source: courtesy of K.Chugunov.

Figure 4. Two types of gold microbeads, Arzhan-2, burial 5. Source: courtesy of K.Chugunov.
Photographer Terebenin V.S.

63



Arts 2023, 12, 23

Figure 5. (Left) Gold microbeads decorating the shoes of the teenage boy, Kurgan 4 (Group II), Eleke
Sazy, and (right) digital microscope image of the bead (Internal Museum Number КΠo93-38630/1-
1781). Source: (left) courtesy of Samashev (2021a).

The use of beads/microbeads for the adornment of costumes and shoes has a very
long history in the steppe region, starting with the Middle Bronze Age Sintasha culture
(the first chariot culture). In the territory of Kazakhstan, many bronze microbeads were
identified in the burial of a Sintashta young woman, Grave 23, Tanabergen II burial ground,
which is located in northern Kazakhstan (2480–1930 cal BCE (2σ)) (Tkachev 2007, 2020).
The Late and Final Bronze Age Andronovo population (c. 1500–800 BCE) occupying the
territories of East Kazakhstan and neighbouring regions, continued the use of bronze beads
and microbeads to decorate their shoes and the edges of the lower part of their costume
(Avanesova 1991; Usmanova 2010).

Horsemanship was a crucial part of Saka cultural expression, particularly for the elite
(Tishkin and Besetayev 2019), with the presence of horse harnesses forming part of the
‘Scythian triad’ (along with weaponry and animal style art) (Besetayev 2021; Besetayev
and Kariyev 2016), and therefore mobility of the lower part of a rider’s body, i.e., for
horse mounting and dismounting, was a matter of necessity, with nothing to constrict the
movements of the rider. It is worth considering that the Saka people did not use stirrups
(Tishkin and Besetayev 2019) and the horse was controlled exclusively by the muscles
of the Saka rider, with the leg muscles, in particular, playing a crucial role. Therefore,
the choice of microbeads as a decorative element of the lower part of a costume was a
practical and at the same time elegant way of ornamenting trousers, skirts and shoes. At
the same time, as noted above, the use of microbeads/beads as a decorative element was a
long-lasting tradition of the Bronze Age steppe population, possibly inherited by Iron Age
pastoralist societies.

Furthermore, the microbeads that decorated the trousers, skirts, or shoes of a horse
rider were visible and could be appreciated by dismounted people, being located at their
eye level. While the microbeads are remarkably small, they create a dazzling effect when
sewn onto clothing and shoes in large quantities, as demonstrated by reconstructions of the
costumes from Arzhan-2 and Eleke Sazy (Samashev 2021a; Chugunov et al. 2017).

Figure 6. (Left) Digital microscope image of cylindrical gold bead, Kurgan 4 Eleke Sazy. (Right)
Black carbonised substance inside of the bead. Internal Museum Number КΠo93-38631/1-10358.
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It is challenging to estimate whether such elaborately decorated costumes were in use
in real life or produced as burial outfits only. If they were used at all, they were unlikely
to have been used for everyday wear, but rather for occasional wear. While some of the
Eleke Sazy microbeads display clear signs of use-wear, others do not. For example, the
cylindrical microbeads found in the hoard most probably were never used: many of the
beads still have a black carbonised substance inside of them and no signs of use. As such,
these beads could have been obtained from a goldsmith specifically for their deposition as
a part of the hoard.

In contrast to the use of small beads for the lower part of the body, larger gold plaques
were used to decorate the upper part of the costumes in Arzhan-2, such as jackets and
coats (Figure 7) (Andreeva 2021; Liu et al. 2021b; Chugunov et al. 2017). These plaques are
large in comparison with the microbeads but still light. The reverse side of the plaques
shows that regardless of their manufacturing technique (cast or forged) the plaques are
hollow, making them relatively light (weight range: ~3.11–3.54 g each, average length
~2.0 cm, width range ~1.1–1.2. cm, thickness 0.4 cm) (Chugunov et al. 2017). There is an
open question as to whether making them hollow aimed to save precious metal or simply
to make the objects lighter and easier to wear and transport as part of a mobile society. It is
likely that both possibilities were considered by ancient goldsmiths during the production
of the plaques.

 
Figure 7. (Left) Decoration of a female’s jacket with gold feline plaques, Arzhan-2, burial 5. (Right) Fe-
line plaques. Source: courtesy of K.Chugunov.

The Arzhan-2 plaques are depictions of a single standing feline, left or right facing. The
plaques were positioned on the costume of the deceased individuals differently, horizontally
and vertically, creating the ornamentation of the outfits (Chugunov et al. 2017). From a
technological point of view, the Arzhan-2 costume decoration plaques are cast or pressed
using a die (pressed sheet technique) (Armbruster 2009). There are two or three sewing
loops located on the reverse side of each plaque (Figure 7).

At Eleke Sazy, some costume decoration plaques depict a combination of different
animals in a complex and stylised way, and in these cases, the question of the positioning
of the plaques on a costume as a decorative element becomes more complex. A unique
form of gold plaque found in the Patsha kurgan is one such example (Figure 8). The plaque
is an example of the stylised combination of different animals. At least three (a hare, eagle,
and owl) may be identified, and perhaps more are present in the design, for example, the
stripes of a tiger. Therefore, it can be positioned on clothing in different ways to emphasise
the shape of a certain animal depending on its orientation. Found as part of a hoard, the
function and exact placement on either human or horse costume is uncertain due to the
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lack of context in relation to the body as would be found in a burial, but the suggestion
that the plaques were used to decorate the upper part of a costume is justified since their
size and the fastening mechanism are very similar to the Arzhan-2 costume plaques, with
two/three sewing loops on the back of the plaques (Figures 7 and 8).

Figure 8. Digital microscope images of Patsha sitting hare gold plaque, front and back sides, Patsha
kurgan, Eleke Sazy VI, Internal Museum number КΠo94-38837.

The total number of the unearthed ‘hare plaques’ is 24, and right- and left-facing
plaques were found. The average weight per plaque is ~1.95 g inside the range of
1.49–2.52 g. The average length is ~2.9 cm, and the width is ~1.45 cm.

The use of decorative plaques to adorn the clothing of the upper body dates to at
least 3000 BCE, as evidenced by a series of 240 leaf-shaped worked bone plaques with
pierced attachment holes discovered in situ in an Eneolithic female burial at Menovnoe,
Ust’-Kamenogorsk, East Kazakhstan (Samashev et al. 2007). One of the earliest examples
of metal costume decoration plaques in the region, including some that had loops on
their reverse sides that were attached to the main body using high-temperature joining
techniques, date to the Late Bronze Age period Andronovo culture, on the territory of
Kazakhstan (Avanesova 1991). Consequently, as with the beads, it is likely that the cultural
traditions of wearing and the technological knowledge of the production of clothing plaques
represent continuity from the Bronze Age to the Iron Age steppe populations.

3.2. Technology of Production

The ‘hare’ plaque was most probably a product of serial production, considering the
presence of twenty-four identical plaques found in the hoard. The probable production
process can be restructured as follows. Initially, a flat blank in the shape of the hare was
cut from a gold sheet, and afterwards the blank was embossed/pressed using a die made
of hard material, such as bronze or hardwood (Figure 9). It is not convincingly clear
whether a positive or negative die was used for production of the plaques. However, some
features point to the use of a positive die. Positive wooden dies were used extensively by
Saka goldsmiths for the production of pressed sheet objects, such as the Arzhan-2 gorytos
decoration plaques (Chugunov et al. 2017; Minasyan 2014).

In the next production step, the plaque was possibly anchored to a pitch-like material,
i.e., tree resin, or the positive die itself was used to finish the plaque’s front side through
meticulous, if not exaggerated, chiselling (Figure 9). In a few cases, the chiselling was
extensive to the point of perforating the gold sheet as if in an attempt to exaggerate the
depictions of the animals inside the plaque.

Piercing of the metal due to chiselling as well as chiselling marks is clearly visible
(Figure 9). It is worth mentioning that a corrugated metal form is substantially more robust
than a flat form (Brepohl 2001). Considering that the plaques were made of rather thin gold
sheets ~300 μm (0.3 mm), extensive chiselling of the plaques was possibly one of the ways
to make the whole object more resistant to deformation, especially if it was being produced
for use in life, and not only for deposition in a funerary or hoard context. The smoothness of
the edges of the plaques, together with the scratched and the slightly depressed surface of
the protruding parts of the front sides, and missing loops on some of the plaques, indicate
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that the plaques were possibly in active use and worn as part of a costume in life, as
opposed to having been produced solely for funerary deposition (Figure 9).

Figure 9. Digital microscope images of Patsha sitting hare gold plaque. (Left) Chiselling marks and
protruding areas and (right) smooth edges on reverse side. Patsha kurgan, Eleke Sazy VI. Internal
Museum number are КΠo94-38838 and КΠo94-3883.

The next production step was the piercing of four holes, mainly from the front to the
back. Three holes mark the eyes of the creatures (hare, eagle, and owl), and the fourth
probably defines the forelegs of the hare. However, it may mark the eye of another as-yet
unidentified creature. The holes were pierced as decorative elements only, and they were
not used as attachment mechanisms. The final production step was welding three sewing
loops onto the reverse side of the plaque.

The Patsha hare plaques and the Arzhan-2 feline plaques share similarities in their
production, namely that they were serially made using dies and chiselling, and had sewing
loops joined onto the reverse side.

3.3. Chemical Composition

The results of the elemental analyses by a portable X-ray fluorescence spectrometer
(pXRF) of the front side of the plaques are consistent in identifying gold of relatively high
purity, about 90–91% (Figure 10). A relatively small amount of silver, of an average of ~7
up to a maximum of ~9%, was detected with ~1% of copper. The identified composition
(the presence of silver as well as the amount of copper not exceeding 1%) corresponds more
with native, alluvial gold (Martinón-Torres and Uribe-Villegas 2015; Martinón-Torres et al.
2007). No traces of PGE (platinum group elements) or tin (Sn), have been detected.

In contrast, the loops are joined to the plaques using a high-temperature technique and
the pXRF data showed that the areas of the loops are copper-enriched in comparison with
the front side of the plaques, sometimes with as much as ~4.5% copper. The substantial
increase in copper content on the loop areas of the plaque most probably does not indicate
the use of a different gold alloy for the production of the loops but rather the use of copper
salts or copper-enriched solder for making high-temperature joins between the plaques
and the loops (Figure 11). The addition of copper substantially decreases the melting
temperature of gold alloys, enabling the goldsmith to make a join without damaging the
objects themselves through melting (Scrivano et al. 2013, 2017; Brepohl 2001; Loepp 2021).
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Figure 10. Scatterplot of the average copper and silver levels of the hare plaques (front side and loops)
from kurgan Patsha, Eleke Sazy VI. Note that the pXRF detector window is larger than the loop, and
hence ‘loop’ analyses include part of the surrounding metal sheet. Data averaged and normalised.

Figure 11. Digital microscope images of the reverse side of the Patsha sitting hare plaque, sewing
loops. Patsha kurgan, Eleke Sazy VI, КΠo94-38838 and КΠo94-38837.

3.4. Comparative Analyses of Form

At least three animals are combined in the Patsha plaque. They are a sitting/resting
hare and the heads of two birds, an eagle and an owl, embedded inside the hare’s body
(Figures 12–14). The body of the sitting/resting hare is profoundly depicted, including a
massive hip joint and forelegs. However, the shape of the hare is not clearly visible as the
plaque is tightly filled in with details of two birds and probably a feline, perhaps a tiger,
that is indirectly messaged through the application of the horizontal stripes on the neck of
the eagle/hare. The only explicit representation that immediately grasps attention in the
plaque is an eagle head. The owl’s head is a beautiful example of a realistic depiction of an
animal, with the bird’s head tilted to one side (Figure 13).

Rotating the plaque as well as exploring its reverse side affords an understanding
of the goldsmithing skills and the way the goldsmith embedded the heads of the birds
inside the hare’s body. Interestingly, both depicted birds hunt hares, and the choice of the
birds looks more intentional rather than simply stylistic as if the birds are ripping the hare
apart (Figure 12). The predator/prey motif is common in other Saka art, more commonly
depicting a feline biting a deer (Rudenko 1962; Artamonov 1973; Andreeva 2018; Chernikov
1965; Minasyan 1990). The plaque looks overburdened with details. It seems as if no place
was left plain intentionally by the goldsmith.
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Figure 12. Sitting hare (Lepus tolai) and digital microscope image of Patsha plaque, Patsha kurgan,
Eleke Sazy VI. Source: Yuriy Danilevsky (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Lepus_tolai;
_Baikonur_03.jpg, used under CC BY-SA 3.0 https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
legalcode, no changes made, accessed on 5 December 2022). Internal Museum number is КΠo94-
38837.

 

Figure 13. Owl and digital microscope image of Patsha plaque, Patsha kurgan, Eleke Sazy VI. Internal
Museum number is КΠo94-38837.

Figure 14. Golden eagle and digital microscope image of Patsha plaque, Patsha kurgan, Eleke Sazy
VI. Internal Museum number is КΠo94-38837.
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There are other gold plaques dating to the Iron Age that resemble hares, usually
named “secret depictions” or “a sophisticated whorl” artefacts (Grach 1980; Beisenov
and Bazarbayeva 2014; Beisenov et al. 2017). However, the most striking example that
also represents a sitting hare is a carved antler costume buckle from Tasmola 5 burial
ground, Kurgan 3, which was excavated by Kadyrbayev in 1961 in Central Kazakhstan
(Margulan et al. 1966) (Figure 15). The burial ground is considered to be an early Saka
complex attributed to the Tasmola culture (one of Early sub-Saka cultures), roughly dated
to 700–500 BCE (Margulan et al. 1966), making it broadly contemporaneous with the Patsha
kurgan hare plaques. Kurgan 3 of the Tasmola 5 cemetery was found partially looted, and
prior to excavation had a diameter of 20 m and height of 1.6 m. The hare-shaped buckle was
found near the right shoulder of the deceased person with four other bone/antler-made
small pieces. The buckle’s shape resembles a sitting/resting hare, with a few animals
carved inside of the hare’s body.

The length of the buckle is 5.2 cm, the width is 4.2 cm, and the depth is 1.1 cm. At
least eleven animals can be identified inside and two of them are represented in their full
shapes: a hare and a boar. Depictions of other animals include exclusively their heads.
Among the depicted animals are three different birds of prey, ibex, saiga, elk, argali, two
boars, and another unidentifiable animal (wolf or mouse?) (Figure 16). As was aptly noted
by Beisenov and Bazarbayeva (2013) the plaque looks over-crowded by images as if the
craftsperson was in fear of leaving a single plain surface.

The animal figures and parts are so tightly packed that without specific attention
the plaque appears to be simply full of ornamentation, a similar visual effect to that of
the Patsha gold hare plaque. Both objects look slightly overburdened, and at first glance,
consist of unclear ornaments and details.

Figure 15. Tasmola 5 Kurgan 3 antler carved costume buckle, front and back sides. Source: National
Museum of Kazakhstan.

It is interesting to note that both objects were made of different materials and found
in different regions, but share the same principles of their creation: the internal space of a
sitting/resting hare is fully filled with other animals with no space left empty. Moreover,
both plaques can be rotated to change and reinterpret the shape of the plaque, creating
a shape-shifting and dynamic effect. The head of the hare in both plaques appears to be
either being ripped by the horns of two animals or transferred into the head of the bird
of prey.
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Figure 16. Tasmola 5 Kurgan 3 antler buckle with depictions of eleven animals. Source: National
Museum of Kazakhstan.

3.5. Botanical Motifs

The Saka did not only represent the animal kingdom in their art, and depictions
of different parts of plants in the form of whole plaques as well as beads and pendants
constitute not the largest, but a substantial part of the Eleke Sazy gold assemblage. One
simple and elegant group of gold objects from the Eleke Sazy collection are the gold flower
plaques, which number 12 pieces (Figure 17). The four-petalled form of the flowers bears
a striking resemblance to the Greater Celandine (Chelidonium majus), which is found in
the Altai mountains of the East Kazakhstan region (iNaturalist contributors 2022). As
mentioned by Pliny, Greater Celandine has a long history of medicinal use (Grieve 1931).
Although high in toxins, it is used in traditional medicine to clear the sight and treat cancer
and liver ailments, and the latex is used topically to treat warts and corns (Grieve 1931;
Chevallier 1996; Plants for a Future 2022). While we do not know why this plant was
chosen for depiction in the gold clothing plaques, if the identification of Chelidonium majus
is correct, we can speculate that the plant held significance for the Saka perhaps because of
its medicinal qualities.

Figure 17. Flower plaques from Eleke Sazy, Patsha kurgan, hoard. Source: Fitzwilliam Museum/East
Kazakhstan Regional Museum of Local History. Internal Museum Numbers КΠО94–38891 to
КΠО94–38902.

Another example of plant depictions are beads from the hoard unearthed from Kurgan
4, Eleke Sazy, where different types of beads resemble seeds (Figure 18). The beads are made
of two parts joined together, and are around 2 mm in length, using a high-temperature
process that is technologically time-consuming and requires meticulous temperature con-
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trol skills. The lenticular beads may resemble seeds from Chenopodium spp., perhaps
Chenopodium album (Sukhorukov and Zhang 2013), which has both food and medicinal uses.
The barrel-shaped ribbed beads perhaps resemble the schizocarp of the Apicaeae family, a
plant family with many members having culinary and medicinal uses, including cumin
and coriander, as identified at a Saka female burial at Urzhar, East Kazakhstan (Nigmatova
and Baitanayev 2019).

 

Figure 18. Digital microscope images of gold beads, Kurgan 4, Eleke Sazy II. Internal Museum
number КΠo93-38580/1-128.

The leaf-shaped pendant from the hoard discovered in Kurgan 4, Eleke Sazy II—
having four lobes and a perforation at the terminal described as a ‘beech nut’ design by Liu
(acknowledging that beech seeds have three lobes) (Liu et al. 2021a)—is found across the
Eurasian steppe region in similar contemporaneous designs (Liu 2014): at mound M3 of
the Dongtalede cemetery in the Southern Altai Mountains, Xinjiang (9th to 7th centuries
BCE) (Liu et al. 2021a); burial mound 1 of Filippovka I, southern Urals (4th century BCE)
(Yablonsky 2015); kurgan 6 of Taksai-1 site in western Kazakhstan (6th–5th centuries BCE)
(Liu et al. 2021a; Lukpanova 2017); and kurgan 8 in the necropolis of Mecet-Saji in the Black
Sea region (5th–4th centuries BCE) (Parzinger 2007; Liu et al. 2021a) (Figure 19).

Figure 19. Digital microscope images of beech nut design gold pendant, Kurgan 4, Eleke Sazy II.
Internal Museum number КΠo93-38580/1-128.

As well as demonstrating the mastery of local plant knowledge in their gold working,
the Saka also used their adornments to show off their access to long-distance trade routes
and exotic foodstuffs, as demonstrated by two pendant designs that appear to show fruits
that were unlikely to have been cultivated locally, unearthed from the Kurgan 7 Eleke Sazy
IV hoard (Figure 20). The first is a unique piece of jewellery in the form of a bunch of
grapes, consisting of two different sizes of granules joined together at high temperatures.
The larger spheres are made from two joined hemispheres and are hollow inside. The
smaller granules appear to be made of solid gold. Grapes (Vitis vinifera) were domesticated
in the Transcaucasian region beginning around 6000–8000 years ago, spreading westward
into the Mediterranean, and eastward into China by the 2nd century BCE (Miller 2008;
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Grassi and Arroyo-Garcia 2020; Zohary and Hopf 2000). A small number of grape seeds
were recovered from the Saka-Wusun settlement site of Tuzusai in south-east Kazakhstan
(410–150 BCE date range from a series of 14C dates), and it is unclear whether they represent
imported or locally cultivated fruits (Spengler et al. 2013). The grapes depicted in the Eleke
Sazy pendant may therefore represent an exotic foodstuff, or symbolise wine drinking
among the elite (Miller 2008).

Figure 20. Bunch of grapes gold pendant and digital microscope image of the pendant (Dinolite
images), Kurgan 7, Eleke Sazy IV. Macro photograph source: Y. Domashev/East Kazakhstan Regional
Museum of Local History. Internal Museum number КΠo93-39392.

The final botanical motif to consider is a pair of pendants from the same hoard, once
again representing extremely fine and detailed work. The pendants are spiky in appearance,
appearing to be covered in either individual grains, or represent the textured surface of a
fruit exocarp (Figure 21). A distinctive feature of these two pieces is undoubtedly signs
of wear and tear, where due to extensive wearing some spikes on the pendants have been
almost erased by what appears to be long-term and extensive use (Figure 22). These were
pieces that seem to have been prized possessions, worn frequently, and not simply made as
part of a burial outfit or tribute. The technology used to produce the pendant is visible in
the microscope images (Figure 22). Each spike is made of a hollow cone that has no visible
joins, which are then joined to a sphere that itself was made of two hemispheres. The
joining technology resembles the granulation technique, but instead of globular granules,
small cones were used. The interpretation of these pendants is not clear in terms of what
is being represented. Liu et al. (2021a) speculates that this conical shape may represent
individual seeds; however, it is also possible that the pendants represent a sheaf of cereal,
or indeed a fruit such as lychee (Litchi chinensis) or Arbutus unedo, which would represent
exotic imports indeed from either eastern China or western Europe.

Figure 21. Two spiky gold pendants, Kurgan 7, Eleke Sazy IV. Y. Image source: Y. Domasehv/East
Kazakhstan Regional Museum of Local History. Internal Museum numbers КΠo 94-39387/1 and
КΠo 94-39387/2.
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Figure 22. Digital microscope images of spiky gold pendants, Kurgan 7, Eleke Sazy IV. Internal
Museum number КΠo 94-39387/2.

4. Materials and Methods

Elemental analyses of the gold objects from Eleke Sazy described here were performed
using an Olympus Vanta portable X-ray fluorescence spectrometer (pXRF), equipped with
an Rh anode and a silicon drift detector, operating at 40 kV and 100 μA, with an aluminium
filter in the X-ray path and a 3 mm collimator. Quantification was supported by the in-house
Gold6 calibration, which is based on the factory-built Alloys Extra fundamental parameters
algorithm, but further optimised for archaeological gold and silver alloys through empirical
calibration with certified reference materials.

Objects were examined using a Keyence VHX6000 high-resolution 3D or Dinolite
digital microscopes. Observations under various magnifications focused on traits of manu-
facture, wear, current condition, and microstructure. All the analyses took place at both
the East Kazakhstan Regional Museum of Local History in Ust-Kamenogorsk, Kazakhstan,
and the Archaeological Science Laboratories of the University of Cambridge, UK, within
the frame of the ‘Gold of the Great Steppe’ exhibition, which took place between September
2021 and January 2022 at the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge. Raw data from the pXRF
and East Kazakhstan Regional Museum of Local History accession numbers for objects are
provided in the Supplementary Material.

5. Discussion

It is clear that the Saka did not only depict the animals in their world with great
care and attention, but also employed a detailed language of plants to express their skills,
abilities, wealth, and contacts. How might we begin to understand the significance of the
animals and plants depicted, beyond the fact that Saka goldsmiths invested many hours of
skill and effort into recreating the natural world in such detail?

Herodotus, in his History (4.134.1) describes an incident of an unexpected appearance
of a hare that caused the Scythians to start chasing it under the eyes of the amazed army
of Darius (Herodotus 1987). Observation of the hare chasing persuaded Darius to retreat
and leave the battlefield. It is not clear from Herodotus’s words whether the hare was
considered a good or bad sign by the Scythians themselves and what were the reasons
for them to start chasing it. On the contrary, Herodotus mostly describes the reaction of
Darius to the sudden appearance of the hare in the Scythian army, explaining the Persian
interpretation of the incident and its consequences. What is clear is that symbolically the
hare was very important for both sides. The Scythians were ready to catch it in the face of
the enemy, and the Persians decided to retreat after the effect of its appearance. Despite the
probable symbolic importance of the hare for the Scythian and Saka population, depictions
of hares are not as common in Eurasian steppe region art, and specifically among the
Saka population, as are deer, eagles, or felines. Consequently, if the hare was symbolically
important among the Eurasian pastoralist societies, as was indicated by Herodotus, why
then so far, are depictions found so rarely among the largest Eastern part of the pan-Scythian
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world created by the Saka? Meanwhile, it is worth noting that depictions of hares in a
more conventional form can be found more often in the Scythian-Greek and Scythian-
Achaemenid bordering regions, where they probably bore culturally mixed symbolism
(Molev 2015).

While the words of Herodotus were and should be considered in a critical manner, a
few recent archaeological findings confirm his observations about the Scythians and their
eastern steppe neighbours, including their use of cannabis, the pre-inhumation ceremonies
of local rulers, their use of unusual organic materials (human skin) and wearing mini
gold cups attached to belts (Spindler et al. 2020; Chugunov et al. 2017). Consequently, the
chronicles of Herodotus are at least partially supported by recent archaeological evidence.

The shift from a sedentary to a predominantly (not wholly) transhumant pastoralist
society that happened at the end of the Bronze and the beginning of the Iron Age in the
Eurasian steppe region was an enduring and successful economic strategy according to the
archaeological data of the period. It is hard to believe that the Iron Age pastoralist societies
of the region did not use a calendar or had no idea of astronomy, considering the massive
annual periodic movements of people and animals, the large scale of their political territories,
their knowledge of both domesticated and wild plant resources for food and medicine, and
the mixed agro-pastoralism practised by those living at the border of steppe and mountains
(Spengler et al. 2013; Samashev 2021b; Chang 2018). A traditional calendar was used by
pastoralist societies of the region starting from at least the 1st millennium CE, and the first
official written evidence of its use was recorded in the 7th c. CE (Zakharova 1960).

It was in active use until the beginning of the 20th c. CE and called Tengrian, Turkic,
Turkic-Mongol, or Mushel calendar. It was still in use at the beginning of the 20th c. CE in
some steppe regions as well as is unofficially in use in many Turkic speaking countries, i.e., in
Kazakhstan and Western Siberia (Dimitriyev 1982; Mukhanbetova 2001). It is a 12-year animal
named calendar, the 4th period of which is named as a hare year, traditionally considered
as the worst, “disastrous” year of the whole 12-year period. Many extremely deadly juts
(mass mortality of livestock due to extreme weather conditions, drought, or ice-covered
ground) happened in the past on the territory of Kazakhstan and Siberia during the hare year
(Atusheva 2000). A few massive juts on the territory of Kazakhstan in 19th c. CE, 1867–1868,
1879–1980, 1891–1892, 1915–1916 were named by the local population as “total hare”, “great
hare”, “younger hare” and “white hare” accordingly. During the juts mass mortality of the
livestock could reach up to 72% and it was a disaster for the pastoralist societies where the
main wealth, treasure, and source of food is livestock (Mukhanbetova 2001).

If a calendar with animal associations was in use during the Iron Age the Saka were
aware of the disastrous hare year and their wish to soften its consequences is understand-
able. The creation of plaques that include a hare, the shape of which is completely obscured
in depictions of other animals or ornamentations, could have had symbolic importance for
the Saka population and could be connected to their knowledge of climate, time, astronomy,
and landscape. Moreover, some of the depicted animals are the Mushel calendar symbols,
such as a boar and bird. Leaving no written records, we can only speculate as to the
calendar and astronomy knowledge of the Iron Age pastoralist societies; however, the
sophistication of the visual message created by the Saka through the use of complex animal
and plant designs hints at a deep understanding and symbolic structuring of the natural
world, part of the ‘Altai-Sayan’ belief system as coined by Z. Samashev (Samashev 2021b).

The importance of medicinal plants—and the skills of those who were able to use
them—to the Saka has been demonstrated by the discovery of the burial of Saka women
in a kurgan at Tasaryk, Urzhar district, East Kazakhstan, dated to between 408–383 cal
BCE (1σ) (Dzhumabekova and Bazarbayeva 2020). Known colloquially as the ‘Urzhar
Priestess’ (Altynbekov 2018) the Saka woman, aged around 30–35, was discovered in a
stone-constructed kurgan, as a single undisturbed burial in a ‘box’ made of large stone slabs.
She was buried with an elaborate gold headdress depicting a mythical bird with fern-like
adornments and accompanied by grave offerings in the form of animal bones, ceramic
vessels, a wooden cup and dish, and a rounded worked-stone item interpreted as an altar
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that was placed near her head (Baitanayev 2019). Significantly, her burial was accompanied
by numerous organic remains. She was found to be wearing a wig made of vegetable fibres
containing fern spores. Her body appears to have been placed on a mat or layer of sedges,
rushes, and ferns. Seeds of Cannabis sp., Rumex sp. (most likely sorrel) and the apline plant
Dryas octopetala (Mountain avens) were found in her pelvic area, and she was buried with
a ‘pouch’ containing plants known for their medicinal properties, including Polygonum
aviculare (prostrate knotweed), Carex sp., cereal lemma, Silene, possible coriander and
cumin, Gratiola officinalis (hedge hyssop), Carduus acantoides (welted thistle), Cannabis sp.,
Plantago sp. (plantain), and pine needles and bark (Nigmatova and Baitanayev 2019).

Both the form and the function of Saka decorative metalwork are better understood
by studying the context and provenance of the objects, and by employing the techniques of
archaeological science to understand the decisions made by Saka craftspeople and their
patrons. The choices and use of different decorative elements and consequently choices
in manufacturing technologies and materials were directly connected with and driven by
the mobile lifestyle of the Saka population, and evidence of use-wear on gold artefacts
indicates that in many cases the objects had a life before being deposited in a funerary
context, be that in a burial chamber or as a hoard tribute to honour the dead. It seems that
stylistically and technologically Saka craftspeople followed the physical needs of society
and adjusted their skills accordingly, for example, by serially producing tiny microbeads
and light decorative plaques for decorating the costumes of horse riders. At the same
time as these technical considerations, the complex integration and mixing of depictions of
different animals in a single object were perhaps related to Saka society’s beliefs, knowledge
of climate, landscape, time, and astronomy, and requires more research in the future.

Animals were not the only motifs depicted by Saka craftspeople, and the botanical
world was also rendered with great care and attention in fine gold work. The technological
skill required to create such tiny and intricate depictions of the plant world, together with
the evidence for heavy wear in some cases, demonstrates that the ‘animal style’ of the
Saka would perhaps be better described as the ‘ecological style’. Animals and plants
adorned people and horses, each with their own underlying symbolic language and social
significance. Through careful further study of the archaeological context, both funerary and
domestic, and the underlying technological choices behind these images, future research
may enable us to understand Saka lifeways and beliefs in greater depth.
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Siberian Animal Style: Stylistic Features as Generic Indication

Elena Fiodorovna Korolkova

The State Hermitage Museum, 191181 Petersburg, Russia; oaves@hermitage.ru

Abstract: This paper is devoted to the problems of differentiation of stylistic variants in the common
phenomenon of the so-called Scythian and Siberian animal styles, which is one of the main distinctive
features of Eurasian nomadic art. The animal style is a concept of more scale than an artistic
style proper which distinguishes with some formal characteristics and depends directly on generic
traditions and ethnic and cultural roots of art. Together with the technical-technological methods
these formal features could be evidential indications of the origin of works of art. The Siberian
collection of Peter the Great includes some different groups of golden ornaments decorated in animal
styles of different origins. The paper focuses on a compact group of items originating from various
mostly unknown sites from different territories in Asia including the Oxus treasure, several items
from the Siberian collection of Peter the Great from Southern Siberia, a few jewelry pieces from
other collections of the world museums as well as items made of leather and felt coming from the
First and the Second Pazyryk kurgans. A distinctive feature of this group of zoomorphic images are
colored inlays that accentuate a hind-leg or a shoulder of the animal; such inlays have the form of
an intricate figure made up of a circle and a curvilinear triangle abutting to it or elongated round
brackets. Genetically, such an ornamental motif, which is not generally typical for Persian art, may be
linked to a periphery area of the Iranian world and nomadic culture, while the group of sites can be
dated back to the 4th–3rd centuries BC. The paper considers a bracelet from the Siberian collection of
Peter the Great which is the only item in this category of jewelry type of bracelets. It represents a
rare type of ornament with a multi-component structure. It consists of three open-work strips with
zoomorphic compositions in an animal style similar to the above-mentioned stylistic group. All three
parts of the bracelet are created in a unified style, but obviously in different individual manners.
There is no doubt, that the zoomorphic images show three different authors’ hands, and were made
by different artisans. So, there is evidence of collective work on the object when each artisan makes
his own operation to create a unique jewel at a workshop. Some parts of the composition on the
bracelet are similar in style to zoomorphic images from kurgan Issyk in Kazakhstan which perhaps
were made in the same workshop. This fact confirms the assumption of the origin of some of Siberian
jewelry.

Keywords: Siberia; animal style; nomadic art; Peter the Great

A cultural and artistic phenomenon of the so-called Scytho-Siberian Animal style is
one of the main distinctive features of Eurasian nomadic art. At the same time, Animal
Style art is a very complicated phenomenon with numerous local variants and it could
not be determined as something homogeneous. The nomadic world is various, movable,
and receptive, and there are a lot of traits of different contacts and impacts reflected in
nomadic art. Nevertheless, none of the cultures with which Eurasian nomadic tribes
came into contact possessed anything comparable with so-called Scythian Animal Style
art. Nomads adopted some features, zoomorphic motifs, and animal images, which were
consonant with their own ideological and mythological conception. Relations with the
peoples occupying different parts of the Eurasian steppe zone remained for a long time
a source of the exchange of artistic ideas and elements, which formed various versions
of the Animal Style. Different peoples certainly practiced a kindred art with a common
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mythological and ideological base, but nomadic art from different regions is characterized
by different formal features.

Style in ancient art is a category, which is similar to the phenomenon of type concerning
the sphere of material culture in archaeological studies (Klein 2016, p. 69). We should try
to trace the cultural impulses in style and technique indications in the Animal Style of
Scythian period among the Siberian art materials including the objects from Altai burial
mounds. This is a complicated task since the cultural links could have been indirect.

There is a problem with where these objects came from and where they were produced.
Another problem is who made them. Archaeological materials document the exchange of
goods, technology, and people from across the Eurasian steppe (Linduff 2006, pp. 358–70)
to and from nomadic tribes and settled oriental civilizations of highly developed culture
and industry. Questions exist regarding how the artistic style could be formed, how it
changed, and how it developed, enriching with different impacts.

Southern Siberia is a region neighbouring great ancient states, such as Achaemenid,
Iran, and China. The great Scythian zone was traversed from west to east but was also
crossed by nomadic passes from south to north. Southern Siberia lay in the territory of
the intersection of the ways of mobile nomadic peoples who were very susceptive to
outer cultural influences, especially in Animal Style. Eurasian nomadic culture shows
evident signs of different influences from other cultures, which belonged to settled societies
including Chinese, Iranian, and Greek societies. We find sometimes mixed features of
Persian and Chinese stylistic traits in the same objects. Additionally, there is not any
contradiction in fact of some formal adoptions from different sources and borrowing of
some elements. It was a creative and natural process, which was stimulated by some
ethno-political situations.

For instance, a possible historical explanation of the penetration of some Iranian
impacts is a Yuezhi nomadic migration from Central Asia to Altai after Alexander the
Great’s conquest and their return to Bactria around 130 BC (Francfort 2020, p. 135). Thanks
to archaeological investigations we can trace the great cultural changes that took place
across the wide area inhabited by nomadic tribes following the great wars and other
social upheavals. In particular, Alexander the Great’s campaigns have been a catalyst for
significant change in different areas. The Asian world has got a great impulse for movement
and change. We can therefore assume that it was due to these circumstances that such
a characteristic style of jewelry was found in the graves of nomadic noblemen from the
4th–3rd centuries.

Sometimes the signs of different sorts of contacts reflect in the objects of mixed char-
acter with heterogeneous parts joined, sometimes new hybrid forms arose under the
influences. For example, I refer to a mirror from Grave 2 in kurgan1 of Filippovka I burial
ground (Figure 1) (Okorokov and Perevodchikova 2020, p. 41, Figure 7:1). Stylistic features
of the piece of art, as well as in some other objects from this grave show mixed nature and
there is no doubt that the things were made of heterogeneous details. These details show
features of different cultural and technological traditions. This evidence sets suppose, that
the disk of a silver mirror was made in a workshop of Achaemenid Iran, but its handle
belonged to nomadic tradition. So, some pieces of art had a hybrid nature and were pro-
duced by artisans of different cultural origins. This fact could be explained by the exchange
of things and following using some imported details for the creation of hybrid objects.
Quite possibly, jewelry workshops were located not only in the territory of the Achaemenid
Empire, but also in the neighbouring periphery, and nomadic artisans could participate in
the jewelry production together with goldsmiths of varied origins. Such workshops united
artisans of different origins and served not only as production centers, but also as cultural
centers and at the same time as professional and artistic schools. Just these centers were the
points of formation and development of Animal Style.
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Figure 1. A mirror from Filippovka 1, kurgan 1, burial 2.

This is only typical of the Eurasian nomadic zone inhabited by peoples, who were in
contact with both civilizations, Iranian and Chinese. The question is that of the mechanism
of the mix of visual imagery and artistic forms, which occurs in objects of the same or
very close type. Sometimes we find objects which consist of heterogeneous details that
obviously belonged to different cultures and combined with each other evidently in the
workshops somewhere available to the nomadic territory. Goldsmiths who worked for
nomadic nobility were mostly from settled societies. Yet we cannot make an assumption
that nomadic people who created such splendid art of Animal Style and used to make a
lot of artistic things of organic materials could not produce any metalwork. They were
fantastically creative and the Animal Style was born in nomadic midst and space.

Many works of art made of different materials from the Altai barrows of the Scythian
period show a strong resemblance with the art of Achaemenid Persia. This fact should
especially be emphasized in the case of the archaeological materials from Pazyryk kurgan
1 and kurgan 2. Some such objects are undoubtedly imported from the territory of the
Achaemenid Empire. Yet there are no grounds to consider all works of applied art from
Pazyryk barrows as imported goods. This art was inspired by the influence of Iranian art
and we can find some very typical features borrowed from Iranian culture and involved
in nomadic Animal Style. It is of great interest that at the same time and even in the
same objects from Altai barrows, we can find images of griffins. These images derive
from ancient Greek culture but reached the Siberian territory indirectly. They appeared in
the Altai region from the 4th–3rd century BC and no earlier and were not widely spread
in the Siberian territory. They occur in Pazyryk Animal Style and embellish the details
of horse trappings (saddle-clothes and other things), perhaps, instead of the authentic
fantastic beaked monsters being equivalent in meaning to them. The authentic Siberian
monsters combine the features of different species—beasts of prey, deer, eagles, and other
creatures. They are more typical to the eastern part of the Animal style area and never
occur in the European Scythian art. The typical Siberian Animal style monsters similar
to griffins, but never with the lion’s body as in Greek mythology, could be determined
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as “mythological eagle” (Rudenko 1958, pp. 101–3). Yet the Pazyryk griffins differ from
the Greek and Persian ones. They have their own distinctive features which look similar
to specific ornamental elements—a geometrical motif in the shape of a combination of a
triangle with a circle on the hindquarter or on the shoulder of the monster’s body. This
ornamental element is not of Greek origin and indicates the Near East influence.

Golden ornaments from the Collection of Peter the Great are doubtless objects of
great artistic merit, as is true of the things made of wood, leather, fur, and other organic
materials from Altai burial mounds. Both of them sometimes show very similar decorative
elements, motifs, and images in spite of making in different materials. There is no reason to
suppose that all the things of Animal Style from Altai barrows were imported or produced
by foreign craftsmen. Marks of these tendencies could be obviously traced especially in the
art of Animal Style of the Scythian period, both in style and in technique treatment.

The Animal Style is a concept of more scale than a formal artistic style, and each
local stylistic variant is distinguished by some formal characteristics. These characteristics
depend directly on generic traditions and ethnic and cultural roots of art. Together with
the technical-technological methods, these formal features could be evidential indications
of the origin of works of art.

The Siberian Collection of Peter the Great is the first Russian archaeological collection.
It contains about 250 extraordinary golden pieces in Animal Style, which served as specific
ornaments in Eurasian nomadic cultures in Siberia in ancient times from the 7th century BC
till the Middle Ages. All these objects were discovered in the early 18th century in course of
Russian pioneers and cartographic expeditions intended to investigate unknown territories
in Asia on purpose to lay the new trade ways to connect West and East. Excavation of
ancient gold could be considered as a concomitant. On their way, they also searched for
sources of gold, natural deposits, or ancient burial mounds rich with gold objects. These
teams of pioneers excavated a lot of ancient burial mounds and dug out numerous gold
objects, some of which were later were accumulated in Peter the Great’s Siberian collection.
That is why all the information about the exact location and territorial position of the
excavated kurgans was, unfortunately, lost.

The collection was gathered, mostly owing to the efforts of Prince Matwey Gagarin,
the military governor of Siberia, who executed the direct tsar’s orders concerning the
ancient gold from Siberian burial mounds excavated by diggers. This collection comprises
really unique but heterogeneous gold objects from unfortunately unknown archaeological
sites. These items are from various cultural sources. The provenance and attribution of
the gold ornaments, which came into the Siberian Collection of Peter the Great are still
much debated. The lack of an archaeological context for any of them, however, has so far
hampered any decisive conclusions. The objects from the Peter the Great treasure were
found somewhere in the vast territory of Siberia. The only way to determine the origin
of each item is to compare the stylistic features and manufacture traces which could help
these objects to be attributed and dated.

The main difficulty of dealing with the objects from Peter the Great treasure is un-
known provenance which makes it impossible to specify the cultural center or nomadic
group in which these gold ornaments were produced. The gold was dug out from the
graves located somewhere within the area from modern Kazakhstan to the Altai moun-
tains. The various personal ornaments among the finds may have come from the region
between the Irtysh and Ob’ rivers and even from the region of the Syr-Darya and Amudarya
basins. Additionally, we can suppose that besides the Iranian cultural centers with highly
developed goldsmith workshops, there were some local workshops in southern Siberia,
probably in the Altai region, where some of the belt plaques in animal style could be cast or
hand-made from the sheet.

At the same time, the jewelry from the Peter the Great Collection shows some common
features in artistic images, which does not afford ground for taking these objects under
consideration as separate cultural phenomena united owing to import and the exchange
of goods only. The interaction of nomadic and sedentary societies is a major feature and,
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perhaps, a main problem of human history at all times. Nomads adopted certain features
of sedentary culture, transformed these according to their own necessity, and being mobile,
were able to transfer these far beyond their point of origin.

Belonging to culturally similar nomadic groups, all these items demonstrate a lot of
different variants and tendencies in artistic and technological aspects, according to ethnical
and cultural appertaining. Marks of these tendencies could be obviously traced especially
in the art of Animal Style of Scythian period, both in artistic style and in technique.

It should be noted that the colourful applied art of the Altai nomads of Scytihan times
which is represented with the objects of different organic materials is extremely consonant
in aesthetic aspects with Achaemenid Persian polychrome jewelry. The colouration of
textiles, felt, and leather Siberian pieces is traditional to this culture as well as polychrome
jewelry. Some of the types of things and techniques could be borrowed by nomadic tribes
from different cultural sources, but only in the case of accordance with their aesthetic taste
and conformity with the potential of their own traditional meaning.

Peter the Great’s collection includes some different stylistic groups of golden orna-
ments decorated in Animal Styles of different origins. Some of them are derived from the
Iranian world. Other ones are closely related to Chinese influences. A few things show the
common features, distinguishing them from the others.

For instance, there is a compact stylistic group of items discovered in different territo-
ries in Asia, which are marked with similar decorative elements. It looks similar to colored
inlays that accentuate the hind leg or shoulder of the animal; such inlays have the form
of an intricate figure made up of a circle combined with a curvilinear triangle abutting
it or with elongated round brackets. Genetically, such an ornamental motif, which is not
typical for Persian art, may be linked to a periphery area of the Iranian world and nomadic
culture, while the group of monuments can be dated back to the 4th–3rd centuries BC. This
decorative element is derived from very early times and shows a strong resemblance with
Assyrian art.

This group can be compared with similar objects from other world museums including
the Oxus treasure from the British Museum and others. Indeed, several items from the
Siberian collection of Peter the Great from Southern Siberia, this stylistic group comprises a
few jewelry pieces from other collections as well as items made of leather and felt coming
from Pazyryk 1 and Pazyryk 2 kurgans (Korolkova 2017, pp. 50–60; 2020, p. 220). In
the Siberian Collection, we can single out a group of ornaments with zoomorphic images
which show a strong resemblance with similar objects from other collections. This group
comprises some ornaments of various functions: two collars, a bracelet, a roundel, a pair of
belt-buckles with an animal combat scene showing a winged monster attacking a recumbent
horse (Figure 2), and a splendid ornament with a fantastic bird of prey attacking a wild goat
(Figure 3). All these things are embellished with inlays embedding the stones in cavities
with the outlined cells, composed in a geometrical pattern with a circle in the center, which
is flanked with one or two curved triangles. Such an ornamental composition usually
marks the shoulder and the hindquarter of an animal figure. The same ornamental pattern
we can find on the leather and felt goods from Pazyryk burial mounds, which are generally
regarded as having been made under the great influence of the Achaemenid culture. Most
of them were discovered in the Pazyryk 1 and Payryk 2 kurgans.

It should be noted that we never place the above-mentioned geometrical decorative
element in Persian art proper, in spite of the artistic tradition in Achaemenid art to mark an
animal’s shoulder and hind quarter with a special “drop”-shaped accent.
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Figure 2. A belt-plaque from the Siberian Collection of Peter the Great. State Hermitage. Inv. Si 1727
1/5.

Figure 3. An aigrette from the Siberian Collection of Peter the Great. State Hermitage. Inv. Si 1727
1/131.
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Some of the objects from the Siberian Collection bear the clear imprint of Achaemenid
Persian art, and they are marked with similarly specific ornamental motifs. The most
splendid and typical one is a gold torc with open ends terminating in lion griffins (Figure 4).
This type of monster is similar in style to the Iranian images and similar to the murals of
Susa. The treatment of the cloisonné technique is exactly like that of a gold armlet from the
Oxus Treasure. This fact was doubtless noticed by O. M. Dalton (Dalton 1964, pp. 52–53).
He concluded that the two ornaments should have been considered synchronous and
closely related. He supposed that the torc travelled north from the Persian border, perhaps
from Bactria, or that a craftsman from the south, migrating to Siberia, there carried on his
tradition. Polychrome incrustation executed in technique cloisonné which is typical of
Persian art should be considered a sign of the Iranian origin of the object or of the craftsman
who has created the piece of jewelry, or, at least, of an artistic tradition migration. Yet the
question is of the provenance of the objects. Indeed, it becomes even more complicated.

Figure 4. A torc from the Siberian Collection of Peter the Great. State Hermitage. Inv. Z-568.

It cannot be denied that images of monsters are also typical in the Iranian culture
of Achaemenid Persia. Yet we should keep in mind that the civilization of the Ancient
Near East had many various sources, which caused the complicated history of this region.
Furthermore, we should keep in mind that the artistic culture of Achaemenid Iran, in turn,
imbibed different traditions of Near East civilization including Assyrian culture. There
is an evident similarity in composition between the monster’s figure with a curved body
in the relief from the Temple of Ninutra at Nimrud of Assurnasirpal (883–859) (British
Museum, Korolkova 2020, p. 221, Figure 6) and the fantastic winged and horned beast of
prey in the golden belt plaques from the Siberian Collection in the scene of tormenting a
recumbent horse (Figure 2).

Referring to Dalton, when the Persian Empire was established, its art was borrowed
from earlier sources (Dalton 1964, p. 42). The Persian objects from the Oxus treasure
were under the influence of the great imperial system. Mesopotamian mythological fancy
appears in the images of griffins and other monsters in Persian art and further in Scythian
culture.

Polychrome incrustation in jewelry is an evident feature of the Achaemenid culture.
Yet it derives from earlier epochs and cultures of the ancient East. There is a reason to
believe that the technique commonly described as orfèvrerie cloisonné, originated in the
Nearer East. Initially, it was very typical to Egyptian and Phoenician applied art as well as
to Assyrian art of the 9th–8th centuries BC, a culture also rich in cloisonné technique. Its
great development took place in Achaemenid Persia. Then from Assyria and Persia, this
type of art entered the Scythian world and the region of the Oxus treasure. The monsters
of the Iranian world look similar to winged creatures with goat horns and beaked eagle
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heads, or lion-headed hybrid animals with lion or ungulate bodies. Such hybrid figures
decorate the ends of the Hermitage torc (Figure 4. State Hermitage, Z-568). The closest
parallel to this torc in style and technique is a pair of bracelets from the Oxus treasure (BM
ANE 124017, Victoria and Albert Museum, 442–1884). These jewelry pieces belonged to the
Iranian workshop of a “royal circle”, in spite of the opinion of some who derive this collar
from the Siberian art influenced by Achaemenid jewelry (Rudenko 1962, pp. 18–19). Yet,
different scholars had different views on the provenance of this torc and derived it from
Eastern Iran, as well as the next object (Ivanov et al. 1984, cat. 2, 3). Another golden spiral
torc from the Siberian Collection (Figure 5, State Hermitage, Si 1727 1/62), with open ends
terminating in feline beasts of prey (perhaps, tigers) demonstrates a very similar style and
similar decoration technique, with inlays but without cloisonné. This gold torc from the
Peter the Great Collection is probably dated from the 4th–3rd century B.C.

Figure 5. A torc from the Siberian Collection of Peter the Great. State Hermitage. Inv. Si 1727 1/62.

The figured terminals of the torc were embellished with turquoise inlays. The feline
tails end with griffin heads, while ears, ribs, and other body surfaces are set with inlay
cells for turquoise. The style of this object is comparable with the Pazyryk style as well
as with the pieces from the Oxus treasure and from Issyk barrow (Kazakhstsan). Scholars
defined this torc as an example of native Siberian goldwork influenced by Achaemenid
art (Rudenko 1962, p. 18; Artamonov 1973, p. 169; Farkas 1973, p. 83). Probably, there is a
reason for this conclusion. At the same time, it should be noted that we cannot consider
the two above-mentioned collars as separate examples of ancient jewelry. Their relation
is undoubted since they show a strong resemblance in goldsmith skill in spite of the
distinction of decoration. The torc with the feline-shaped terminals could be considered
an intermediate variant between the “royal school” and the peripheral cultural circle. It
should be taken as evidence of a strong Iranian influence on jewelry arts in the vast territory
of the Achaemenid empire and neighbouring area. This intermediate link closely connects
with nomadic Pazyryk culture.

Some scholars (Artamonov 1973, p. 168; Farkas 1973, p. 83) supposed that the
terminals of this torc were made in cast technique, but in spite of this opinion, it should be
noticed that now we can contend well-grounded that the feline figures were hand-made on
matrix from two parts (Mongiatti and Korolkova 2020, pp. 327–54).

As to a splendid gold ornament with a fantastic bird of prey attacking a wild goat
from the Peter the Great collection (Figure 3; State Hermitage, Si 1727 1/131), most scholars
considered this object of unknown function to be an aigrette. The ornament represents a
fantastic bird of prey with its wings spread, holding a wild goat in its talons. This object
combines the two methods of polychrome decoration and shows both cloisonné and inlays
embedded in cavities on the shoulder and on the haunch of the goat.
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The Altai parallels show some similar compositions in the decorative elements of
funeral horse trappings. It is reasonable to suppose that this scene is of great semantic
significance. Yet, the object may have served rather as a chieftain’s aigrette than as a frontlet
of a horse’s headgear. The aigrette from the Siberian Collection is a rare object which
shows a strong resemblance in style and ornamental details both to the jewelry from the
Oxus treasure and to the Pazyryk male headgear adornment recently reconstructed by
Elena Stepanova (Stepanova 2017, p. 113). Recent investigations and restoration work
dealing with felt and leather details of a piece of male headgear from the kurgan Pazyryk
2 at the Hermitage museum was revealed to be very similar to the golden aigrette from
the Siberian collection of Peter the Great in composition and Animal Style. According to
the Altai parallel, it is reasonable to assume that this ornament may have been used as
an adornment of a sacred male headgear. Compared to the Oxus treasure bracelets and
aigrette, the workmanship of the Siberian aigrette is somewhat coarse. We should assume
the existence of another workshop of the same time and of very close cultural traditions.
Yet all these pieces are similar enough to have formed one stylistic group.

Aside from cloisonné on the neck of the monster on the torc from the Peter the Great
collection, a craftsman used another method of inlay in the same object, in the cells filled
in with turquoise. Such a technique, in Dalton’s opinion, employed a simple method
of embedding the stones in cavities made on the metal sheet. The Sarmatians further
continued to use both methods (Farkas 1973, pp. 80–83).

One question of great interest is the identity of the real species of prey in the monster’s
talons. This is important from the point of view of the definition of the origin of the object
since it looks similar to Capra sibirica, which is closely related to the European Capra
ibex, but has only inhabited some Central Asiatic regions including Tajikistan, Kazakhstan,
Afghanistan, the Pamirs, the Tien Shan, and Southern Siberia. Thus, this object and the rest
in the group seem to have been produced somewhere in this territory.

The iconography of this item with a griffin-like monstrous bird attacking an ibex is
also paralleled on a felt saddle cloth from the horse equipment from Altai in Pazyryk,
kurgan 1. Like other parallels from Altai in the first millennium BC, this reflects to varying
degrees the interactions of Achaemenid Persia with the nomadic cultures of Central Asia,
Southern Siberia, and Iran.

There are some specific features in the treatment of this object which are of great
interest. For example, the spread tail of the monstrous bird is treated with tiny little tubular
loops disposed of in vertical rows in the riffles between feathers. These cylinders were
intended, perhaps for attachment of the missing incrustation, in the five grooves on the
bird’s tail feathering. It is a very strange thing, but the only technique reminiscent of such a
method of embellishment occurs in ivories from Nimrud. They were discovered at Fort
Shalmaneser and could be dated from the 8th century BC (Mallowan 1966, pp. 566–69,
figure. 513–15). Some ivory panels, plaques, and pyxis from Nimrud demonstrate a very
similar method of embellishment, despite the difference in material and chronological
distance. The resemblance is so close that there is no doubt of the genetic relations between
these two examples of decorative art. So, we can derive the method of decoration of the
Siberian ornament from Assyrian art as well as Achaemenid Persia, where the cloisonné
technique was adopted.

On the ivory panel from the Fort Shalmaneser (Iraq Museum, Bagdad ND 9475)
a single piece of green glass inlay remains in the stalk of one of the papyrus flowers
(Mallowan 1966, p. 568).

There is a similar example of the same type of incrustation on the small eagle figure
from the Siberian Collection (State Hermitage, Z-557; Ivanov et al. 1984, p. 20, cat. 14;
Korolkova 2020, p. 224, Figure 13), the neck and breast of which are decorated with
cloisonné. This item was incrusted with turquoise and the eagle’s tail was framed by the
small cylinders to carry the inlays which are missing.

The aigrette combines the three methods of polychrome decoration and shows both
cloisonné and inlays embedded in cavities accented with the shoulder and the hindquarter
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of a goat, and perhaps, the above-mentioned way of incrustation with small cylindrical
pieces.

Neither Scythian nor Sarmatian periods in Animal Style art demonstrate the use of
lapis-lasuli to incrust the ornaments preferring to inlay turquoise or blue glass-frit mass, as
distinct from the Persian culture. This tradition is rather a distinction of ancient Central
Asiatic cultures. To clarify the technique, it should be stressed that the inlays on the torc
were embedded in cavities not cut, but hammered on the matrix. Aside from some common
features, including the above-mentioned decorative element in the shape of a triangle
combined with a circle, it should be noted that another specific feature of the embedding
of inlays is a double-line contour that outlines the cell of inlay. This feature is one of the
indicators of the close in style and cultural origin group of jewelry.

Among the items of this stylistic group are a couple of the belt plaques from the
Siberian collection of Peter the Great, with an animal combat scene showing a winged
monster attacking a recumbent horse with reversed hindquarters (Figure 2, State Hermitage,
Si 1727 1/5, 6). The objects of this stylistic group are mostly made via methods of cold
treatment of metal. These belt plaques are also chiselled, which is usual in this cultural
tradition.

Recurring to the subject of the specific group of ornaments with inlays, we should
mention some additional analogy items which are little known.

One of them is a bracelet from a private collection. The Animal Style design adorns
the bracelet and represents a fantastic image with mixed features of different animals. This
item, no doubt, belongs to the same group of ornaments as the above-mentioned objects
from Peter the Great’s Collection (Korolkova 2020, p. 226, Figure 15).

Another one is presumably the hilt of a dagger with a double feline figured composi-
tion comparable with some Persian examples as well as very late items of Indian weapons.
This hilt is unfortunately lost and it is represented only in the drawing of the collection of
I. G. Messershmidt, a German scientist of the early 18th century who was sent to Siberia
to investigate this region and its history by Peter the Great. The drawings of the lost
objects from his collection are preserved in the archives of the Academy of Science in Saint
Petersburg (Korolkova 2020, p. 226, Figure 16).

All these objects are marked with the imprint of influences of Near East civilization and
continue the development of cultural traditions which derive from Assyrian and Persian
cultures. We still do not know the center of their production, but it evidently belongs to the
territory bordering Achaemenid Iran and the nomadic zone and, perhaps settlements in
Central Asia.

The question of Assyrian, Iranian, and notably Greek and Chinese influences in
Scythian Animal Style art was under consideration by Gregory Borovka, who has empha-
sized that “it has assimilated and adapted foreign motives without impairing the vigour
Scythian craftsmanship or its devotion to traditional subjects and conventions” (Borovka
1928, p. 6). However, G. Borovka (Borovka 1928, pp. 88–89) supposed that the Altai region
was not the cradle of the original Animal Style, but instead the great centre of its expansion
when it had attained maturity. He stressed the enormous importance of connections sub-
sisting between the Scythian world and ancient China in the process of forming the Animal
Style art (Borovka 1928, p. 7).

There is another golden object that could be included in this stylistic group. This
is a wide bracelet from the Siberian collection of Peter the Great (Figures 6 and 7. State
Hermitage, Si 1727 1/68), which is the only item of this category of jewelry in the collection
of this type of bracelet. It represents a rare type of armlet with a multi-component structure.
It consists of three open-work friezes with zoomorphic compositions in an animal style
similar to the above-mentioned stylistic group, related to Iranian culture. All three parts of
the bracelet are created in a common style, but obviously in different individual manners.
There is no doubt that the zoomorphic images show three different authors’ hands, and
that the parts of the bracelet were made by different goldsmiths. Thus there is evidence
of collective work on the object, during which each artisan creates their own method of
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creating a unique jewel at a workshop. This could be explained, for example, by a lack of
time, as in the case of working on items for a funeral.

Figure 6. A bracelet from the Siberian Collection of Peter the Great. State Hermitage. Inv. Si 1727
1/68.

Figure 7. A bracelet from the Siberian Collection of Peter the Great. State Hermitage. Inv. Si 1727
1/68. Panorama view.

In each of the three friezes a typical iconic pattern occurs, such as reversed hindquarters
of animal bodies. Some parts of the composition on the bracelet are similar in style to
zoomorphic images from the kurgan Issyk in Kazakhstan which were perhaps made in the
same workshop (Figure 8). This fact confirms the assumption of the origin of some Siberian
jewelry. The central frieze of the bracelet shows great artistic merit, and professional
methods of a clear and balanced composition, which are connected with Central Asian
traditions. No inlays adorn this golden strip.
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Figure 8. An ornament from a dagger. Issyk kurgan. Kazakhstan.

One of the outer friezes was made by a goldsmith, who represented the artistic
tradition similar to the above-mentioned group of things with inlays of specific forms,
which derives from Achaemenid Iranian culture. All three friezes show a strong distinction
in numerous iconic features, such as proportions of animal figures, and treatment of details,
which prove the work of three different persons. More than that, the three elements of the
bracelet show a great difference in the professional and artistic level of the goldsmiths.

The third frieze was executed by a craftsman of less artistic merit, who tried to follow
the ways of decoration and composition adopted from the Iranian tradition. All the strips
were made with a technic of casting with a lost vax model. Participation of three different
persons of different cultural origins in the process of manufacturing one object, as well
as their collective work in a goldsmith workshop, should be considered a very important
observation, which shdes light on the matter of artistic and manufacturing features of the
ancient world and the development of nomadic Animal Style art.

A similar situation was observed and noted by Konstantin Chugunov in the case of
a study of a dagger with decoration in Animal Style from the kurgan Arzhan 2 in Tuva,
where two different styles and technical methods of zoomorphic decoration were obviously
determined in one object. This fact was explained by the author of the article as an example
of the cooperation of craftsmen in jewelry production of different origins and different
traditions (Chugunov 2004, p. 73). Traces of different cultural and artistic influences can be
observed in jewelry style and technique. A similar situation was alluded to by Vladimir
Kisel concerning the early Scythian art of the Caucasian region and the Black Sea area (Kisel
2003, p. 135). Such a situation seems to be typical of the nomadic world. The main issue is
establishing how and why such jewelry items arrived in Siberia and who produced them.
Yet the question of the provenance is more complicated.

Archaeological research has revealed the extent of the exchange of goods, technology,
and people across the Eurasian steppe between nomadic tribes as well as sedentary Oriental
civilizations that were highly developed both culturally and technologically.

The so-called Scythian “Animal Style” shows the presence of different stylistic forms
and artistic traditions, but its meaning, content, and imagery remained quite uniform
throughout a vast territory. The region of Southern Siberia can be considered the focal point
for ancient cultural interactions between different Asiatic peoples and nomadic tribes in
the first millennium BC.

We have to recognize at least two vectors of cultural and artistic influences on Animal
Style art, from northern China and from the Iranian world. The only region where a
conjunction of mixed tendencies of stylistic features from the Iranian world, Central Asian,
and northern Chinese traditions as well as gold-working techniques could be observed
in the same culture as the organic artistic phenomenon connected with the ethnic group,
was southern Siberia, including Altai. Additionally, the existence of the local gold-working
workshops in this territory is not out of the question.

The ancient Eurasian nomadic world was at once a heterogenous conglomerate of
peoples and cultures, and a very permeable environment, extremely receptive to foreign
influences. The nomads borrowed visual patterns and imagery from other peoples and
wove them into their own mythological context. Since the Eurasian nomads inhabited
a vast region that was surrounded by several major cradles of civilization (China, Iran,
Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Greece), the Scythian “Animal Style” does not represent a single
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artistic tradition but had many sources and versions, in spite of being, on the whole, an
artistic phenomenon characteristic exclusively of the Scythian world.
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